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      The Habits Guide: How to Build Good Habits and Break Bad
      Ones

      
      Before we get into the guide, I want to recommend the most
      comprehensive guide on how to change your habits and get 1% better
      every day: My #1 New York Times bestselling bookAtomic Habits.

      Packed with evidence-based self-improvement
      strategies,Atomic Habitswill teach you how to
      make the small changes that will transform your habits and deliver
      remarkable results.

      [image: ]
      Atomic Habitswill reshape the way you think about
      progress and success and give you the tools and strategies you need
      to transform your habits—whether you are a team looking to win a
      championship, an organization hoping to redefine an industry, or
      simply an individual who wishes to quit smoking, lose weight,
      reduce stress, and achieve success that lasts.

      Want to get Chapter 1 of Atomic Habits for
      free?Just enter your email address below.

      
      
      [image: ]

      
      Download Chapter 1 of Atomic Habits and get a proven framework
      for improving – every day.

      Enter your email to get the free chapter.

      

      

      

      Let’s get to the habits guide…

      What Are Habits?

      Let’s define habits. Habits are the small decisions you make and
      actions you perform every day.

      According to researchers at Duke University, habits account for
      about 40 percent of our behaviors on any given day.

      Your life today is essentially the sum of your habits.

      How in shape or out of shape you are? A result of your habits.
      How happy or unhappy you are? A result of your habits.

      How successful or unsuccessful you are? A result of your
      habits.

      What you repeatedly do (i.e. what you spend time thinking about
      and doing each day) ultimately forms the person you are, the things
      you believe, and the personality that you portray.

      Everything I write about – from procrastination
      and productivity
      to strength
      and nutrition – starts
      with better habits. When you learn to transform your habits, you
      can transform your life.
      This page includes recommended resources on forming
      better habits and breaking bad ones in any area of life, but if
      you’d like to explore information on specific types of habits,
      check out these articles:

      Three Ways to Form Better Habits

      
      	How to Build a New Habit: This
      is Your Strategy Guide:Read this guide right now to learn
      5 easy, powerful strategies for changing habits.

      	How
      To Start New Habits That Actually Stick: This helpful framework
      can make it easier to stick to new habits so that you can improve
      your health, your work, and your life in general.

      	Identity-Based
      Habits: How to Actually Stick to Your Goals This
      Year:Most of the time we set our goals in the wrong way.
      Read this article to learn how identity-based habits can help you
      achieve your goals more easily.

      

      Three Ways to Break Bad Habits

      
      	How to Break a
      Bad Habit and Replace It With a Good One:Want to learn
      how to break a bad habit? Read this article to discover the science
      of breaking bad habits and practical suggestions for making it
      happen.

      	How Vietnam War Veterans
      Broke Their Heroin Addictions:By simply removing yourself
      from an environment that triggers all of your old habits, you can
      make it easier to break bad habits and build new ones.

      	How to Declutter Your
      Mind and Unleash Your Willpower by Using “Bright-Line” Rules:
      A bright-line rule refers to a clearly defined rule or
      standard. It is a rule with clear interpretation and very little
      wiggle room. It establishes a bright line for what the rule is
      saying and what it is not saying.Most of us could benefit
      from setting brighter lines in our personal and professional
      lives.

      

      How to Make a Habit Stick

      Best Habits Books

      Want more great books on psychology and self-help? Browse
      myfull list of thebest psychology
      booksandbest self-help
      books.

      All Habits Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on habits.
      Enjoy!
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      30 One-Sentence Stories From People Who Have Built Better
      Habits

      
      In this article, I’d like to share 30
      “one-sentence stories” about building better habits. (They are not
      all exactly one sentence, but they are very short.)

      None of these stories are mine. They were sent to me by readers
      of Atomic
      Habits. My hope is that these examples will illustrate how real
      people are putting the book into practice. They will show you what
      people are actually doing to build good habits and break bad ones.
      And hopefully, they will spark some ideas for how you can do the
      same.

      I have divided the stories into categories that roughly
      correspond to different sections or ideas in the book.

      

      Identity-based habits

      One of the central ideas in the book is the concept of building
      “identity-based
      habits”, which essentially recommends focusing on the type of
      person you wish to become rather than the outcome you wish to
      achieve.

      One reader named Roland used the idea to improve his eating
      habits.

      “I stopped eating unhealthy food via identity change,” he wrote.
      “I tried many times in the past, but it became easy — natural —
      only after I had made the conscious decision that I want to be
      someone who eats healthy. Instead of aiming for I want to stop
      eating bad food, I tried changing the mindset to I am
      someone that eats healthy and lives a healthy life. It changes
      how you approach things.”

      Another reader named Robert employed this idea to help him quit
      smoking. He wrote, “I recently stopped smoking and the difference
      between I don’t smoke and I can’t smoke is a
      powerful trainer of my brain. The positive message of I don’t
      smoke is that I have not “given up” anything. I am not
      sacrificing a pleasure. I am investing in my future happiness and
      wellbeing.”

      Like most strategies in the book, the concept of identity-based
      habits can be combined with other habit building tactics. For
      instance, one reader used an external reward of $10 to reinforce
      the desired identity. “I told myself, I am no longer a
      drinker. Then, after each day of non-drinking, I gave myself
      $10 to buy something nice rather than poison (like clothes and
      household items). Today, I no longer need the allowance and I’m six
      years sober.”

      Chapter 2 of Atomic
      Habits covers these strategies in much greater detail.

      Changing the Cues

      Another way you can change a habit is by identifying and
      altering the cues that prompt your behavior. This is precisely what
      many readers have done.

      One woman named Lisa cultivated a reading habit by increasing
      her exposure to books. “I’ve read more books by continually having
      20-30 books on hold at the library,” she said. “It saves time on
      browsing for books. I always have new things to read with a
      three-week deadline.”

      Heather used a similar strategy to reinforce the simple habit of
      drinking more water. “I use color and placement for visual
      reminding and motivation. I poured water in a bright aqua water
      bottle – my favorite color – and placed it on my nightstand so I
      couldn’t miss it when I woke up.”

      Other readers have done the opposite. They reduced
      exposure to negative cues. One man named Max managed to
      eliminate his e-cigarette habit. “I quit e-cigarettes with a
      combination of determination and also quitting coffee at the same
      time, which was a trigger for me as I’d smoke and drink coffee
      together in the morning.”

      Habit Stacking

      Another popular tactic in the book is something I call “habit stacking.” It’s
      strategy I first learned from Stanford professor B.J. Fogg. He
      refers to it as “anchoring” because you anchor—or stack—your new
      habit onto a current habit.

      One reader used habit stacking to create a simple rule for
      learning a new language.

      “When I first moved to China and started to learn Mandarin, I
      committed to strike up a conversation with the taxi driver whenever
      I went into a cab (I took a lot of cab rides, 5+ daily). I did it
      for 2 years no matter the time of day or how tired I was. I now
      speak fluent Chinese.”

      Similarly, a reader named David told me, “I meditate for 20
      minutes after brushing my teeth in the morning. Linking new habits
      onto a keystone one seems to work.”

      You’ll find all sorts of habit stacking examples in Chapter 5 of
      Atomic Habits.

      Environment Design, Part I

      I have written about the power of the
      environment and the importance of choice
      architecture in the past. The simple truth is our environment
      often shapes our behavior. Many readers are using this fact to
      their benefit by installing some of the environment design
      strategies I share in the book.

      For starters, you can break a bad habit by increasing
      the friction in your environment.

      One woman named Cyd curtailed her snacking habit with the
      following strategy. “My husband still loves his Pringles, as do I,
      but they’re now kept in a locked car that’s parked in the cold. It
      works!”

      Multiple readers are learning to wake up earlier.

      One reader named Daniel told me, “I jump out of bed every
      morning without any hesitation. The reason? The only way to turn
      off my alarm is to scan a QR Code I keep in the bathroom. This
      worked wonders for me.”

      Chris utilized both environment design and habit stacking to
      stop sleeping in. He wrote, “I have a bad habit: Hitting snooze. To
      eliminate it, I “made it hard” and put phone in the bathroom. The
      phone then became a habit stack. The first thing I do when I wake
      up: turn off alarm, go to bathroom, brush teeth, etc.”

      One of my favorite examples was sent to me by J. Money, the personal finance blogger.
      He wrote, “I brush my teeth right after putting my kids to bed
      every night (8pm), which has prevented me from eating or drinking
      (alcohol) at night for years… ‘Cuz who wants to re-brush them
      again!”

      It’s a great example of creating just enough friction to keep
      your bad habits at bay.

      Environment Design, Part II

      Typically, we think of designing physical spaces, but you can
      use the same principles to shape your digital environment as well.
      For instance, a reader named Matthew wrote to me and said, “I
      significantly cut down on mindless Instagram time. Simply logging
      out of the app makes a big difference.”

      Another reader named Viet went even further. “I used my own
      laziness to my own advantage with my bad habit of browsing
      Facebook. Deleting Facebook and having to go through the one extra
      step of going to website and logging in manually was enough barrier
      for me to not get back on.”

      And Rahul did something similar to kill his video game habit.
      “For gaming addiction, I removed my graphic card,” he wrote. “For
      excessive net surfing on mobile, I uninstalled apps and removed the
      Chrome browser.”

      Environment Design, Part III

      On the flip side, you can foster good habits by
      reducing the friction in your environment.

      Natalie started picking up her cluttered clothes and building
      better cleaning habits simply by reducing the number of steps
      between her and the laundry basket. “I quit leaving my socks all
      over the floor by putting a little basket beside the door to
      collect them in.”

      Similar strategies can be particularly useful for building new
      exercise habits.

      One reader named Justin sent me the following message: “I
      started going to a gym that was less than a mile from my house.
      This took away the time and inconvenience excuses. I was never
      consistent at exercise, but now I work out 8-10x a week. Crossfit,
      running, and cycling. I’ve been going strong for 2.5 years.”

      Another reader wrote, “I’ve been running at 6 A.M. for the past
      two years. I always put my running gear (Garmin, compression
      sleeves, shoes, etc.) into a neat pile the night before. When I get
      up, I just get dressed and go out the door.”

      I’ve even heard from readers who go to sleep wearing their
      running clothes. All they have to do is stumble out the door
      in the morning.

      For more on environment design, see Chapters 6 and 12 of
      Atomic Habits.

      Habit Substitution

      In many cases, it can be more effective to replace your bad
      habit than to merely try to eliminate it.

      The beautiful thing about habit substitution is that you can
      build a good habit and break a bad one at the same time. One reader
      told me, “At home I would go out to my backyard to smoke, so I put
      a weight bench out there and every time I wanted to smoke I’d go
      out and do some reps instead. After that, my craving was
      reduced.”

      I thought the following idea was interesting. One reader
      replaced biting their nails with cutting their
      nails. “I stopped biting my fingernails mostly by making sure
      clippers were always close at hand – especially at work.”

      Many readers have substituted a new habit in a “stair step”
      fashion. They gradually shift from the old habit to something
      healthier.

      Mark, for example, shared the following strategy. “I
      significantly cut back on beer consumption. I used flavored
      sparkling water to replace the beer and I asked my wife to stop
      having beer in the fridge for a while. Once I replaced the habit
      (it was mostly stress drinking after work), I was able to add beer
      back into my life.”

      And another reader, also named Marc, curtailed his drinking in a
      similar way. “I replaced drinking beer every day in a succession of
      replacements, going through fruit juice, then iced tea, then
      seltzer water. I did it over about nine months by having one less
      drink a week. Once I finally quit, I got past the cravings in only
      two weeks. I haven’t had a drink in over a year now.”

      Shawn used this approach to stop smoking. “I decided to quit
      smoking and used a fun-sized Snickers candy bar as a substitute
      until the major cravings went away. I’m still smoke-free years
      later.”

      Substitution can even be useful in a broader sense. Suraj wrote,
      “I was addicted to drugs and alcohol. To beat my addiction, I
      started working out. Now I am planning to compete in powerlifting
      meets.”

      To a certain degree, habit substitution allows you to look for a
      healthier obsession. Some people are hooked on alcohol. Others are
      hooked on exercise. Either one can be unhealthy if taken too far,
      but generally speaking it’s a lot better to spend a few hours
      exercising each day than to spend a few hours drinking each
      day.

      Mindset Tricks

      Sometimes I like to employ clever little mental tricks to stick
      with a good habit.

      One reader named Caelan wrote, “I quit smoking by assigning my
      cheat days progressively farther in the future. I never quit “for
      good,” I only quit until my next cheat day. This helped with
      cravings, because the choice wasn’t between “right now” or “never,”
      it was “right now” or “later.”

      Ken applied a similar strategy to his habit of eating fast food.
      “I started small when I quit bad habits like eating McDonalds all
      the time and drinking soda. I told myself I’d take a week off, then
      said two weeks. That continued. This month, I made it four years
      without McDonalds and 15 months without soda.”

      Another person used the Pointing-and-Calling strategy I
      discussed in Chapter 4. They wrote, “I quit smoking by saying a
      mantra out loud every time I wanted a cigarette (“your brain tricks
      you”) which I think changed my thinking from the subconscious part
      of my brain to the logical part.”

      Qiana used a little math and a clever visual trick. “I stopped
      drinking soda,” she wrote. “I added up all the sodas I drank for
      the week and counted how many tablespoons of sugar were in those
      soda cans and bottles. I began to scoop the amount of sugar into an
      enormous bowl The visual did it for me. I had to break that
      habit.”

      Habit Tracking

      Finally, I’d like to close with one of my favorite strategies:
      habit
      tracking.

      Here’s how a few readers are using it…

      Cindy sent me an email saying, “I purchased a large wall
      calendar and started building the chains. This really works for me.
      I like to build that chain. There are 6 months of red X’s on my
      calendar. I am healthier, have lost 30 pounds, feel stronger,
      exercise more, garden, read more, work on my small business, and
      practice my French.”

      The easiest way to start tracking your habits is to use the
      templates provided in the Habit
      Journal. It will make the whole process a breeze.

      My favorite approach is to pick a very tiny version of your
      habit and track that. For example, I have been tracking the habit
      of “reading 1 page” for the last month. One reader named Günter did
      something similar. “I’ve done a simple workout every day for over
      half a year now. I managed to stick to it by changing the scope:
      when I don’t have time for a full set or don’t feel like it,
      instead of skipping altogether, I do an abbreviated session. I also
      mark it in my calendar.”

      Hopefully, these short stories give you some ideas on how to
      build better habits in your own life. If you’d like to learn more
      about the strategies discussed above, check out Atomic Habits. And if you’re
      interested in a notebook that makes it easier to build better
      habits, try the Habit
      Journal.

      But no matter what, keep taking action in small ways each day.
      It is so gratifying for me to see people making real changes in
      their life because of these ideas. As always, thanks for
      reading.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Ultimate Habit Tracker Guide: Why and How to Track Your
      Habits

      
      This article includes an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      If you want to stick with a habit for good, one simple and
      effective thing you can do is keep a habit
      tracker.

      Here’s why:

      Elite performers will often measure, quantify, and track their
      progress in various ways. Each little measurement provides
      feedback. It offers a signal of whether they are making progress or
      need to change course.

      Gabrielle Hamilton, a chef in New York City, provides a good
      example. During an interview with the New York Times, she
      said, “The one thing I see that consistently separates the chef
      from the home cook is that we taste everything, all the time,
      before we commit it to the dish, right down to the grains of salt.
      We slurp shot glasses of olive oil and aerate them in our mouths as
      if it were a wine we were trying to know. We taste the lamb, the
      fish, the butter, the milk before we use it… we chew salt to see
      how we like it in our teeth, on our tongues, and to know its
      flavor, its salinity.”

      For the chef, tasting the ingredients tells them whether they
      are making progress toward their desired end goal. It provides the
      immediate feedback they need to get the recipe just
      right.

      Like a chef improving a recipe through trial and error, we often
      improve our habits through trial and error. If one approach doesn’t
      deliver the desired effect, then we adjust—like a chef tweaking the
      amount of an ingredient.

      However, there is an important difference between getting
      feedback while cooking a meal and getting feedback while building a
      habit. When it comes to building a habit, feedback is often
      delayed. It’s easy to taste an ingredient or to watch bread rise in
      the oven. But it can be difficult to visualize the progress you are
      making with your habits. Perhaps you’ve been running for a month,
      but you still don’t see a change in your body. Or maybe you managed
      to meditate for 16 straight days, but you still feel stressed and
      anxious at work.

      Habit formation is a long race. It often takes time for the
      desired results to appear. And while you are waiting for the
      long-term rewards of your efforts to accumulate, you need a reason
      to stick with it in the short-term. You need some immediate
      feedback that shows you are on the right path.

      And this is where a habit tracker can help.

      The Habit Tracker: What It Is and How It
      Works

      A habit tracker is a simple way to measure whether you did a
      habit.

      The most basic format is to get a calendar and cross off each
      day you stick with your routine. For example, if you meditate on
      Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, each of those dates gets an X. As
      time rolls by, the calendar becomes a record of your habit
      streak.
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      To make this process as easy as possible, I created the Habit
      Journal, which includes 12 habit tracker templates—one for each
      month. All you have to do is add your habit and start crossing off
      the days.

      Placing an X on each day is the classic look. I prefer something
      a little more design-oriented, so I shade in the cells on my habit
      tracker. You could also use checkmarks or fill your habit tracker
      with dots.

      [image: ]

      No matter what design you choose, the key point is your habit
      tracker provides immediate evidence that you completed your habit.
      It’s a signal that you are making progress. Of course, that’s not
      all it does…

      Habit tracking is powerful for three reasons.

      
      	It creates a visual cue that can remind you to act.

      	It is motivating to see the progress you are making. You don’t
      want to break your streak.

      	It feels satisfying to record your success in the moment.

      

      Let’s break down each one.

      Benefit #1: A habit tracker reminds you to
      act.

      Habit tracking naturally builds a series of visual cues. When
      you look at the calendar and see your streak, you’ll be reminded to
      act again.

      Research has shown that people who track their progress on goals
      like losing weight, quitting smoking, and lowering blood pressure
      are all more likely to improve than those who don’t. One study of
      more than sixteen hundred people found that those who kept a daily
      food log lost twice as much weight as those who did not. A habit
      tracker is a simple way to log your behavior, and the mere act of
      tracking a behavior can spark the urge to change it.

      Habit tracking also keeps you honest. Most of us think we act
      better than we do. Measurement offers one way to overcome our
      blindness to our own behavior and notice what’s really going on
      each day. When the evidence is right in front of you, you’re less
      likely to lie to yourself.

      Benefit #2: A habit tracker motivates you to
      continue.

      The most effective form of motivation is progress. When we get a
      signal that we are moving forward, we become more motivated to
      continue down that path. In this way, habit tracking can have an
      addictive effect on motivation. Each small win feeds your
      desire.

      This can be particularly powerful on a bad day. When you’re
      feeling down, it’s easy to forget about all the progress you have
      already made. Habit tracking provides visual proof of your hard
      work—a subtle reminder of how far you’ve come. Plus, the empty
      square you see each morning can motivate you to get started because
      you don’t want to lose your progress by breaking your streak.

      Benefit #3: A habit tracker provides immediate
      satisfaction.

      Finally, tracking feels rewarding. It is satisfying to cross an
      item off your to-do list, to complete an entry in your workout log,
      or to mark an X on the calendar. It feels good to watch your
      results grow and if it feels good, then you’re more likely to
      endure.

      Habit tracking also helps keep your eye on the ball: you’re
      focused on the process rather than the result. You’re not fixated
      on getting six-pack abs, you’re just trying to keep the streak
      alive and become the type of person who doesn’t miss workouts.

      Habit Tracker Ideas

      Alright, those benefits sound great, but it’s not necessary to
      fill your habit tracker with every habit that makes up your day. In
      fact, if you’re already sticking to a habit, then it seems like
      extra work to me to track it as well. So what should you measure in
      your habit tracker?

      Habit tracking can help kickstart a new habit or keep you on
      track with behaviors that you tend to forget or let slide when
      things get busy.

      In Atomic Habits, I
      recommend using the Two-Minute Rule, which suggests you scale your
      habits down until they take two minutes or less to perform. You can
      track whatever habits you want in your habit tracker, but I
      recommend starting with these super small habits to make sure that
      you are at least showing up in a small way each day. I’ll share
      some examples below and break them out by daily, weekly, and
      monthly habits.

      Common daily habits to track:

      
      	journal 1 sentence

      	read 1 page

      	meditate 1 minute

      	do 1 push up

      	stretch for 1 minute

      	write 1 thing I’m grateful for

      	make your bed

      	wake up by [TIME]

      	go to bed by [TIME]

      	take a shower

      	floss teeth

      	weigh myself

      	take medication

      	take vitamins/supplements

      	play [INSTRUMENT] for 1 minute

      	contact 1 potential client

      	prioritize to-do list

      	say “I love you” at least once

      	put all dishes put away

      	take a walk outside

      	call mom

      	walk the dog

      

      Notice that most items on this list can be completed in two
      minutes or less. Make your habits so easy that you can stick to
      them even on the hard days.

      For something to become truly habitual, you need to repeat it
      frequently. As a result, most habits are daily. But it can also be
      helpful to use a habit tracker for various weekly or monthly
      routines. These behaviors won’t become “automatic” like tying your
      shoes or brushing your teeth, but a habit tracker can remind you to
      complete them nonetheless.

      Common weekly habits to track:

      
      	publish blog post

      	vacuum

      	take out trash/recycling

      	do the laundry

      	water the plants

      	tidy up your bedroom

      	write a thank you note

      

      Monthly habits:

      
      	review finances

      	transfer money to savings account

      	pay off credit cards

      	pay bills

      	deep clean the house

      

      You can also use a habit tracker to simply count how often you
      do something. For example, if you want to keep track of how many
      days you travel for work each month.

      Other ideas:

      
      	days spent traveling

      	conduct weekly review

      	conduct monthly review

      

      Finally, you can use a habit tracker to measure what you
      don’t do. I call these “habits of avoidance” (that is,
      behaviors you are trying to avoid).

      Habits of avoidance:

      
      	no alcohol

      	no Netflix

      	no online purchases

      	no soda

      	no sugar

      	no caffeine

      	no smoking

      

      Again, the Habit
      Journal offers a proven template and the fastest way to create
      your habit tracker. No need to spend an hour drawing your own grid.
      Just write your habits down and you’re ready to go.

      How to Get in the Habit of Using Your Habit
      Tracker

      Despite all of the benefits, a habit tracker is not something
      that makes sense in every situation or for every person. Many
      people resist the idea of tracking and measuring. It can feel like
      a burden because it forces you into two habits: the habit you’re
      trying to build and the habit of tracking it. That said, nearly
      anyone can benefit from habit tracking in one form or another—even
      if it’s only temporary.

      What can we do to make habit tracking easier?

      First, manual tracking should be limited to your most important
      habits. It is better to consistently track one habit than to
      sporadically track ten. I tend to keep my habit tracker simple and
      limit it to my three or four most important habits.

      Second, record each measurement immediately after the habit
      occurs. The completion of the habit is the cue to write it down.
      (This is a twist on the “habit stacking” approach I discuss in
      Chapter 5 of Atomic
      Habits.)

      Here’s the basic formula: After [CURRENT HABIT], I will [TRACK
      MY HABIT].

      For example:

      
      	After I hang up the phone from a sales call, I will mark the
      “call 1 potential client” column.

      	After I finish meditating, I will fill the “meditate for 1
      minute” column.

      	After I put my plate in the dishwasher, I will complete the
      “put all dishes away” column.

      

      Basically, what we are talking about here is getting in the
      habit of using your habit tracker. These little rules help you
      remember to pick up your habit tracker and mark off another
      accomplishment.

      How to Recover Quickly When Your Habits Break
      Down

      Finally, I want to discuss what to do when you fall off the
      wagon.

      Every habit streak ends at some point. Perfection is not
      possible. Before long, an emergency will pop up—you get sick or you
      have to travel for work or your family needs a little more of your
      time. Whenever this happens to me, I try to remind myself of a
      simple rule:

      Never miss twice.

      If I miss one day, I try to get back into it as quickly as
      possible. Missing one workout happens, but I’m not going to miss
      two in a row. Maybe I’ll eat an entire pizza, but I’ll follow it up
      with a healthy meal. As soon as one streak ends, I get started on
      the next one. I can’t be perfect, but I can avoid the second
      mistake.

      Generally speaking, the first mistake is never the one that
      ruins you. It is the spiral of repeated mistakes that follows. As I
      write in Atomic Habits,
      “Missing once is an accident. Missing twice is the start of a new
      habit.”

      Too often, we fall into an all-or-nothing cycle with our habits.
      The problem is not slipping up; the problem is thinking that if you
      can’t do something perfectly, then you shouldn’t do it at all.

      Sure, a perfectly filled-in habit tracker looks beautiful and
      you should strive to achieve it whenever possible. But life is
      messy. In the long run, what matters is that you find a way to get
      back on track.

      How Long Do I Need to Track My Habits?

      One of the most common questions I get is “How long does it take
      to build a habit?”

      You’ll see all kinds of answers: 21 days, 30 days, 100 days. One
      popular answer right now is 66 days because there was one study
      that found that, on average, it took 66 days to build a habit.
      However, even within that study the range was quite wide depending
      on the difficulty of the habit.

      I find that people are really trying to get at something else
      when they ask, “How long does it take to build a habit?” What they
      often mean is, “How long until it’s easy? How long until I don’t
      have to put much effort in anymore?”

      Look, all habits get easier with practice. But this line of
      questioning ignores the real purpose of building better habits in
      the first place.

      How long does it take? The honest answer is: forever. Because
      once you stop doing it, it is no longer a habit.

      A habit is a lifestyle to be lived, not a finish line to be
      crossed. You are looking to make small, sustainable changes you can
      stick with for years. And a habit tracker is one tool in your
      toolbox on the road to behavior change. It is an effective way to
      visualize your progress and motivate you to show up again
      tomorrow.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 16 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Surprising Benefits of Journaling One Sentence Every
      Day

      
      From 1986 to 2011, Oprah Winfrey hosted The
      Oprah Winfrey Show. It was the highest rated talk show of
      all-time and familiar to nearly anyone who owned a television set
      in North America at that time.

      Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the “Queen of All Media” built a
      brand that stretched far beyond the television screen. She went on
      to become a billionaire, a well-regarded philanthropist, and a
      recipient of the Presidential Medal of Freedom. And as she was busy
      working toward these otherworldly accomplishments, Oprah relied on
      a simple habit: journaling.

      Journaling is simply the act of thinking about your life and
      writing it down. That’s it. Nothing more is needed. But despite its
      simplicity, the daily journal has played a key role in the careers
      of many prolific people.

      As you might expect, journaling is a favorite habit of many
      writers. From Mark Twain to Virginia Woolf, Francis Bacon to Joan
      Didion, John Cheever to Vladimir Nabokov. A journal was rarely far
      from any of these artists. Susan Sontag once claimed that her
      journal was where she “created herself.”

      Journaling has been utilized by scores of brilliant thinkers and
      inventors. Charles Darwin. Marie Curie. Leonardo da Vinci. Thomas
      Edison. Albert Einstein. Similarly, leaders and politicians
      throughout history have kept journals in one form or another.
      People like George Washington, Winston Churchill, and Marcus
      Aurelius.In the sporting world, athletes like Katie Ledecky, winner
      of multiple gold medals, and Eliud Kipchoge, the world record
      holder in the marathon, rely on journals to reflect on their daily
      workouts and improve their training.

      Why have so many of history’s greatest thinkers spent time
      journaling? What are the benefits?

      

      What Journaling Can Do for You

      Nearly anyone can benefit from getting their thoughts out of
      their head and onto paper. There are more benefits to journaling
      than I have time to cover here, but allow me to point out a few of
      my favorites.

      Journaling provides the opportunity to learn new lessons
      from old experiences. When looking back on her previous
      journal entries, Virginia Woolf remarked that she often “found the
      significance to lie where I never saw it at the time.”

      Reading your old journal entries is a bit like reading a great
      book for a second time. You pick up on new sentences and see the
      past in a different way. Only this time, you are re-reading the
      story of your life.

      Journaling sharpens your memory. When Cheryl
      Strayed wrote her hit book, Wild, she relied heavily on
      her journal. She recalled, “My journal provided the who, what, how,
      when, and why with a specificity that memory might have blurred,
      but it also did something more: it offered me a frank and
      unvarnished portrait of myself at 26 that I couldn’t have found
      anywhere else.”

      Time will change your face without you noticing, but it will
      also change your thoughts without you realizing it. Our beliefs
      shift slowly as we gain experience and journal entries have the
      ability to freeze your thoughts in time. Seeing an old picture of
      yourself can be interesting because it reminds you of what you
      looked like, but reading an old journal entry can be even more
      surprising because it reminds you of how you thought.

      Journaling motivates you to make the most of each
      day. There is something about knowing that your day will
      be recorded that makes you want to make at least one good choice
      before the sun sets. I will sometimes find myself thinking, “I want
      to have something good to write down tonight.”

      Journaling provides proof of your progress.
      Writing down one sentence about what went well today gives you
      something powerful to look at when you’re feeling down. When you
      have a bad day, it can be easy to forget how much progress you have
      made. But with a journal, it’s easier to keep a sense of
      perspective. One glance at your previous entries and you have proof
      of how much you have grown over the months and years.

      Of course, despite the numerous benefits of journaling, there is
      one problem.

      Many people like the idea of journaling, but few people
      stick with the act of journaling. It sounds great in
      theory, but making it a habit is another matter.

      This is where we return to Oprah’s story.

      The Challenge of Making Journaling a Habit

      In November 2012, after wrapping up her 25-year television
      career, Oprah wrote, “For years I’ve been advocating the power and
      pleasure of being grateful. I kept a gratitude journal for a full
      decade without fail—and urged you all to do the same. Then life got
      busy. My schedule overwhelmed me. I still opened my journal some
      nights, but my ritual of writing down five things I was grateful
      for every day started slipping away.”

      She picked up one of her old journals.

      “I wondered why I no longer felt the joy of simple moments,”
      Oprah said. “Since 1996 I had accumulated more wealth, more
      responsibility, more possessions; everything, it seemed, had grown
      exponentially—except my happiness. How had I, with all my options
      and opportunities, become one of those people who never have time
      to feel delight? I was stretched in so many directions, I wasn’t
      feeling much of anything. Too busy doing.”

      She admitted, “But the truth is, I was busy in 1996, too. I just
      made gratitude a daily priority. I went through the day looking for
      things to be grateful for, and something always showed up.”

      Most people know that journaling is helpful, but they never get
      around to making it a priority. How can we make journaling
      frictionless? What is the simplest way that to get the benefits of
      journaling without it feeling like another obligation?

      How to Make Journaling Easy

      I’ve spent a fair bit of time thinking about how to make
      journaling easy over the past year. In fact, I thought so much
      about it that I partnered with the premium notebook maker Baron Fig
      to create the Clear Habit
      Journal—a combination dot grid notebook, daily journal, and
      habit tracker that not only makes it easier to journal, but also
      easier to build any habit.

      But before I start hawking my wares, let’s get something
      straight.

      Here’s the truth: There’s no one “right” way to journal. You can
      do it wherever you want and in whatever way you want. All you need
      is a piece of paper or a blank document. However, although there is
      no right way to journal, there is an easy way to journal…

      Write one sentence per day.

      The primary advantage of journaling one sentence each day is
      that it makes journaling fun. It’s easy to do. It’s easy
      to feel successful. And if you feel good each time you finish
      journaling, then you’ll keep coming back to it.

      A habit does not have to be impressive for it to be useful.

      Journaling Prompts That Make Journaling Easy

      Let’s talk about the process I designed to make journaling a
      cinch.

      Every Habit
      Journal is designed to make the process of keeping a daily
      journal as easy as possible. It starts with a section called One
      Line Per Day.

      At the top of each One Line Per Day page is space for a
      journaling prompt. Here are a few examples of journaling prompts
      you could use:

      
      	What happened today? (Daily journal)

      	What am I grateful for today? (Gratitude journal)

      	What is my most important task today? (Productivity
      journal)

      	How did I sleep last night? (Sleep journal)

      	How do I feel today? (Mood journal)

      

      Underneath the prompt are 31 lines. One line for each day of the
      month. This is where you’ll write your one sentence each day.

      To start your journaling habit all you have to do is write your
      prompt for the month and jot down a few words each day. Once the
      month is complete, you can look back on 31 beautiful journal
      entries. The entire experience is designed to make journaling so
      easy that you can’t help but do it each day.

      That’s it. You can see a picture of the One Line Per Day section
      on
      this page.

      Where to Go From Here

      When a habit feels like an annoyance, you’re unlikely to stick
      with it.

      Journaling doesn’t need to be a big production. Just write one
      sentence about what happened during the day. Whether you use
      my
      habit journal or not is beside the point.

      What matters is that you make it easy to show up. As Madeleine
      L’Engle, author of A Wrinkle in Time, put it: “Just write
      a little bit every day.”

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Make Your Future Habits Easy

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      While researching Atomic
      Habits, I came across a story that immediately struck me with
      its simplicity and power. It was the story of Oswald Nuckols, an IT
      developer from Natchez, Mississippi, and his simple strategy for
      making future habits easy.

      Nuckols refers to the approach as “resetting the room.”

      For instance, when he finishes watching television, he places
      the remote back on the TV stand, arranges the pillows on the couch,
      and folds the blanket. When he leaves his car, he throws any trash
      away. Whenever he takes a shower, he wipes down the toilet while
      the shower is warming up. (As he notes, the “perfect time to clean
      the toilet is right before you wash yourself in the shower
      anyway.”)

      This might sound like he’s just “cleaning up” but there is a key
      insight that makes his approach different. The purpose of resetting
      each room is not simply to clean up after the last action, but to
      prepare for the next action.

      “When I walk into a room everything is in its right place,”
      Nuckols wrote. “Because I do this every day in every room, stuff
      always stays in good shape... People think I work
      hard but I’m actually really lazy. I’m just proactively lazy. It
      gives you so much time back.”

      I have written previously about the power of the
      environment to shape your behavior. Resetting the room is one
      way to put the power back in your own hands. Let’s talk about how
      you can use it.

      

      The Power of Priming the Environment

      Whenever you organize a space for its intended purpose, you are
      priming it to make the next action easy. This is one of the most
      practical and simple ways to improve your habits.

      For instance, my wife keeps a box of greeting cards that are
      presorted by occasion—birthday, sympathy, wedding, graduation, and
      more. Whenever necessary, she grabs an appropriate card and sends
      it off. She is incredibly good at remembering to send cards because
      she has reduced the friction of doing so.

      For years, I was the opposite. Someone would have a baby and I
      would think, “I should send a card.” But then weeks would pass and
      by the time I remembered to pick one up at the store, it was too
      late. The habit wasn’t easy.

      There are many ways to prime your environment so it’s ready for
      immediate use. If you want to cook a healthy breakfast, place the
      skillet on the stove, set the cooking spray on the counter, and lay
      out any plates and utensils you’ll need the night before. When you
      wake up, making breakfast will be easy.

      Here are some more:

      
      	Want to draw more? Put your pencils, pens, notebooks, and
      drawing tools on top of your desk, within easy reach.

      	Want to exercise? Set out your workout clothes, shoes, gym bag,
      and water bottle ahead of time.

      	Want to improve your diet? Chop up a ton of fruits and
      vegetables on weekends and pack them in containers, so you have
      easy access to healthy, ready-to-eat options during the week.

      

      These are simple ways to make the good habit the path of least
      resistance.

      The Path of Most Resistance

      You can also invert this principle and prime the environment to
      make bad behaviors difficult.

      If you find yourself watching too much television, for example,
      then unplug it after each use. Only plug it back in if you can say
      out loud the name of the show you want to watch. (Which prevents
      you from turning on Netflix and “just finding something” to watch.)
      This setup creates just enough friction to prevent mindless
      viewing.

      If that doesn’t do it, you can take it a step further. Unplug
      the television and take the batteries out of the remote after each
      use, so it takes an extra ten seconds to turn it back on. And if
      you’re really hard-core, move the television out of the living room
      and into a closet after each use. You can be sure you’ll only take
      it out when you really want to watch something. The greater the
      friction, the less likely the habit.

      Whenever possible, I leave my phone in a different room until
      lunch. When it’s right next to me, I’ll check it all morning for no
      reason at all. But when it is in another room, I rarely think about
      it. And the friction is high enough that I won’t go get it without
      a reason. As a result, I get three to four hours each morning when
      I can work without interruption.

      If sticking your phone in another room doesn’t seem like enough,
      tell a friend or family member to hide it from you for a few hours.
      Ask a coworker to keep it at their desk in the morning and give it
      back to you at lunch.

      It is remarkable how little friction is required to prevent bad
      behavior. When I hide beer in the back of the fridge where I can’t
      see it, I drink less. When I delete social media apps from my
      phone, it can be weeks before I download them again and log in.

      These tricks are unlikely to curb a true addiction, but for many
      of us, a little bit of friction can be the difference between
      sticking with a good habit or sliding into a bad one. Imagine the
      cumulative impact of making dozens of these changes and living in
      an environment designed to make the good behaviors easier and the
      bad behaviors harder.

      Where to Go From Here

      Whether we are approaching behavior change as an individual, a
      parent, a coach, or a leader, we should ask ourselves the same
      question: “How can we design a world where it’s easy to do what’s
      right?” Reset your rooms so that the actions that matter most are
      also the actions that are easiest to do.

      When you master habits of preparation, habits of execution
      become easy.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 12of my New
      York Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Habits Scorecard: Use This Simple Exercise to Discover
      Which Habits You Should Change

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      The Japanese railway system is regarded as one of the best in
      the world. If you ever find yourself riding a train in Tokyo,
      you’ll notice that the conductors have a peculiar habit.

      As each operator runs the train, they proceed through a ritual
      of pointing at different objects and calling out commands. When the
      train approaches a signal, the operator will point at it and say,
      “Signal is green.” As the train pulls into and out of each station,
      the operator will point at the speedometer and call out the exact
      speed. When it’s time to leave, the operator will point at the
      timetable and state the time. Out on the platform, other employees
      are performing similar actions. Before each train departs, staff
      members will point along the edge of the platform and declare, “All
      clear!” Every detail is identified, pointed at, and named
      aloud.

      This process, known as Pointing-and-Calling, is a safety system
      designed to reduce mistakes. It seems silly, but it works
      incredibly well. Pointing-and-Calling reduces errors by up to 85
      percent and cuts accidents by 30 percent. The MTA subway system in
      New York City adopted a modified version that is “point-only,” and
      “within two years of implementation, incidents of incorrectly
      berthed subways fell 57 percent.”

      Pointing-and-Calling Your Habits

      Pointing-and-Calling is so effective because it raises the level
      of awareness from a nonconscious habit to a more conscious level.
      Because the train operators must use their eyes, hands, mouth, and
      ears, they are more likely to notice problems before something goes
      wrong.

      My wife does something similar. Whenever we are preparing to
      walk out the door for a trip, she verbally calls out the most
      essential items in her packing list. “I’ve got my keys. I’ve got my
      wallet. I’ve got my glasses. I’ve got my husband.”

      The more automatic a behavior becomes, the less likely we are to
      consciously think about it. And when we’ve done something a
      thousand times before, we begin to overlook things. We assume that
      the next time will be just like the last. We’re so used to doing
      what we’ve always done that we don’t stop to question whether it’s
      the right thing to do at all. Many of our failures in performance
      are largely attributable to a lack of self-awareness.

      One of our greatest challenges in changing habits is maintaining
      awareness of what we are actually doing. This helps explain why the
      consequences of bad habits can sneak up on us. We need a
      “point-and-call” system for our personal lives. That’s the origin
      of the Habits Scorecard, which is a simple exercise you can use to
      become more aware of your behavior.

      The Habits Scorecard

      To create your own Habits Scorecard, start by making a list of
      your daily habits.

      Here’s a sample of where your list might start:

      
      	Wake up

      	Turn off alarm

      	Check my phone

      	Go to the bathroom

      	Weigh myself

      	Take a shower

      	Brush my teeth

      	Floss my teeth

      	Put on deodorant

      	Hang up towel to dry

      	Get dressed

      	Make a cup of tea

      

      … and so on.

      Once you have a full list, look at each behavior, and ask
      yourself, “Is this a good habit, a bad habit, or a neutral habit?”
      If it is a good habit, write “+” next to it. If it is a bad habit,
      write “–”. If it is a neutral habit, write “=”.

      For example, the list above might look like this:

      
      	Wake up =

      	Turn off alarm =

      	Check my phone –

      	Go to the bathroom =

      	Weigh myself +

      	Take a shower +

      	Brush my teeth +

      	Floss my teeth +

      	Put on deodorant +

      	Hang up towel to dry =

      	Get dressed =

      	Make a cup of tea +

      

      The marks you give to a particular habit will depend on your
      situation and your goals. For someone who is trying to lose weight,
      eating a bagel with peanut butter every morning might be a bad
      habit. For someone who is trying to bulk up and add muscle, the
      same behavior might be a good habit. It all depends on what you’re
      working toward.

      How Do I Know if a Habit is Good or Bad?

      Scoring your habits can be a bit more complex for another reason
      as well.

      The labels “good habit” and “bad habit” are slightly inaccurate.
      There are no good habits or bad habits. There are only effective
      habits. That is, effective at solving problems. All habits serve
      you in some way—even the bad ones—which is why you repeat them.

      When completing your Habits Scorecard, however, you can
      categorize your habits by how they will benefit you in the long
      run. Generally speaking, good habits will have net positive
      outcomes. Bad habits have net negative outcomes. Smoking a
      cigarette may reduce stress right now (that’s how it’s serving
      you), but it’s not a healthy long-term behavior.

      If you’re still having trouble determining how to rate a
      particular habit, here is a question I like to use: “Does this
      behavior help me become the type of person I wish to be? Does this
      habit cast a vote for or against my desired identity?” Habits that
      reinforce your desired identity are usually good. Habits that
      conflict with your desired identity are typically bad.

      Where to Go From Here

      As you create your Habits Scorecard, there is no need to change
      anything at first. The goal is to simply notice what is actually
      going on. Observe your thoughts and actions without judgment or
      internal criticism. Don’t blame yourself for your faults. Don’t
      praise yourself for your successes.

      If you eat a chocolate bar every morning, acknowledge it, almost
      as if you were watching someone else. Oh, how interesting that
      they would do such a thing. If you binge-eat, simply notice
      that you are eating more calories than you should. If you waste
      time online, notice that you are spending your life in a way that
      you do not want to.

      The process of behavior change always starts with awareness.
      Strategies like Pointing-and-Calling and the Habits Scorecard are
      focused on getting you to recognize your habits and acknowledge the
      cues that trigger them, which makes it easier to discover which
      habits you should change and respond in a way that benefits
      you.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 4 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The 1 Percent Rule: Why a Few People Get Most of the
      Rewards

      
      Sometime in the late 1800s—nobody is quite sure exactly when—a
      man named Vilfredo Pareto was fussing about in his garden when he
      made a small but interesting discovery.

      Pareto noticed that a tiny number of pea pods in his garden
      produced the majority of the peas.

      Now, Pareto was a very mathematical fellow. He worked as an
      economist and one of his lasting legacies was turning economics
      into a science rooted in hard numbers and facts. Unlike many
      economists of the time, Pareto’s papers and books were filled with
      equations. And the peas in his garden had set his mathematical
      brain in motion.

      What if this unequal distribution was present in other areas of
      life as well?

      [image: Vilfredo Pareto]

      The Pareto Principle

      At the time, Pareto was studying wealth in various nations. As
      he was Italian, he began by analyzing the distribution of wealth in
      Italy. To his surprise, he discovered that approximately 80 percent
      of the land in Italy was owned by just 20 percent of the people.
      Similar to the pea pods in his garden, most of the resources were
      controlled by a minority of the players.

      Pareto continued his analysis in other nations and a pattern
      began to emerge. For instance, after poring through the British
      income tax records, he noticed that approximately 30 percent of the
      population in Great Britain earned about 70 percent of the total
      income.

      As he continued researching, Pareto found that the numbers were
      never quite the same, but the trend was remarkably consistent. The
      majority of rewards always seemed to accrue to a small percentage
      of people. This idea that a small number of things account for the
      majority of the results became known as the Pareto Principle or,
      more commonly, the 80/20 Rule.

      Inequality, Everywhere

      In the decades that followed, Pareto’s work practically became
      gospel for economists. Once he opened the world’s eyes to this
      idea, people started seeing it everywhere. And the 80/20 Rule is
      more prevalent now than ever before.

      For example, through the 2015-2016 season in the National
      Basketball Association, 20 percent of franchises have won 75.3
      percent of the championships. Furthermore, just two franchises—the
      Boston Celtics and the Los Angeles
      Lakers—have won nearly half of all the championships in NBA
      history. Like Pareto’s pea pods, a few teams account for the
      majority of the rewards.

      The numbers are even more extreme in soccer. While 77 different
      nations have competed in the World Cup, just three
      countries—Brazil, Germany, and Italy—have won 13 of the first 20
      World Cup tournaments.

      Examples of the Pareto Principle exist in everything from real
      estate to income inequality to tech startups. In the1950s,
      three percent of Guatemalans owned 70 percent of the land in
      Guatemala. In 2013, 8.4 percent of the world population controlled
      83.3 percent of the world’s wealth. In 2015, one search engine,
      Google, received 64 percent of search queries.

      Why does this happen? Why do a few people, teams, and
      organizations enjoy the bulk of the rewards in life? To answer this
      question, let’s consider an example from nature.

      The Power of Accumulative Advantage

      The Amazon rainforest is one of the most diverse ecosystems on
      Earth. Scientists have cataloged approximately 16,000 different
      tree species in the Amazon. But despite this remarkable level of
      diversity, researchers have discovered that there are approximately
      227 “hyperdominant” tree species that make up nearly half of the
      rainforest. Just 1.4 percent of tree species account for 50 percent
      of the trees in the Amazon.

      But why?

      Imagine two plants growing side by side. Each day they will
      compete for sunlight and soil. If one plant can grow just a little
      bit faster than the other, then it can stretch taller, catch more
      sunlight, and soak up more rain. The next day, this additional
      energy allows the plant to grow even more. This pattern continues
      until the stronger plant crowds the other out and takes the lion’s
      share of sunlight, soil, and nutrients.

      From this advantageous position, the winning plant has a better
      ability to spread seeds and reproduce, which gives the species an
      even bigger footprint in the next generation. This process gets
      repeated again and again until the plants that are slightly better
      than the competition dominate the entire forest.

      Scientists refer to this effect as “accumulative advantage.”
      What begins as a small advantage gets bigger over time. One plant
      only needs a slight edge in the beginning to crowd out the
      competition and take over the entire forest.

      Winner-Take-All Effects

      Something similar happens in our lives.

      Like plants in the rainforest, humans are often competing for
      the same resources. Politicians compete for the same votes. Authors
      compete for the same spot at the top of the best-seller list.
      Athletes compete for the same gold medal. Companies compete for the
      same potential client. Television shows compete for the same hour
      of your attention.

      The difference between these options can be razor thin, but the
      winners enjoy massively outsized rewards.

      Imagine two women swimming in the Olympics. One of them might be
      1/100th of a second faster than the other, but she gets all of the
      gold medal. Ten companies might pitch a potential client, but only
      one of them will win the project. You only need to be a little bit
      better than the competition to secure all of the reward. Or,
      perhaps you are applying for a new job. Two hundred candidates
      might compete for the same role, but being just slightly better
      than other candidates earns you the entire position.

      
      Situations in which small differences in performance lead to
      outsized rewards are known as Winner-Take-All Effects.

      

      These situations in which small differences in performance lead
      to outsized rewards are known as Winner-Take-All Effects. They
      typically occur in situations that involve relative comparison,
      where your performance relative to those around you is the
      determining factor in your success.

      Not everything in life is a Winner-Take-All competition, but
      nearly every area of life is at least partially affected by limited
      resources. Any decision that involves using a limited resource like
      time or money will naturally result in a winner-take-all
      situation.

      In situations like these, being just a little bit better than
      the competition can lead to outsized rewards because the winner
      takes all. You only win by 1 percent or 1 second or 1 dollar, but
      you capture 100 percent of the victory. The advantage of being a
      little bit better is not a little bit more reward, but the entire
      reward. The winner gets one and the rest get zero.
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      Winner-Take-All Leads to Winner-Take-Most

      Winner-Take-All Effects in individual competitions can lead to
      Winner-Take-Most Effects in the larger game of life.

      From this advantageous position—with the gold medal in hand or
      with cash in the bank or from the chair of the Oval Office—the
      winner begins the process of accumulating advantages that make it
      easier for them to win the next time around. What began as a small
      margin is starting to trend toward the 80/20 Rule.

      If one road is slightly more convenient than the other, then
      more people travel down it and more businesses are likely to build
      alongside it. As more businesses are built, people have additional
      reasons for using the road and so it gets even more traffic. Soon
      you end up with a saying like, “20 percent of the roads receive 80
      percent of the traffic.”

      If one business has a technology that is more innovative than
      another, then more people will buy their products. As the business
      makes more money, they can invest in additional technology, pay
      higher salaries, and hire better people. By the time the
      competition catches up, there are other reasons for customers to
      stick with the first business. Soon, one company dominates the
      industry.

      If one author hits the best-seller list, then publishers will be
      more interested in their next book. When the second book comes out,
      the publisher will put more resources and marketing power behind
      it, which makes it easier to hit the best-seller list for a second
      time. Soon, you begin to understand why a few books sell millions
      of copies while the majority struggle to sell a few thousand
      copies.

      
      The margin between good and great is narrower than it seems.
      What begins as a slight edge over the competition compounds with
      each additional contest.

      

      The margin between good and great is narrower than it seems.
      What begins as a slight edge over the competition compounds with
      each additional contest. Winning one competition improves your odds
      of winning the next. Each additional cycle further cements the
      status of those at the top.

      Over time, those that are slightly better end up with the
      majority of the rewards. Those that are slightly worse end up with
      next to nothing. This idea is sometimes referred to as The Matthew
      Effect, which references a passage in The Bible that says, “For all
      those who have, more will be given, and they will have an
      abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have
      will be taken away.”

      Now, let’s come back to the question I posed near the beginning
      of this article. Why do a few people, teams, and organizations
      enjoy the bulk of the rewards in life?

      The 1 Percent Rule

      Small differences in performance can lead to very unequal
      distributions when repeated over time. This is yet another reason
      why habits are so
      important. The people and organizations that can do the right
      things, more consistently are more likely to maintain a slight edge
      and accumulate disproportionate rewards over time.

      You only need to be slightly better than your competition, but
      if you are able to maintain a slight edge today and tomorrow and
      the day after that, then you can repeat the process of winning by
      just a little bit over and over again. And thanks to
      Winner-Take-All Effects, each win delivers outsized rewards.

      We can call this The 1 Percent Rule. The 1
      Percent Rule states that over time the majority of the rewards in a
      given field will accumulate to the people, teams, and organizations
      that maintain a 1 percent advantage over the alternatives. You
      don’t need to be twice as good to get twice the results. You just
      need to be slightly
      better.

      The 1 Percent Rule is not merely a reference to the fact that
      small differences accumulate into significant advantages, but also
      to the idea that those who are 1 percent better rule their
      respective fields and industries. Thus, the process of accumulative
      advantage is the hidden engine that drives the 80/20 Rule.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Paradox of Behavior Change

      
      The natural tendency of life is to find stability. In biology we
      refer to this process as equilibrium or homeostasis.

      For example, consider your blood pressure. When it dips too low,
      your heart rate speeds up and nudges your blood pressure back into
      a healthy range. When it rises too high, your kidneys reduce the
      amount of fluid in the body by flushing out urine. All the while,
      your blood vessels help maintain the balance by contracting or
      expanding as needed.

      The human body employs hundreds of feedback loops to keep your
      blood pressure, body temperature, glucose levels, calcium levels,
      and many other processes at a stable equilibrium.

      In his book, Mastery, martial arts
      master George Leonard points out that our daily lives also develop
      their own levels of homeostasis. We fall into patterns for how
      often we do (or don’t) exercise, how often we do (or don’t) clean
      the dishes, how often we do (or don’t) call our parents, and
      everything else in between. Over time, each of us settles into our
      own version of equilibrium.

      Like your body, there are many forces and feedback loops that
      moderate the particular equilibrium of your habits. Your daily
      routines are governed by the delicate balance between your environment,
      your
      genetic potential, your tracking methods, and
      many other forces. As time goes on, this equilibrium becomes so
      normal that it becomes invisible. All of these forces are
      interacting each day, but we rarely notice how they shape our
      behaviors.

      That is, until we try to make a change.

      The Myth of Radical Change

      The myth of radical change and overnight success is pervasive in
      our culture. Experts say things like, “The biggest mistake most
      people make in life is not setting goals high enough.” Or they tell
      us, “If you want massive results, then you have to take massive
      action.”

      On the surface, these phrases sound inspiring. What we fail to
      realize, however, is that any quest for rapid growth contradicts
      every stabilizing force in our lives. Remember, the natural
      tendency of life is to find stability. Anytime equilibrium is lost,
      the system is motivated to restore it.

      If you step too far outside the bounds of your normal
      performance, then nearly all of the forces in your life will be
      screaming to get you back to equilibrium. If you take massive
      action, then you quickly run into a massive roadblock.

      Nearly anyone who has tried to make a big change in their life
      has experienced some form of this. You finally work up the
      motivation to stick with a new diet only to find your co-workers
      subtly undermining your efforts. You commit to going for a run each
      night and within a week you’re asked to stay late at work. You
      start a new meditation habit and your kids keep barging into the
      room.

      
      “Resistance is proportionate to the size and speed of the
      change, not to whether the change is a favorable or unfavorable
      one.”

      

      The forces in our lives that have established our current
      equilibrium will work to pull us back whether we are trying to
      change for better or worse. In the words of George Leonard,
      “Resistance is proportionate to the size and speed of the change,
      not to whether the change is a favorable or unfavorable one.”

      In other words, the faster you try to change, the more likely
      you are to backslide. The very pursuit of rapid change dials up a
      wide range of counteracting forces which are fighting to pull you
      back into your previous lifestyle. You might be able to beat
      equilibrium for a little while, but pretty soon your energy fades
      and the backsliding begins.

      The Optimal Rate of Growth

      Of course, change is certainly possible, but it is only
      sustainable within a fairly narrow window.
      When an athlete trains too hard, she ends up sick or injured. When
      a company changes course too quickly, the culture breaks down and
      employees get burnt out. When a leader pushes his personal agenda
      to the extreme, the nation riots and the people re-establish the
      balance of power. Living systems do not like extreme
      conditions.

      Thankfully, there is a better way.

      Consider the following quote from systems expert Peter Senge.
      “Virtually all natural systems, from ecosystems to animals to
      organizations, have intrinsically optimal rates of growth. The
      optimal rate is far less than the fastest possible growth. When
      growth becomes excessive—as it does in cancer—the system itself
      will seek to compensate by slowing down; perhaps putting the
      organization’s survival at risk in the process.”

      By contrast, when you accumulate small wins and focus on
      one percent
      improvements, you nudge equilibrium forward. It is like
      building muscle. If the weight is too light, your muscles will
      atrophy. If the weight is too heavy, you’ll end up injured. But if
      the weight is just
      a touch beyond your normal, then your muscles will adapt to the
      new stimulus and equilibrium will take a small step forward.
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      The Paradox of Behavior Change

      In order for change to last, we must work with the fundamental
      forces in our lives, not against them. Nearly everything that makes
      up your daily life has an equilibrium—a natural set point, a normal
      pace, a typical rhythm. If we reach too far beyond this
      equilibrium, we will find ourselves being yanked back to the
      baseline.

      Thus, the best way to achieve a new level of equilibrium is not
      with radical change, but through small wins each day.

      This is the great paradox of behavior change. If you try to
      change your life all at once, you will quickly find yourself pulled
      back into the same patterns as before. But if you merely focus on
      changing your normal day, you will find your life changes naturally
      as a side effect.

      

    

  
    

    
      Don’t Start From Scratch: How Innovative Ideas Arise

      
      In 2010, Thomas Thwaites decided he wanted to build a toaster
      from scratch. He walked into a shop, purchased the cheapest toaster
      he could find, and promptly went home and broke it down piece by
      piece.

      Thwaites had assumed the toaster would be a relatively simple
      machine. By the time he was finished deconstructing it, however,
      there were more than 400 components laid out on his floor. The
      toaster contained over 100 different materials with three of the
      primary ones being plastic, nickel, and steel.

      He decided to create the steel components first. After
      discovering that iron ore was required to make steel, Thwaites
      called up an iron mine in his region and asked if they would let
      him use some for the project.

      Surprisingly, they agreed.

      The Toaster Project

      The victory was short-lived.

      When it came time to create the plastic case for his toaster,
      Thwaites realized he would need crude oil to make the plastic. This
      time, he called up BP and asked if they would fly him out to an oil
      rig and lend him some oil for the project. They immediately
      refused. It seems oil companies aren’t nearly as generous as iron
      mines.

      Thwaites had to settle for collecting plastic scraps and melting
      them into the shape of his toaster case. This is not as easy as it
      sounds. The homemade toaster ended up looking more like a melted
      cake than a kitchen appliance.

      This pattern continued for the entire span of The Toaster
      Project. It was nearly impossible to move forward without the help
      of some previous process. To create the nickel components, for
      example, he had to resort to melting old coins. He would later say,
      “I realized that if you started absolutely from scratch you could
      easily spend your life making a toaster.”
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      Don’t Start From Scratch

      Starting from scratch is usually a bad idea.

      Too often, we assume innovative ideas and meaningful changes
      require a blank slate. When business projects fail, we say things
      like, “Let’s go back to the drawing board.” When we
      consider the habits we
      would like to change, we think, “I just need a fresh
      start.” However, creative progress is rarely
      the result of throwing out all previous ideas and innovations and
      completely re-imagining of the world.

      Consider an example from nature:

      Some experts believe the feathers of birds evolved from
      reptilian scales. Through the forces of evolution, scales gradually
      became small feathers, which were used for warmth and insulation at
      first. Eventually, these small fluffs developed into larger
      feathers capable of flight.

      There wasn’t a magical moment when the animal kingdom said,
      “Let’s start from scratch and create an animal that can fly.” The
      development of flying birds was a gradual process of iterating and
      expanding upon ideas that already worked.

      The process of human flight followed a similar path. We
      typically credit Orville and Wilbur Wright as the inventors of
      modern flight. However, we seldom discuss the aviation pioneers who
      preceded them like Otto Lilienthal, Samuel Langley, and Octave
      Chanute. The Wright brothers learned from and built upon the work
      of these people during their quest to create the world’s first
      flying machine.

      The most creative innovations are often new
      combinations of old ideas. Innovative thinkers don’t create,
      they connect. Furthermore, the most effective way to make progress
      is usually by making 1 percent
      improvements to what already works rather than breaking down
      the whole system and starting over.

      Iterate, Don’t Originate

      The Toaster Project is an example of how we often fail to notice
      the complexity of our modern world. When you buy a toaster, you
      don’t think about everything that has to happen before it appears
      in the store. You aren’t aware of the iron being carved out of the
      mountain or the oil being drawn up from the earth.

      We are mostly blind to the remarkable interconnectedness of
      things. This is important to understand because in a complex world
      it is hard to see which forces are working for you as well as which
      forces are working against you. Similar to buying a toaster, we
      tend to focus on the final product and fail to recognize the many
      processes leading up to it.

      When you are dealing with a complex problem, it is usually
      better to build upon what already works. Any idea that is currently
      working has passed a lot of tests. Old ideas are a secret
      weapon because they have already managed to survive in a
      complex world.

      Iterate, don’t originate.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Domino Effect: How to Create a Chain Reaction of Good
      Habits

      
      Human behaviors are often tied to one another.

      For example, consider the case of a woman named Jennifer Dukes
      Lee. For two and a half decades during her adult life, starting
      when she left for college and extending into her 40s, Lee never
      made her bed except for when her mother or guests dropped by the
      house.

      At some point, she decided to give it another try and managed to
      make her bed four days in a row—a seemingly trivial feat. However,
      on the morning of that fourth day, when she finished making the
      bed, she also picked up a sock and folded a few clothes lying
      around the bedroom. Next, she found herself in the kitchen, pulling
      the dirty dishes out of the sink and loading them into the
      dishwasher, then reorganizing the Tupperware in a cupboard and
      placing an ornamental pig on the counter as a centerpiece.

      She later explained, “My act of bed-making had set off a chain
      of small household tasks… I felt like a grown-up—a happy, legit
      grown-up with a made bed, a clean sink, one decluttered cupboard,
      and a pig on the counter. I felt like a woman who had miraculously
      pulled herself up from the energy-sucking Bermuda Triangle of
      Household Chaos.”

      She was experiencing the Domino Effect.
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      What is the Domino Effect?

      The Domino Effect states that when you make a
      change to one behavior it will activate a chain reaction and cause
      a shift in related behaviors as well.

      For example, a 2012 study from researchers at Northwestern
      University found that when people decreased their amount of
      sedentary leisure time each day, they also reduced their daily fat
      intake. The participants were never specifically told to eat less
      fat, but their nutrition habits improved as a natural side effect
      because they spent less time on the couch watching television and
      mindlessly eating. One habit led to another, one domino knocked
      down the next.

      You may notice similar patterns in your own life. As a personal
      example, if I stick with my habit of going to the
      gym, then I naturally find myself more focused at work and
      sleeping more soundly at night even though I never made a plan to
      specifically improve either behavior.

      The Domino Effect holds for negative
      habits as well. You may find that the habit of checking your
      phone leads to the habit of clicking social media notifications
      which leads to the habit of browsing social media mindlessly which
      leads to another 20 minutes of procrastination.

      In the words of Stanford professor BJ Fogg, “You can never
      change just one behavior. Our behaviors are interconnected, so when
      you change one behavior, other behaviors also shift.”

      Inside the Domino Effect

      As best I can tell, the Domino Effect occurs for two
      reasons.

      First, many of the habits and routines that make up our daily
      lives are related to one another. There is an astounding
      interconnectedness between the systems of life and human behavior
      is no exception. The inherent relatedness of things is a core
      reason why choices in one area of life can lead to surprising
      results in other areas, regardless of the plans you make.

      Second, the Domino Effect capitalizes on one of the core
      principles of human behavior: commitment and consistency. This
      phenomenon is explained in the classic book on human behavior,
      Influence by Robert
      Cialdini. The core idea is that if people commit to an idea or
      goal, even in a very small way, they are more likely to honor that
      commitment because they now see that idea or goal as being aligned
      with their self-image.

      Returning to the story from the beginning of this article, once
      Jennifer Dukes Lee began making her bed each day she was making a
      small commitment to the idea of, “I am the type of person who
      maintains a clean and organized home.” After a few days, she began
      to commit to this new self-image in other areas of her home.

      This is an interesting byproduct of the Domino Effect. It not
      only creates a cascade of new behaviors, but often a shift in
      personal beliefs as well. As each tiny domino falls, you start
      believing new things about yourself and building identity-based
      habits.

      The Rules of the Domino Effect

      The Domino Effect is not merely a phenomenon that happens to
      you, but something you can create. It is within your power to spark
      a chain reaction of good habits by building new behaviors that
      naturally lead to the next successful action.

      There are three keys to making this work in real life. Here are
      the three rules of the Domino Effect:

      
      	Start with the thing you are most motivated to do. Start with a
      small behavior and do it consistently. This will not only feel
      satisfying, but also open your eyes to the type of person you can
      become. It does not matter which domino falls first, as long as one
      falls. (For more on this, check out The Two-Minute
      Rule.)

      	Maintain momentum and
      immediately move to the next task you are motivated to finish. Let
      the momentum of finishing one task carry you directly into the next
      behavior. With each repetition, you will become more committed to
      your new self-image.

      	When in doubt, break things down into smaller chunks. As you
      try new habits, focus on keeping them small and manageable. The
      Domino Effect is about progress, not results. Simply maintain the
      momentum. Let the process repeat as one domino automatically knocks
      down the next.

      

      When one habit fails to lead to the next behavior, it is often
      because the behavior does not adhere to these three rules. There
      are many different paths to getting dominoes to fall. Focus on the
      behavior you are excited about and let it cascade throughout your
      life.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Scientific Argument for Mastering One Thing at a Time

      
      Many people, myself included, have multiple areas of life they
      would like to improve. For example, I would like to reach more
      people with my writing, to lift heavier weights at the gym, and to
      start practicing mindfulness more consistently. Those are just a
      few of the goals I find desirable and you probably have a long list
      yourself.

      The problem is, even if we are committed to working hard on our
      goals, our natural tendency is to revert back to our old habits at
      some point. Making a permanent lifestyle change is really
      difficult.

      Recently, I’ve come across a few research studies that (just
      maybe) will make these difficult lifestyle changes a little bit
      easier. As you’ll see, however, the approach to mastering many
      areas of life is somewhat counterintuitive.

      Too Many Good Intentions

      If you want to master multiple habits and stick to them for
      good, then you need to figure out how to be consistent. How can you
      do that?

      Well, here is one of the most robust findings from psychology
      research on how to actually follow through on your goals:

      Research has shown that you are 2x to 3x more likely to stick
      with your habits if you make a specific plan for when, where, and
      how you will perform the behavior. For example, in one study
      scientists asked people to fill out this sentence: “During the next
      week, I will partake in at least 20 minutes of vigorous exercise on
      [DAY] at [TIME OF DAY] at/in [PLACE].”

      Researchers found that people who filled out this sentence were
      2x to 3x
      more likely to actually exercise compared to a control group
      who did not make plans for their future behavior. Psychologists
      call these specific plans “implementation intentions” because they
      state when, where, and how you intend to implement a particular
      behavior.

      This finding is well proven and has been repeated in hundreds
      studies across a broad range of areas. For example, implementation
      intentions have been found to increase the odds that people will
      start exercising, begin recycling, stick with studying, and even
      stop smoking.

      However (and this is crucial to understand) follow-up research
      has discovered implementation intentions only work when you
      focus on one thing at a time. In fact, researchers found
      that people who tried to accomplish multiple goals were less
      committed and less likely to succeed than those who focused on a
      single goal.

      This is important, so let me repeat: developing a specific plan
      for when, where, and how you will stick to a new habit will
      dramatically increase the odds that you will actually follow
      through, but only if you focus on one thing.
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      What Happens When You Focus on One Thing

      Here is another science-based reason to focus on one thing at a
      time:

      When you begin practicing a new habit it requires a lot of
      conscious effort to remember to do it. After awhile, however, the
      pattern of behavior becomes easier. Eventually, your new habit
      becomes a normal routine and the process is more or less mindless
      and automatic.

      Researchers have a fancy term for this process called
      “automaticity.” Automaticity is the ability to perform a behavior
      without thinking about each step, which allows the pattern to
      become automatic and habitual.

      But here’s the thing: automaticity only occurs as the result of
      lots of repetition and practice. The more reps you put in,
      the more automatic a behavior becomes.

      For example, this chart shows how long it takes for people to
      make a habit out of taking a 10-minute walk after breakfast. In the
      beginning, the degree of automaticity is very low. After 30 days,
      the habit is becoming fairly routine. After 60 days, the process is
      about as automatic as it can become.
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      The most important thing to note is that there is some “tipping
      point” at which new habits become more or less automatic. The time
      it takes to build a habit depends on many factors including how
      difficult the habit is, what your environment is like, your
      genetics, and more.

      That said, the study cited above found the average habit takes about 66
      days to become automatic. (Don’t put too much stock in that
      number. The range in the study was very wide and the only
      reasonable conclusion you should make is that it will take months
      for new habits to become sticky.)

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      Change Your Life Without Changing Your Entire
      Life

      Alright, let’s review what I have suggested to you so far and
      figure out some practical takeaways.

      
      	You are 2x to 3x more likely to follow through with a habit if
      you make a specific plan for when, where, and how you are going to
      implement it. This is known as an implementation intention.

      	You should focus entirely on one thing. Research has found that
      implementation intentions do not work if you try to improve
      multiple habits at the same time.

      	Research has shown that any given habit becomes more automatic
      with more practice. On average, it takes at least two months for
      new habits to become automatic behaviors.

      

      This brings us to the punchline of this article…

      The counterintuitive insight from all of this research is that
      the best way to change your entire life is by not changing your
      entire life. Instead, it is best to focus on one specific habit,
      work on it until you master it, and make it an automatic part of
      your daily life. Then, repeat the process for the next habit.

      The way to master more things in the long-run is to simply focus
      on one thing right now.

      

    

  
    

    
      Motivation is Overvalued. Environment Often Matters More.

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      It can be tempting to blame failure on a lack of willpower or a scarcity of
      talent, and to attribute success to hard work, effort, and grit.

      To be sure, those things matter. What is interesting, however,
      is that if you examine how human behavior has been shaped over
      time, you discover that motivation (and even talent) is often
      overvalued. In many cases, the environment matters more.

      Let me share an example that surprised me when I first learned
      of it.

      The Shape of Human Behavior

      In his award-winning book, Guns, Germs, and
      Steel, anthropologist and biologist Jared Diamond points out a
      simple fact: different continents have different shapes. At first
      glance, this statement seems rather obvious and unimportant, but it
      turns out to have a profound impact on human behavior.

      The primary axis of the Americas runs from north to south. That
      is, the landmass of North and South America tends to be tall and
      thin rather than wide and fat. The same is generally true for
      Africa. Meanwhile, the landmass that makes up Europe, Asia, and the
      Middle East is the opposite. This massive stretch of land tends to
      be more east-west in shape. According to Diamond, this difference
      in shape played a significant role in the spread of agriculture
      over the centuries.[bookmark: _ednref1]
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      The Remarkable Power of Environment

      When agriculture began to spread around the globe, farmers had
      an easier time expanding along east-west routes than along
      north-south ones. This is because locations along the same latitude
      generally share similar climates, amounts of sunlight and rainfall,
      and changes in season. These factors allowed farmers in Europe and
      Asia to domesticate a few crops and grow them along the entire
      stretch of land from France to China.

      By comparison, the climate varies greatly when traveling from
      north to south. Just imagine how different the weather is in
      Florida compared to Canada. You can be the most talented farmer in
      the world, but it won’t help you grow Florida oranges in the
      Canadian winter. Snow is a poor substitute for soil. In order to
      spread crops along north-south routes, farmers would need to find
      and domesticate new plants whenever the climate changed.

      As a result, agriculture spread two to three times faster across
      Asia and Europe than it did up and down the Americas. Over the span
      of centuries, this small difference had a very big impact.
      Increased food production allowed for more rapid population growth.
      With more people, these cultures were able to build stronger armies
      and were better equipped to develop new technologies. The changes
      started out small—a crop that spread slightly farther, a population
      that grew slightly faster—but compounded into substantial
      differences over time.

      The Invisible Hand

      Environment is the invisible hand that shapes human behavior. We
      tend to believe our habits are a product of our
      motivation, talent, and effort. Certainly, these qualities matter.
      But the surprising thing is, especially over a long time period,
      your personal characteristics tend to get overpowered by your
      environment.

      There is no evidence that the farmers of Europe and Asia were
      more talented or more motivated than farmers in the rest of the
      world. Yet, they were able to spread agriculture 2x to 3x faster
      than their peers. If you want to maximize your odds of success,
      then you need to operate in an environment that accelerates your
      results rather than hinders them.

      How to Design a Better Environment

      There are many ways to design an
      environment that promotes success.

      Here are three strategies:

      First, automate good decisions. Whenever
      possible, design an environment that makes good decisions for you.
      For example, buying
      smaller plates can help you lose weight by deciding portion
      size for you. A study from Brian Wansink at Cornell University
      found that people eat 22 percent less food by switching from
      12-inch dinner plates to 10-inch plates. Similarly, using software to block social
      media sites can help overcome procrastination by putting your
      willpower on autopilot.

      Second, get in the flow. A few years ago,
      PetSmart changed their checkout process. After swiping their credit
      card, customers were shown a screen that asked if they wanted to
      donate to “help save homeless animals.” Through this single
      strategy, PetSmart Charities raised $40 million in a year.

      You can apply a similar strategy by designing an environment
      where good habits “get in the flow” of your normal behaviors. For
      example, if you want to practice a musical instrument, you could
      place it in the middle of your living room. Similarly, you are more
      likely to go to the gym if it is literally on the way home from
      work than if the gym is only five minutes away, but in the opposite
      direction of your commute. Whenever possible, design your habits so
      they fit in the flow of your current patterns.

      Third, subtract the negative influences.
      Ancient farmers didn’t have the opportunity to remove the barriers
      that held them back, but you do. For example, Japanese television
      manufacturers rearranged their workspaces to save time by
      eliminating unnecessary turning, bending, and swiveling. You can
      also reduce the negative influences in your environment. For
      example, you can make it easier to avoid unhealthy foods by storing
      them in less visible places. (Foods that are placed at eye level
      tend to be
      purchased and eaten more frequently.)

      For more on how our environment shapes our habits (and
      actionable strategies to design environments that make your goals
      easier), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits.

      The Luck of the Environment

      We are quick to blame our environment when things go poorly. If
      you lose a job, it’s because the economy sucks. If you lose a game,
      it’s because the officiating was bad. If you’re late to work, it’s
      because traffic was insane.

      When we win, however, we ignore the environment completely. If
      you land a job, it’s because you were talented and likable. If you
      win a game, it’s because you played better. If you’re early for a
      meeting, it’s because you are organized and prompt.

      It is important to remember that the environment drives our good
      behaviors as well as our bad ones. People who seem to stick to good
      habits with ease are often benefitting from an environment that
      makes those behaviors easier.

      Meanwhile, people who struggle to succeed could be fighting an
      uphill battle against their environment. What often looks like a
      lack of willpower is actually the result of a poor environment.

      Life is a game and if you want to guarantee better results over
      a sustained period of time, the best approach is to play the game
      in an environment that favors you. Winners often win because their
      environment makes winning easier.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 12 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Use Military Strategy to Build Better Habits

      
      Sun Tzu was a legendary military strategist in ancient China and
      he is the author of the famous book, The Art of War. He
      was a master of “soft power” and the father of “agile warfare.”
      Whenever possible, he preferred to win without fighting or, at the
      very least, to win the easiest battles first.

      He wrote, “In war, the victorious strategist only seeks battle
      after the victory has been won.” He advised his troops to “make
      your way by unexpected routes and attack unguarded spots.” And he
      further stated, “Military tactics are like water. For water, in its
      natural course, runs away from high places and hastens downwards.
      So, in war, the way is to avoid what is strong and strike at what
      is weak.”

      The teachings of Sun Tzu extend far beyond the field of battle
      because they are focused on finding the easiest way to achieve a
      specific goal. His approaches can be applied to everything from
      business growth to goal setting to habit formation.

      Let’s talk about how to apply military strategy to our daily
      lives.

      [image: Sun Tzu]
      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      The Battle for Better Habits

      Too often, we try to build new habits, achieve big goals, and
      otherwise “win at life” through sheer force. We fight our battles
      directly and attack the enemy — in this case, our bad habits — at
      the point where they are strongest.

      For example:

      
      	We try to write a book in a noisy environment.

      	We try to eat healthy in a house filled with sweets and
      sugar.

      	We try to do our homework with the television on.

      	We try to concentrate while using a smartphone filled with
      social media apps, games, and other distractions.

      

      And when we fall off course and fail to achieve our goals, we
      blame ourselves for “not wanting it badly enough” and for not
      having enough willpower. In many cases,
      however, failure is not a
      result of poor willpower, but a result of poor strategy.

      Good military leaders start by winning easy battles and
      improving their position. They wait until the opposition is
      weakened and morale is low before they take on their foe directly.
      Why start a war by fighting battles in areas that are
      well-defended? Why start new habits in an environment that makes
      progress difficult?

      Sun Tzu would never lead his army into a battle where the
      terrain was not to his advantage. He would not begin by attacking
      the point where the enemy is strongest. Similarly, we should make
      easy improvements to our habits first, build our strength, and
      establish a better position from which to attack the most difficult
      changes.

      Sun Tzu, Master of Habits

      Let’s adapt Sun Tzu’s teachings to building better habits.

      Example 1:

      
      	Sun Tzu: “You can be sure in succeeding in
      your attacks if you only attack places which are undefended.”

      	Adapted: “You can be sure in succeeding in
      your habits if you only build habits which are easy to
      maintain.”

      

      Example 2:

      
      	Sun Tzu: “He will win who knows when to fight
      and when not to fight.”

      	Adapted: “He will improve his behavior who
      knows which habits to start with and which ones to leave for
      later.”

      

      Example 3:

      
      	Sun Tzu: “A clever general, therefore, avoids
      an army when its spirit is keen, but attacks it when it is sluggish
      and inclined to return.”

      	Adapted: “A clever person, therefore, avoids
      the areas where bad habits are strongest, but attacks them where
      they are weak and easy to change.”

      

      Fight Battles You Are Destined to Win

      Becoming better is not simply a matter of willpower or work
      ethic. It’s also a matter of strategy. What people assume is a lack
      of willpower or an unwillingness to change is often a consequence
      of trying to build good habits in bad environments.

      
      	If you are trying to read more books, don’t do it in a room
      filled with video games, Netflix, and a television. Move to a less
      distracting environment.

      	If you’re very overweight, don’t try to follow a workout
      program for college athletes. You can get there eventually, but
      that’s not a battle you need to fight right now. Start with a
      manageable change.

      	If you’re surrounded by people who tear down your goals, then
      work on your projects in a different location or reach out to
      like-minded people.

      	If you’re trying to stick to a writing habit when your kids are
      home from school and your house is in chaos, then work on it at a
      different time. Switch to a time of less resistance.

      

      Build your habits where it is easy to do so. Re-define the
      situation. Create a game where the odds are stacked in your
      favor.

      It sounds simple, but how often do you find yourself fighting
      difficult battles and ignoring easy ones? There is plenty of time
      to fight the difficult battles. Win the easy battles first.

      The smartest path is to improvement is the one of least
      resistance. Fight battles you are destined to win.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Chemistry of Building Better Habits

      
      There is a concept in chemistry known as activation energy.

      Here’s how it works:

      Activation energy is the minimum amount of energy that must be
      available for a chemical reaction to occur. Let’s say you are
      holding a match and that you gently touch it to the striking strip
      on the side of the match box. Nothing will happen because the
      energy needed to activate a chemical reaction and spark a fire is
      not present.

      However, if you strike the match against the strip with some
      force, then you create the friction and heat required to light the
      match on fire. The energy you added by striking the match was
      enough to reach the activation energy threshold and start the
      reaction.

      Chemistry textbooks often explain activation energy with a chart
      like this:
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      It’s sort of like rolling a boulder up a hill. You have to add
      some extra energy to the equation to push the boulder to the top.
      Once you’ve reached the peak, however, the boulder will roll the
      rest of the way by itself. Similarly, chemical reactions require
      additional energy to get started and then proceed the rest of the
      way.

      Alright, so activation energy is involved in chemical reactions
      all around us, but how is this useful and practical for our
      everyday lives and building better habits?

      The Activation Energy of Building Better
      Habits

      Similar to how every chemical reaction has an activation energy,
      we can think of every habit or behavior as having an activation
      energy as well.

      This is just a metaphor of course, but no matter what habit you
      are trying to build there is a certain amount of effort required to
      start the habit. In chemistry, the more difficult it is for a
      chemical reaction to occur, the bigger the activation energy. For
      habits, it’s the same story. The more difficult or complex a
      behavior, the higher the activation energy required to start
      it.

      For example, sticking to the habit of doing 1 pushup per day
      requires very little energy to get started. Meanwhile, doing 100
      pushups per day is a habit with a much higher activation energy.
      It’s going to take more motivation, energy, and grit to start
      complex habits day after day.
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      The Disconnect Between Goals and Habits

      Here’s a common problem that I’ve experienced when trying to
      build new habits:

      It can be really easy to get motivated and hyped up about a big
      goal that you want to achieve. This big goal leads you to think
      that you need to revitalize and change your life with a new set of
      ambitious habits. In short, you get stuck dreaming
      about life-changing outcomes rather than making lifestyle
      improvements.

      The problem is that big goals often require big activation
      energies. In the beginning, you might be able to find the energy to
      get started each day because you’re motivated and excited about
      your new goal, but pretty soon (often within a few weeks) that
      motivation starts to
      fade and suddenly you’re lacking the energy you need to
      activate your habit each day.

      This is lesson one: Smaller habits require
      smaller activation energies and that makes them more sustainable.
      The bigger the activation energy is for your habit, the more
      difficult it will be to remain consistent over the long-run. When
      you require a lot of energy to get started there are bound to be
      days when starting never happens.

      Finding a Catalyst for Your Habits

      Everyone is on the lookout for tactics and hacks that can make
      success easier. Chemists are no different. When it comes to dealing
      with chemical reactions, the one trick chemists have up their
      sleeves is to use what is known as a catalyst.

      A catalyst is a substance that speeds up a chemical reaction.
      Basically, a catalyst lowers the activation energy and makes it
      easier for a reaction to occur. The catalyst is not consumed by the
      reaction itself. It’s just there to make the reaction happen
      faster.

      Here’s a visual example:
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      When it comes to building better habits, you also have a
      catalyst that you can use:

      Your environment.

      The most powerful catalyst for building better habits is
      environment
      design (what some researchers call choice
      architecture). The idea is simple: the environments where we
      live and work influence our behaviors, so how can we structure
      those environments to make good habits more likely and bad habits
      more difficult?

      Here is an example of how your environment can act as a catalyst
      for your habits:

      Imagine you are trying to build the habit of writing for 15
      minutes each evening after work. A noisy environment with loud
      roommates, rambunctious children, or constant television noise in
      the background will require a high activation energy to stick with
      your habit. With so many distractions, it’s likely that you’ll fall
      off track with your writing habit at some point. Meanwhile, if you
      stepped into a quiet writing environment—like a desk at the local
      library—your surroundings suddenly become a catalyst for your
      behavior and make it easier for the habit to proceed.

      Your environment can catalyze your habits in big and small ways.
      If you set your running shoes and workout clothes out the night
      before, you just lowered the activation energy required to go
      running the next morning. If you hire a meal service to deliver
      low-calorie meals to your door each week, you significantly lowered
      the activation energy required to lose weight. If you unplug your
      television and hide it in the closet, you just lowered the
      activation energy required to watch less television.

      This is lesson two: The right environment is
      like a catalyst for your habits and it lowers the activation energy
      required to start a good habit.

      The Intermediate States of Human Behavior

      Chemical reactions often have a reaction intermediate, which is
      like an in-between step that occurs before you can get to the final
      product. So, rather than going straight from A to B, you go from A
      to X to B. An intermediate step needs to occur before we go from
      starting to finishing.

      There are all sorts of intermediate steps with habits as
      well.

      Say you want to build the habit of
      working out. Well, this could involve intermediate steps like
      paying a gym membership, packing your gym bag in the morning,
      driving to the gym after work, exercising in front of other people,
      and so on.

      Here’s the important part:

      Each intermediate step has its own activation energy. When
      you’re struggling to stick with a new habit it can be important to
      examine each link in the chain and figure out which one is your
      sticking point. Put another way, which step has the activation
      energy that prevents the habit from happening?

      Some intermediate steps might be easy for you. To continue our
      fitness example from above, you might not care about paying for a
      gym membership or packing your gym bag in the morning. However, you
      may find that driving to the gym after work is frustrating because
      you end up hitting more rush hour traffic. Or you may discover that
      you don’t enjoy working out in public with strangers.

      Developing solutions that remove the intermediate steps and
      lower the overall activation energy required to perform your habit
      can increase your consistency in the long-run. For example, perhaps
      going to the gym in the morning would allow you to avoid rush hour
      traffic. Or maybe starting a home workout routine would be best
      since you could skip the traffic and avoid exercising in public.
      Without these two barriers, the two intermediate steps that were
      causing friction with your habit, it will be much easier to follow
      through.

      This is lesson three: Examine your habits
      closely and see if you can eliminate the intermediate steps with
      the highest activation energy (i.e. the biggest sticking
      points).

      The Chemistry of Building Better Habits

      The fundamental principles of chemistry reveal some helpful
      strategies that we can use to build better habits.

      
      	Every habit has an activation energy that is required to get
      started. The smaller the habit, the less energy you need to
      start.

      	Catalysts lower the activation energy required to start a new
      habit. Optimizing your environment is the best way to do this in
      the real world. In the right environment, every habit is
      easier.

      	Even simple habits often have intermediate steps. Eliminate the
      intermediate steps with the highest activation energy and your
      habits will be easier to accomplish.

      

      And that’s the chemistry of building better habits.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Lying to Ourselves: A Call for Self-Awareness

      
      It was September of 1816 and two Parisian boys were playing in
      the courtyard of the Louvre, the famous museum in Paris.

      On the other side of the courtyard, a physician named René
      Laennec began to quicken his pace as he walked along in the morning
      sun. There was a woman with heart disease waiting for him at the
      hospital and Laennec was late.

      As Laennec crossed the courtyard, he looked toward the two boys.
      One of them was tapping the end of a long wooden plank with a pin.
      On the other end, his playmate was crouched down with his ear
      pressed against the edge of the plank.

      Laennec was immediately struck with a thought. “I recalled a
      well-known acoustic phenomenon,” he would later write. “If you
      place your ear against one end of a wood beam the scratch of a pin
      at the other end is distinctly audible. It occurred to me that this
      physical property might serve a useful purpose in the case I was
      dealing with.”

      

      When Laennec arrived at the hospital later that morning, he
      immediately asked for a piece of paper. He rolled it up and placed
      the tube against his patient’s chest. He was stunned by what he
      heard next. “I was surprised and elated to be able to hear the
      beating of her heart with far greater clearness than I ever had
      with direct application of my ear,” he said.

      René Laennec had just invented the stethoscope.

      Laennec quickly upgraded from his piece of paper and, after
      experimenting with various sizes, he began using a hollow wood tube
      about 3.5 centimeters in diameter and 25 centimeters long.
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      Laennec’s simple invention instantly changed the field of
      medicine.

      For the first time in history, physicians had a safe, unbiased
      way to understand what was going on inside a patient’s body. They
      didn’t have to rely solely on what the patient said or how the
      patient described their condition. Now, they could track and
      measure things for themselves. The stethoscope was like a window
      that allowed a doctor to view what was actually happening and then
      compare their findings to the symptoms, outcomes, and autopsies of
      patients.

      And that brings us to the main point of this story.

      The Lies We Tell Ourselves

      We often lie to ourselves about the progress we are making on
      important goals.

      For example:

      
      	If we want to lose weight, we might claim that we’re eating
      healthy, but in reality our eating habits haven’t changed very
      much.

      	If we want to be more creative, we might say that we’re trying
      to write more, but in reality we aren’t holding ourselves to a
      rigid publishing schedule.

      	If we want to learn a new language, we might say that we have
      been consistent with our practice even though we skipped last night
      to watch television.

      

      We use lukewarm phrases like, “I’m doing well with the time I
      have available.” Or, “I’ve been trying really hard recently.”
      Rarely do these statements include any type of hard measurement.
      They are usually just soft excuses that make us feel better about
      having a goal that we haven’t made much real progress toward. (I
      know because I’ve been guilty of saying many of these things
      myself.)

      Why do these little lies matter?

      Because they are preventing us from self-awareness. Emotions and
      feelings are important and they have a place, but when we use
      feel-good statements to track our progress in life, we end up lying
      to ourselves about what we’re actually doing.

      When the stethoscope came along it provided a tool for
      physicians to get an independent diagnosis of what was going on
      inside the patient. We can also use tools to get a independent
      diagnosis of what is going on inside our own lives.

      Tools for Improving Self-Awareness

      If you’re serious about getting better at something, then one of
      the first steps is to know—in black-and-white terms—where you
      stand. You need self-awareness before you can achieve
      self-improvement.

      Here are some tools I use to make myself more self-aware:

      Workout
      Journal – For the past 5 years or so, I have used my
      workout journal to record each workout I do. While it can be
      interesting to leaf back through old workouts and see the progress
      I’ve made, I have found this method to be most useful on a weekly
      basis. When I go to the gym next week, I will look at the weights I
      lifted the week before and try to make a small increase. It’s so
      simple, but the workout journal helps me avoid wasting time in the
      gym, wandering around, and just “doing some stuff.” With this basic
      tracking, I can make focused improvements each week.

      My Annual
      Reviews and Integrity Reports –
      At the end of each year, I conduct my Annual Review where I
      summarize the progress I’ve made in business, health, travel, and
      other areas. I also take time each spring to do an Integrity Report
      where I challenge myself to provide proof of how I am living by my
      core values. These two practices give me a chance to track and
      measure the “softer” areas of my life. It can be difficult to know
      for certain if you’re doing a better job of living by your values,
      but these reports at least force me to track these issues on a
      consistent basis.

      RescueTime –
      I use RescueTime to track how I spend my working hours each week.
      For a long time, I just assumed that I was fairly productive. When
      I actually tracked my output, however, I’ve uncovered some
      interesting insights. For example, I currently spend about 60
      percent of my time each week on productive tasks. This past month,
      I spent 9 percent of my working time on social media sites. If you
      would have asked me to estimate those two numbers before using
      RescueTime, I’m certain I would have been way off. Now, I actually
      have a clear idea of how I spend my time and because I know where I
      truly stand, I can start to make calculated and measured
      improvements.

      A Call for Self-Awareness

      If you aren’t aware of what you’re actually doing, then it is
      very hard to change your life with any degree of consistency.
      Trying to build better habits without self-awareness is like firing
      arrows into the night. You can’t expect to hit the bullseye if
      you’re not sure where the target is located.

      Furthermore, I have discovered very few people who naturally do
      the right thing without ever measuring their behavior. For example,
      I know a handful of people who maintain six-pack abs without
      worrying too much about what they eat. However, every single one of
      them weighed and measured their food at some point. After months of
      counting calories and measuring their meals, they developed the
      abilityto judge their meals appropriately.

      In other words, measurement brought their levels of
      self-awareness in line with reality. You can wing it after
      you measure it. Once you’re aware of what’s actually going on, you
      can make accurate decisions based on “gut-feel” because your gut is
      based on something accurate.

      In short, start by
      measuring something.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Proven, Reasonable and Totally Unsexy Secret to
      Success

      
      There is a common phenomenon in the world of personal finance
      called “lifestyle creep.” It describes our tendency to buy bigger,
      better, and nicer things as our income rises.

      For example, say that you receive a promotion at work and
      suddenly you have $10,000 more of income each year. Rather than
      save the extra money and continue living as normal, you’re more
      likely to upgrade to a bigger TV or stay at better hotels or buy
      designer clothes. Your normal lifestyle will creep up slowly and
      goods that were once seen as a luxury will gradually become a
      necessity. What was once out of reach will become your new
      normal.

      Changing human behavior is often considered to be one of the
      hardest things to do in business and in life. Yet, lifestyle creep
      describes a very reliable way that human behavior changes over the
      long-term.

      What if we adapted this concept to the rest of our lives?
      

      Changing Your Normal

      Let’s list some typical financial goals.

      
      	I want to own designer jeans.

      	I want to have a bigger house.

      	I want to drive a faster car.

      

      Here’s the interesting thing:

      These big goals naturally happen as a side effect when we have
      the means to make them happen. When our purchasing power goes up,
      our purchases tend to go up too. That’s lifestyle creep.

      What if similar side effects could happen in other areas of
      life?

      Consider these goals:

      
      	I want to add 10 pounds of muscle.

      	I want to find a partner and get married.

      	I want to earn six figures per year.

      	I want to get a higher score on my test.

      	I want to own a successful business.

      

      What if we trusted that adding more muscle or earning more money
      or getting better grades would come as a natural side effect of
      improving our normal routines? In other words, as our normal habits
      improved, so would our results.

      This idea of slightly adjusting your habits until behaviors and
      results that were once out of reach become your new normal is a
      concept I like to call “habit creep.”

      How to Practice Habit Creep

      If you buy more things than your bank account can sustain,
      that’s not lifestyle creep. That’s called debt.

      Similarly, if you adopt a bunch of new behaviors you can’t
      sustain, that’s not habit creep. In other words, the key is to
      avoid the trap of trying to grow too fast. Lifestyle creep happens
      so slowly that it is almost imperceptible. Habit creep should be
      the same way. Your goal is to nudge your behaviors along in very
      small ways.

      In my experience, there are two primary ways to change long-term
      behaviors and improve performance for good.

      
      	Increase your
      performance by a little bit each day. (Most people take this to
      the extreme.)

      	Change
      your environment to remove small distractions and barriers.
      (Most people never think about this.)

      

      Here are some thoughts on each one:

      Increasing your performance. You have a normal
      way of living. For example, your current level of physical fitness
      is generally a reflection of how much activity you get on a normal
      day. Let’s say that your standard day requires you walk 8,000
      steps. If you want to get in better shape, the standard approach
      would be to start training for a race or exercise more. But the
      habit creep approach would be to add a very small amount to your
      standard behavior. Say, 8,100 steps per day rather than 8,000
      steps. You can apply this logic to nearly any area of life. You
      have a normal amount of sales calls you make at work each day, a
      normal amount of Thank You notes you write each year, a normal
      amount of books you read each month. If you want to become more
      successful, more grateful, or more intelligent, then you can use
      the idea of habit creep to slowly improve those areas simply by
      improving the way you live your normal day.

      Changing your environment. There are all sorts
      of things we do each day that are a response to the environment we
      live in. We eat cookies because they are on the counter. We pick up
      our phones because someone sends us a text. We turn on TV because
      it’s the first thing we look at when we sit on the couch. If you
      change
      your environment in small ways (hide the cookies in the pantry,
      leave the phone in another room while you work, place the TV inside
      a cabinet), then your actions change as well. Imagine if you made
      one positive environment change each week. Where would your life
      creep to by the end of the year?

      Changing Your Normal

      The results you enjoy on your best day are typically a
      reflection of how you spend your normal day.

      Everyone gets obsessed with achieving their very best
      day—pulling the best score on their test, running their fastest
      race ever, making the most sales in the department.

      I say forget that stuff. Just improve your normal day and the
      results will take care of themselves. We naturally make long-term
      changes in our lives by slowly and slightly adjusting our normal
      everyday habits and behaviors.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Procrastinating and Boost Your Willpower by Using
      “Temptation Bundling"

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Ronan Byrne, an electrical engineering student in Dublin,
      Ireland, enjoyed watching Netflix, but he also knew that he should
      exercise more often than he did. Putting his engineering skills to
      use, Byrne hacked his stationary bike and connected it to his
      laptop and television. Then he wrote a computer program that would
      allow Netflix to run only if he was cycling at a certain
      speed. If he slowed down for too long, whatever show he was
      watching would pause until he started pedaling again. He was, in
      the words of one fan, “eliminating obesity one Netflix binge at a
      time.”

      He was also employing temptation bundling to make his exercise
      habit more attractive. Temptation bundling works by linking an
      action you want to do with an action you need do. In Byrne’s case,
      he bundled watching Netflix (the thing he wanted to do) with riding
      his stationary bike (the thing he needed to do).

      Businesses are masters at temptation bundling. For instance,
      when the American Broadcasting Company, more commonly known as ABC,
      launched its Thursday night television lineup for the 2014–2015
      season, they promoted temptation bundling on a massive scale.

      Every Thursday, the company would air three shows created by
      screenwriter Shonda Rhimes—Grey’s Anatomy, Scandal, and How to Get
      Away with Murder. They branded it as “TGIT on ABC” (TGIT stands for
      Thank God It’s Thursday). In addition to promoting the shows, ABC
      encouraged viewers to make popcorn, drink red wine, and enjoy the
      evening.

      Andrew Kubitz, head of scheduling for ABC, described the idea
      behind the campaign: “We see Thursday night as a viewership
      opportunity, with either couples or women by themselves who want to
      sit down and escape and have fun and drink their red wine and have
      some popcorn.” The brilliance of this strategy is that ABC was
      associating the thing they needed viewers to do (watch
      their shows) with activities their viewers already wanted
      to do (relax, drink wine, and eat popcorn).

      Over time, people began to connect watching ABC with feeling
      relaxed and entertained. If you drink red wine and eat popcorn at 8
      p.m. every Thursday, then eventually “8 p.m. on Thursday” means
      relaxation and entertainment. The reward gets associated with the
      cue, and the habit of turning on the television becomes more
      attractive.

      You’re more likely to find a behavior attractive if you get to
      do one of your favorite things at the same time. Perhaps you want
      to hear about the latest celebrity gossip, but you need to get in
      shape. Using temptation bundling, you could only read the tabloids
      and watch reality shows at the gym. Maybe you want to get a
      pedicure, but you need to clean out your email inbox. Solution:
      only get a pedicure while processing overdue work emails.

      Temptation bundling is one way to apply a psychology theory
      known as Premack’s Principle. Named after the work of professor
      David Premack, the principle states that “more probable behaviors
      will reinforce less probable behaviors.” In other words, even if
      you don’t really want to process overdue work emails you’ll become
      conditioned to do it if it means you get to do something you really
      want to do along the way.

      How to Create Your Temptation Bundle

      There is a simple exercise you can use to boost your willpower
      and figure out your own temptation bundling strategy.

      You’re going to create a two-column list:

      
      	In column one, write down the pleasures you enjoy and the
      temptations that you want to do.

      	In column two, write down the tasks and behaviors you should be
      doing, but often procrastinate on.

      

      Take your time and write down as many behaviors as possible.
      Then, browse your list and see if you can link one of your
      instantly gratifying “want” behaviors with something you “should”
      be doing.

      Here are a few common examples of temptation bundling:

      
      	Only listen to audiobooks or podcasts you love while
      exercising.

      	Only get a pedicure while processing overdue work emails.

      	Only watch your favorite show while ironing or doing household
      chores.

      	Only eat at your favorite restaurant when conducting your
      monthly meeting with a difficult colleague.

      

      [image: The Temptation Bundling concept by Katy Milkman can help you stop procrastinating and boost your willpower.]

      You can even combine temptation bundling with habit stacking to
      create a set of rules to guide your behavior.

      The habit stacking + temptation bundling formula is:

      
      	After [CURRENT HABIT], I will [HABIT I NEED].

      	After [HABIT I NEED], I will [HABIT I WANT].

      

      If you want to read the news, but you need to express more
      gratitude:

      
      	After I get my morning coffee, I will say one thing I’m
      grateful for that happened yesterday (need).

      	After I say one thing I’m grateful for, I will read the news
      (want).

      

      If you want to watch sports, but you need to make sales
      calls:

      
      	After I get back from my lunch break, I will call three
      potential clients (need).

      	After I call three potential clients, I will check ESPN
      (want).

      

      If you want to check Facebook, but you need to exercise
      more:

      
      	After I pull out my phone, I will do ten burpees (need).

      	After I do ten burpees, I will check Facebook (want).

      

      The hope is that eventually you’ll look forward to calling three
      clients or doing ten burpees because it means you get to check
      Facebook or read the latest sports news. Doing the thing you need
      to do means you get to do the thing you want to do.

      Always Important, Never Urgent

      There are many factors that contribute to success, but you can
      make a strong argument that consistently accomplishing tasks which
      are important, but not urgent is the one ability that separates top
      performers from everyone else.

      Consider how many tasks are important to our progress, but not
      urgent in our daily lives.

      
      	Getting a workout in will never feel like an urgent task on any
      particular day, but exercising consistently will change your health
      and your life.

      	Cleaning your office space or kitchen will rarely feel like an
      immediate need, but reducing clutter can clear your mind and reduce
      chronic stress.

      	Practicing the fundamentals of your craft is often boring, but
      when you master these core skills you begin to separate yourself
      from your competitors.

      

      The tasks that
      are important are rarely urgent.

      Temptation bundling offers a simple way to accomplish these
      tasks that are always important, but never feel urgent. By using
      your guilty pleasures pull you in, you make it easier to follow
      through on more difficult habits that pay off in the long-run.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 8of my New
      York Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Fall in Love With Boredom and Unlock Your Mental
      Toughness

      
      Mastery is never an accident. You can win the lottery and become
      rich overnight, but no one has ever mastered their craft by chance.
      Whether we are talking about athletes, artists, or academics, the
      story is the same. If you want to fulfill your potential then you
      must practice
      a specific skill for a long time with remarkable
      consistency.

      Somehow, top performers in any craft figure out a way to
      fall in love with
      boredom, put in
      their reps, and do the work.

      Of course, whenever “experts” share stories about successful
      people they often leave out a key ingredient of the story. How,
      exactly, do top performers fall in love with boredom? Perhaps more
      important, how can you fall in love with boredom when you’re trying
      to build a habit that
      you know you should do, but you don’t really want
      to do.

      Let me share two strategies that work for me.

      How to Fall in Love With Boredom

      First, there is very little hope for falling in love with a
      habit that you truly hate. I don’t know anyone who legitimately
      dislikes an activity and somehow falls in love with doing it. It
      doesn’t add up. It’s very difficult to hate something and be in
      love with it at the same time. (Your ex doesn’t count.)

      Let’s say you dislike working out, but you know it’s good for
      you. If you want to fall in love with the
      boredom of going to the gym, then you have two options.

      Option 1: Increase your proficiency at the
      task.

      Even tasks that you are good at will feel monotonous some days,
      so imagine the uphill battle you’re fighting if you are constantly
      trying to do something that you don’t feel skilled at. The
      solution? Learn the basic fundamentals of your task and celebrate
      the small wins and improvements you make. With our workout example,
      let’s say you purchase Starting
      Strength and learn how to do a proper deadlift or bench press.
      Practicing these new skills in the gym can be fun and making tiny
      improvements each week builds momentum. It’s much easier to fall in
      love with doing something over and over again if you can look
      forward to making progress.

      Option 2: Fall in love with a result of the task rather
      than the task itself.

      Let’s be real: there are some things that we should do that are
      always going to be a hassle. Running sprints might be an example.
      Very few people look forward to setting their lungs on fire.

      I find that I have more success in situations like these when I
      shift my focus away from the actual task and toward a result.
      Sometimes this is a direct result of the habit I’m trying to
      perform. Other times, it’s a result that I invent. For example, you
      can make a game out of not missing workouts even if you don’t enjoy
      the workout itself. Let’s say you have done two sprint workouts in
      a row. Your goal is to fall in love with becoming the type of
      person who doesn’t miss workouts. You’re not worried about how
      you perform. You’re not worried about if you’re getting faster.
      You’re not worried about getting six-pack abs or any other type of
      result. For the most part, you’re not even thinking about the
      workout. Instead, you’re simply focused on keeping your workout
      streak alive.

      This is basically the Seinfeld
      Strategy applied to exercise. Your only goal is to “not break
      the chain.” By shifting your focus away from the activity you
      dislike, you’re giving yourself an opportunity to fall in love with
      the boredom of sticking to the streak (something you do enjoy).

      The Power of Patience

      I was speaking with a friend at the gym recently. He had decided
      to change his weightlifting routine despite making good progress
      with his old program. I asked him why. He made a few excuses before
      eventually saying, “Basically, I got bored.”

      It has taken me years to learn this lesson myself, but I’m
      starting to believe that a beautiful blend of patience and
      consistency is the ultimate competitive advantage. Success is often
      found by practicing the fundamentals that everyone knows they
      should be doing, but they find too boring or basic to practice
      routinely.

      It’s like making
      120 sales calls per day. There’s nothing sexy about it, but it
      works. You don’t need to reinvent the fundamentals. You need to
      commit to them. Do more of what
      already works.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Optimize Your Daily Decisions

      
      You might assume that humans buy products because of what they
      are, but the truth is that we often buy things because of where
      they are. For example, items on store shelves that are at eye level
      tend to be purchased more than items on less visible shelves.

      In the best-selling book Nudge (Kindle
      | Audiobook), authors
      Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein explain a variety of ways that our
      everyday decisions are shaped by the world around us. The effect
      that eye-level shelves have on our purchase habits is just one
      example.

      Here’s another:

      The ends of aisles are money-making machines for retailers.
      According to data cited by the New York Times, 45 percent of
      Coca-Cola sales come specifically from end-of-the-aisle racks.

      
      Here’s why this is important:

      Something has to go on the shelf at eye level.
      Something has to be placed on the rack at the end of the
      aisle. Something must be the default choice. Something must be the
      option with the most visibility and prominence. This is true not
      just in stores, but in nearly every area of our lives. There are
      default choices in your office and in your car, in your kitchen and
      in your living room.

      My argument is this:

      If you design for default in your life, rather than accepting
      whatever is handed to you, then it will be easier to live a better
      life.

      Let’s talk about how to do that right now.

      Design for Default

      Although most of us have the freedom to make a wide range of
      choices at any given moment, we often make decisions based on the
      environment we find ourselves in.

      For example, if I wanted to do so, I could drink a beer as I
      write this article. However, I am currently sitting at my desk with
      a glass of water next to me. There are no beers in sight. Although
      I possess the capability to get up, walk to my car, drive to the
      store, and buy a beer, I probably won’t because I surrounded by
      easier alternatives—namely, drinking water. In this case, taking a
      sip of water is the default decision, the easy decision.

      Consider how your default decisions are designed throughout your
      personal and professional life. For example:

      
      	If you sleep with your phone next to your bed, then checking
      social media and email as soon as you wake up is likely to be the
      default decision.

      	If you walk into your living room and your couches and chairs
      all face the television, then watching television is likely to be
      the default decision.

      	If you keep alcohol in your kitchen, then drinking consistently
      is more likely to be the default decision.

      

      Of course, defaults can be positive as well.

      
      	If you keep a dumbbell next to your desk at work, then pumping
      out some quick curls is more likely to be the default
      decision.

      	If you keep a water bottle with you throughout the day, then
      drinking water rather than soda is more likely to be the default
      decision.

      	If you place floss in a visible location (like next to your
      toothbrush), then flossing is more likely to be the default
      decision.

      

      Researchers have referred to the impact that environmental
      defaults can have on our decision making as choice
      architecture. It is important to realize that you can be the
      architect of your choices. You can design for default.

      How to Optimize Your Default Decisions

      Here are a few strategies I have found useful when trying to
      design for default in my life:

      Simplicity. It is hard to focus on the signal
      when you’re constantly surrounded by noise. It is more difficult to
      eat healthy when your kitchen is filled with junk food. It is more
      difficult to focus on reading a blog post when you have 10 tabs
      open in your browser. It is more difficult to accomplish your most
      important task when you fall into the myth of
      multitasking. When in doubt, eliminate options.

      Visual Cues. In the supermarket, placing items
      on shelves at eye level makes them more visual and more likely to
      be purchased. Outside of the supermarket, you can use visual cues
      like the Paper Clip Method or
      the Seinfeld
      Strategy to create an environment that visually nudges your
      actions in the right direction.

      Opt-Out vs. Opt-In. There is a famous
      organ donation study that revealed how multiple European
      countries skyrocketed their organ donation rates: they required
      citizens to opt-out of donating rather than opt-in to donating. You
      can do something similar in your life by opting your future self
      into better habits ahead of time. For example, you could schedule
      your yoga session for next week while you are feeling motivated
      today. When your workout rolls around, you have to justify
      opting-out rather than motivating yourself to opt-in.

      Designing for default comes down to a very simple premise: shift
      your environment so that the good behaviors are easier and the bad
      behaviors are harder.

      Designed For You vs. Designed By You

      Default choices are not inherently bad, but the entire world was
      not designed with your goals in mind. In fact, many companies have
      goals that directly compete with yours (a food company may want you
      to buy their bag of chips, while you want to lose weight). For this
      reason, you should be wary of accepting every default as if it is
      supposed to be the optimal choice.

      I have found more success by living a life that I design rather
      than accepting the standard one that has been handed to me.
      Question everything. You need to alter, tweak, and shift your
      environment until it matches what you want out of life.

      Yes, the world around you shapes your habits and choices, but
      there is something important to realize: someone had to shape that
      world in the first place. Now, that someone can be you.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Declutter Your Mind and Unleash Your Willpower by Using
      Bright-Line Rules

      
      
      “You have the right to remain silent. Anything
      you say or do can and will be used against you in a court of law.
      You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an
      attorney, one will be appointed to you. Do you understand these
      rights as they have been read to you?”

      —The Miranda Warning

      IN THE SPRING of 1966, a man named Ernesto
      Miranda was arrested in Phoenix. The police had very little to go
      on, but they suspected Miranda of kidnapping and raping an
      18-year-old woman ten days earlier. The officers interrogated
      Miranda for two hours and were rewarded for their effort: Miranda
      admitted to the rape charge and signed a confession paper.

      There was just one problem. During the interrogation, Miranda
      had been alone and at no point was he informed that he had the
      right to legal counsel.

      
      When the case went to trial, Miranda’s written confession was
      used as evidence. He was quickly convicted, but his lawyer appealed
      because Miranda had never been informed of his rights and thus,
      according to his lawyer, the confession was not voluntary. The
      Arizona Supreme Court upheld the decision, but eventually the case
      made it to the United States Supreme Court.

      The United States Supreme Court overturned the Miranda
      ruling by a vote of 5 to 4 because “The person in custody
      must, prior to interrogation, be clearly informed that he has the
      right to remain silent, and that anything he says will be used
      against him in court; he must be clearly informed that he has the
      right to consult with a lawyer and to have the lawyer with him
      during interrogation, and that, if he is indigent, a lawyer will be
      appointed to represent him.”

      The Supreme Court had just created a bright-line rule.

      The Power of Bright-Line Rules

      A bright-line rule refers to a clearly defined rule or standard.
      It is a rule with clear interpretation and very little wiggle room.
      It establishes a bright line for what the rule is saying and what
      it is not saying.

      The Miranda ruling is one example. If a police officer fails to
      inform a defendant in custody of their rights, then the suspect’s
      statements are not admissible in court. Plain and simple. Clear and
      bright.

      Most of us, myself included, could benefit from setting brighter
      lines in our personal and professional lives. Consider some common
      examples:

      
      	We might say that we want to check email less frequently.

      	We might say that we want to drink moderately.

      	We might say that we want to save more for retirement.

      	We might say that we want to eat healthier.

      

      But what do these statements really mean?

      
      	What does it mean to check email less
      frequently? Are you going to “try to be better about it” and
      hope that works? Will you set specific days or certain times when
      you will be unavailable? Will you check email on weekends? Will you
      process email only on your computer?

      	What, exactly, is moderate drinking? Is it one drink per week?
      Five drinks per week? Ten drinks per week? We haven’t defined it,
      so how will we know if we are making progress?

      	What does it mean to save more? More is not a number. How much
      is more? When will you save? Every month? Every paycheck?

      	What does eating
      healthier look like on a daily basis? Does that mean you eat
      more servings of vegetables? If so, how many more? Do you want to
      start by eating a healthy meal once per day? Twice per day? Every
      meal?

      

      It can be easy to make promises like this to yourself, but they
      do not create bright lines. Fuzzy statements make progress hard to
      measure, and the things we measure are the
      things we improve.

      Now, do we need to measure every area of our lives? Of course
      not. But if something is important to you, then you should
      establish a bright line for it. Consider the following
      alternatives:

      
      	I only process email between 11AM and 6PM.

      	I enjoy a maximum of 2 drinks per night.

      	I save $500 per month for retirement.

      	I eat at least two types of vegetables per day.

      

      These statements establish bright lines. These statements make
      action steps precise and obvious. Vague promises will never lead to
      clear results.

      Using Bright Lines to Break Bad Habits

      The examples I outlined above focused primarily on building new
      behaviors, but bright-line rules can be used just as effectively to
      break bad habits or
      eliminate old behaviors.

      My friend Nir Eyal proposes a similar strategy that he calls
      “Progressive
      Extremism.” To explain the concept, Nir uses the example of
      being a vegetarian. If you were interested in becoming a
      vegetarian, you might start by saying, “I don’t eat red meat.” The
      goal is not to change everything at once, but to take a very clear
      and extreme stand in one small area. You are establishing a bright
      line on that topic.

      Over time, you can progressively move your bright line forward
      and add other behaviors to the mix. (i.e. “I don’t eat red meat or
      fish.” And so on.)

      How Bright Lines Unleash Your Hidden
      Willpower

      Establishing bright lines in your life can provide a huge boost
      in daily willpower.

      Here are two reasons why:

      First, bright lines shift the conversation in your head
      from one of sacrifice to one of empowerment. When you
      don’t have a bright line established and you choose not to do
      something, the tendency is to say, “Oh, I can’t do it this time.”
      Conversely, when you do have a bright line clearly set, your
      response can simply be, “No thanks, I don’t do that.” Bright lines
      help you avoid making just-this-once exceptions. Instead, you are
      following a new identity
      that you have created for yourself.

      Second, by establishing clear decisions in your life,
      you conserve willpower for other important choices. Here’s
      the problem with trying to make daily decisions in muddy water:
      Without bright lines, you must decide whether a situation fits your
      standards every time. With bright lines, the decision is made ahead
      of time. Because of this, you are less likely to suffer from
      decision
      fatigue and more likely to have willpower left over for work,
      relationships, and other health habits.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stick With Good Habits Every Day by Using the "Paper
      Clip Strategy"

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In 1993, a bank in Abbotsford, Canada,
      hired a twenty-three-year-old stockbroker named Trent Dyrsmid.
      Abbotsford was a relatively small suburb, tucked away in the shadow
      of nearby Vancouver, where most of the big business deals were
      being made. Given the location, and the fact that Dyrsmid was a
      rookie, nobody expected too much of him. But he made brisk progress
      thanks to a simple daily habit.

      The Paper Clip Strategy

      Dyrsmid began each morning with two jars on his desk. One was
      filled with 120 paper clips. The other was empty. As soon as he
      settled in each day, he would make a sales call. Immediately after,
      he would move one paper clip from the full jar to the empty jar and
      the process would begin again. “Every morning I would start with
      120 paper clips in one jar and I would keep dialing the phone until
      I had moved them all to the second jar,” he told me.

      Within eighteen months, Dyrsmid was bringing in $5 million to
      the firm. By age twenty-four, he was making $75,000 per year—the
      equivalent of $125,000 today. Not long after, he landed a
      six-figure job with another company.

      Good Habits That Stick vs. Habits That Fail

      When I asked Dyrsmid about the details of his habit, he simply
      said, “I would start calling at 8 a.m. every day. I never looked at
      stock quotes or analyst research. I also never read the newspaper
      for the entire time. If the news was really important, it would
      find me from other ways.”

      Trent Dyrsmid’s story is evidence of a simple truth: Success is
      often a result of committing to the fundamentals over and over
      again.

      Compare Trent’s results to where you and I often find ourselves.
      We want to be consistent with our workouts, but
      struggle to make it into the gym. We know we should write more Thank You
      notes or eat
      healthier meals or read more books, but can’t
      seem to find the motivation to get it done. We’d like to achieve
      our goals, but still procrastinate on them.

      What makes the difference? Why do some good habits stick while
      others fail? Why did Trent’s paper clip strategy work so well and
      what can we learn from it?

      The Power of a Visual Cue

      I believe the “Paper Clip Strategy” works particularly well
      because it creates a visual trigger that can
      help motivate you to perform a habit with more consistency. I’ve
      heard from readers who have employed it in a variety of ways. One
      woman shifted a hairpin from one container to another whenever she
      wrote a page of her book. Another man moved a marble from one bin
      to the next after each set of push-ups.

      Making progress is satisfying, and visual measures—like moving
      paperclips or hairpins or marbles—provide clear evidence of your
      progress. As a result, they reinforce your behavior and add little
      bit of immediate satisfaction to any activity.

      Here are a few reasons visual cues work well for building new
      good habits…

      Visual cues remind you to start a behavior. We
      often lie to ourselves about our ability to remember to perform a
      new habit. (“I’m going to start eating healthier. For real this
      time.”) A few days later, however, the motivation fades and
      the busyness of life begins to take over again. Hoping you will
      simply remember to do a new habit is usually a recipe for failure.
      This is why a visual stimulus, like a bin full of paper clips, can
      be so useful. It is much easier to stick with good habits when your environment
      nudges you in the right direction.

      Visual cues display your progress on a
      behavior. Everyone knows consistency is an essential
      component of success, but few people actually measure how consistent
      they are in real life. The Paper Clip Strategy avoids that
      pitfall because it is a built-in measuring system. One look at your
      paper clips and you immediately have a measure of your
      progress.

      Visual cues can have an additive effect on
      motivation. As the visual evidence of your progress
      mounts, it is natural to become more motivated to continue the
      habit. The more paperclips you place in the bin, the more motivated
      you will become to finish the task. There are a variety of popular
      behavioral economics studies that refer to this as the Endowed Progress
      Effect, which essentially says we place more value on things
      once we have them. In other words, the more paper clips you move to
      the “Completed” bin, the more valuable completing the habit becomes
      to you.

      Visual cues can be used to drive short-term and
      long-term motivation. The Paper Clip Strategy can provide
      daily motivation, but you start from scratch each day. However,
      another type of visual cue, like the “Don’t Break the Chain”
      Calendar that I described in my
      article on the Seinfeld Strategy can be used to showcase your
      consistency over longer periods of time. By stacking these two
      methods together, you can create a set of visual cues that motivate
      and measure your habits over the short-run and the long-run.

      Creating Your Own Paper Clip Strategy

      There are all sorts of ways to use the paper clip strategy for
      your own goals.

      
      	Hoping to do 100 pushups each day? Start with 10 paper clips
      and move one over each time you drop down and do a set of 10
      throughout the day.

      	Need to send 25 sales emails every day? Start with 25 paper
      clips and toss one to the other side each time you press Send.

      	Want to drink 8 glasses of water each day? Start with 8 paper
      clips and slide one over each time you finish a glass.

      	Not sure if you’re taking your medication three times per day?
      Set 3 paper clips out and flip one into the bin each time you
      swallow your pills.

      

      Best of all, the entire strategy will cost you less than
      $10.

      
      	Grab a box of standard paper clips (here is a cheap
      set).

      	Get two standard paper clip holders (here you go).

      	Pick your habit and start moving those bad boys from one side
      to the other.

      

      Trent Dyrsmid decided that success in his field came down to one
      core task: making more sales calls. He discovered that mastering
      the fundamentals is what makes the difference.

      The same is true for your goals. There is no secret sauce. There
      is no magic bullet. Good habits are the magic bullet.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 16 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.
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      Use This Simple Daily Habit to Add More Gratitude to Your
      Life

      
      I have a simple gratitude habit that I have been following
      nearly every day for three years. I want to share it with you
      here.

      First, let me set the stage.

      

      The Minor Tragedy

      The other day I ordered takeout from one of my favorite Indian
      restaurants for dinner. My family had a tight timeline that night,
      which meant we would only be together for an hour before everyone
      had to run off in separate directions.

      We picked up the food and drove home, but when we opened the bag
      we realized that the restaurant had forgotten to include one of the
      main dishes from our order.

      In the grand scheme of things, this isn’t a big deal. Missing
      half of the dinner that you bought from a nice Indian restaurant in
      suburban America is a classic example of a first world problem.
      That said, we had an issue at the moment. Either someone had to
      drive back and get the food while the others packed for their trip
      later that night or we had to settle for eating half of the dinner
      we ordered. It seems frivolous in retrospect, but this is exactly
      the type of little hassle that can ruin the mood and pull everyone
      into a negative spiral–especially when you are in a rush.

      I wasn’t going anywhere later that night, so I volunteered to
      drive back to the restuarant and pick up the missing food while
      everyone else packed their bags for their trip. When I returned 40
      minutes later, we finally sat down to eat dinner with about 20
      minutes to spare before we needed to get back in the car and leave.
      Basically, it was a rushed evening.

      So, this was the mood in the room–frustrated, rushed, and
      stressed–when our simple gratitude habit came to the rescue.

      The Daily Gratitude Habit

      The habit is super simple. Here it is…

      
      When I sit down to eat dinner, I say one thing that I am
      grateful for happening today.

      

      On this particular day, after the frantic rush of the evening, I
      said that I was grateful for a short shopping trip earlier in the
      day because it allowed us to spend time together that we didn’t get
      to spend later in the evening.

      Everyone else contributed their own grateful moment from the
      day. And in those 10 seconds, the energy completely reset in the
      room. It was like we all breathed a deep sigh and said, “Ok,
      that was annoying, but we’re over it now. We live a very good life
      and it’s time to move on and enjoy the moment.”

      Now, let’s talk about why this gratitude habit is so
      effective.

      Why It Works

      After using this mini-habit for three years, here are my biggest
      lessons learned.

      
      	It is a really good idea to force yourself into a positive
      frame of mind at least once per day. Everyone has bad days and
      frustrating moments, myself included. But no matter what happens
      each day, when I sit down for dinner I am forced to think about the
      good in my life for at least a few seconds. The result is that
      there is not a day that goes by without me specifically stating
      something positive that is happening around me. Positive thinking opens
      your eyes to more opportunities.

      	The individual impact of any one piece of gratitude is small,
      but the cumulative effect is
      huge. The power of this habit comes from a multiplier effect
      that takes hold after practicing it for a month or two. You begin
      to realize that nearly everyday is a good day (at least in a small
      way).

      	You start to realize how insignificant monetary things are for
      your day-to-day happiness. The majority of my grateful moments
      don’t cost a dime: time spent with friends and family, something
      nice someone said, a good workout that day. That’s not to say money
      is unimportant, but there is something comforting in realizing that
      the moments you’re actually grateful for each day are free.

      	I have stuck with the habit because it is stupidly small. I
      can’t name many habits that I have been able to pick up immediately
      and follow every day for three years. Perhaps the biggest reason
      that I have maintained so much consistency with this habit is that
      it is incredibly small. Do things you can
      sustain.

      	I have stuck with the habit because it is perfectly tied to
      another behavior. Using the idea of habit stacking, I
      stacked my gratitude habit on top of my habit of eating dinner each
      night. It is so much easier to build a new habit into your
      lifestyle when you choose the right
      trigger.

      

      Practice Gratitude

      Gratitude is an interesting concept. It’s one of those qualities
      that everyone accepts you should do, but that we rarely talk about
      how to do. It’s sort of like saying you should “live in the
      moment.” It’s easy advice to give, but you’ll rarely hear people
      explain how they actually live in the moment.

      Gratitude is fantastic, but what does it actually look like in
      everyday life? When someone lives with gratitude, what do they
      actually do each day that separates them from most people?

      I still have a lot to learn, but I can certainly say that my
      daily gratitude habit has made a difference for my long-term
      happiness. It has been one way that I have been able to live out
      gratitude on a daily basis.

      Give it a try and see if it works for you.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why We Act Irrationally: A Harvard Psychologist Reveals the One
      Word That Drives Our Senseless Habits

      
      It was 1977 and—although nobody knew it at the time—psychologist
      Ellen Langer and her research team at Harvard University were about
      to conduct a study that would change our understanding of human
      behavior.

      It all started when Langer asked her research assistants to cut
      in front of innocent people waiting in line at the photocopiers in
      the library.

      

      The Copy Machine Study

      This is how the research study worked…

      A researcher would spot someone waiting at the library copy
      machine and walk over with the intention of cutting the person in
      line. Then, the researcher would look at the innocent bystander and
      ask them one of three questions.

      
      	Version 1 (request only): “Excuse me, I have 5
      pages. May I use the Xerox machine?”

      	Version 2 (request with a real reason):
      “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the xerox machine, because
      I’m in a rush?”

      	Version 3 (request with a fake reason):
      “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the xerox machine, because I
      have to make copies?”

      

      You’ll notice that Version 3 didn’t make much sense. Using the
      phrase “because I have to make copies” was a fairly useless reason
      for skipping the line. Everyone waiting at the photocopier needed
      to make copies. The phrase contained no new information, but the
      researcher was trying to use it to justify the favor anyway.

      Surprisingly, this senseless reason performed well. When the
      researchers analyzed the data, they found the following.

      
      	Version 1: 60 percent of people let the
      researcher skip the line.

      	Version 2: 94 percent of people let the
      researcher skip ahead in line.

      	Version 3: 93 percent of people let the
      researcher skip ahead in line.

      

      Langer’s research, which soon became known as The Copy Machine
      study, was published in the Journal of Personality and Social
      Psychology (source).

      The study became famous because it uncovered one of the most
      powerful words we use to drive our behavior: because.
      Langer’s work proved that as long as we could justify a behavior in
      our brains (“I’m doing this because…”), we would perform
      the behavior even if the reason didn’t make sense.

      In his best-selling book, Influence, Robert
      Cialdini explained this phenomenon by saying, “A well-known
      principle of human behavior says that when we ask someone to do us
      a favor we will be more successful if we provide a reason. People
      simply like to have reasons for what they do.”

      [image: The Copy Machine study by Ellen Langer]

      Why We Do What We Do

      I once conducted the Habits Seminar in the middle of the year.
      Previously, I had only run it around the New Year and I told
      myself, “Oh, I only run one seminar per year because people tend to
      build new habits at the start of the year.”

      After the seminar finished, I asked for feedback from the
      attendees. One of the first messages I received said, “Suggestion:
      maybe offer the seminar twice a year?”

      Similar feedback came from other attendees and the pervading
      wisdom was that people want to build better habits all the
      time and it can be easy to fall off track with your goals. Hosting
      a habits seminar multiple times throughout the year could be a good
      way to pull everyone back on track.

      As soon as I heard the feedback, I realized that it was logical.
      And yet, I’ve been justifying my behavior of only conducting one
      seminar per year with reasoning that didn’t make sense. I never
      questioned myself simply because I had a reason.

      I’d venture to say that we do this to ourselves in many areas of
      life.

      
      	Fitness: How are you justifying not exercising
      consistently?

      	Writing: What is your reason for why you can’t
      write each day?

      	Business: How is your mindset preventing you
      from reaching the next level?

      

      The reasons that we use to guide our behavior are just stories
      that we tell ourselves. Sometimes, those stories are true and
      accurate. We all have reasons for why now isn’t the right time for
      that bold move, why we slip up on habits that we say are important
      to us, and, yes, why we do favors for strangers. What we often fail
      to realize, however, is that our behaviors can just as easily be
      driven by irrational reasons as logical ones.

      The Bottom Line

      There are two important lessons we can take away from Langer’s
      study.

      
      	If you’re going to ask someone for a favor, be sure to use the
      word because and give the person a reason to fulfill the
      favor.

      	We use reasons—both logical and illogical—to justify our own
      behavior.

      

      Be aware of that. Take stock of the reasons you use in your
      life. You might be surprised with the type of story you’re telling
      yourself.

      

    

  
    

    
      The 5 Triggers That Make New Habits Stick

      
      In my book New York Times bestselling bookAtomic Habits, I explain
      that the process of building a habit can be divided into four
      simple steps: cue, craving, response, and reward.

      The Habit Loop

      The image below shows the habit loop and how these four factors
      work together to build new habits.

      [image: ]
      Each phase of the habit loop is important for building new
      habits, but today I’d like to discuss the first factor:
      habit cues(or triggers).

      There are five primary ways that a new habit can be triggered.
      If you understand each of them, then you can select the right one
      for the particular habit that you are working on.

      Here’s what you need to know about each habit cue…

      

      Cue 1: Time

      Time is perhaps the most common way to trigger a new habit.
      Common morning habits are just one example. Waking up in the
      morning usually triggers a cascade of habits: go to the bathroom,
      take a shower, brush your teeth, get dressed, make a cup of coffee,
      etc.

      There are also less commonly recognized ways that time triggers
      our behavior. For example, if you pay attention you may notice that
      you repeat certain tasks mindlessly at different points during the
      day: heading off to get a snack at the same time each afternoon,
      taking a smoking break at the same time each morning, and so
      on.

      If these patterns are bad habits, then you may want to take
      stock of how you feel at this time of day. In many cases, your
      habits are a signal of how you feel. Bored? Maybe your afternoon
      snacking habit is a way of breaking up the monotony of the day.
      Feeling lonely? Maybe your smoking break is a way to connect with
      fellow co-workers. The point is, if you understand the reason why
      these habits pop up at the same time each day, then it can become
      easier to find a new habit to fill the void. Bad habits are
      replaced, not eliminated.

      How I use it: Time-based cues can also be used
      to stick with routines over and over again. This is my preferred
      method. For example, every Monday and Thursday I write a new
      article and post it on JamesClear.com. The time and date drive this
      pattern. It doesn’t matter how good or how bad I feel about the
      article. It doesn’t matter how long or how short the article is.
      All that matters is that I stick to the schedule.
      The time triggers the habit loop.

      Cue 2: Location

      If you have ever walked into your kitchen, seen a plate of
      cookies on the counter, and eaten them just because they are there
      in front of you, then you understand the power of location on our
      behavior.

      In my opinion, location (i.e. environment) is the most powerful
      driver of mindless habits and also the least recognized. In many
      cases, our habits and behaviors are simply a response to the
      environment that surrounds us. The famous study on water
      versus soft drink consumption is one example of how our
      environment can either promote good habits or lead us toward bad
      ones.

      However, location-based cues are not simply things we respond
      to, they can also be things we create. Multiple research studies by
      David Neal and Wendy Wood from Duke University have discovered that
      new habits are actually easier to perform in new locations.

      One theory is that we mentally assign habits to a particular
      location. This means that all of the current places that you’re
      familiar with (your home, your office, etc.) already have
      behaviors, habits, and routines assigned to them. If you want to
      build new habits in these familiar locations, then you need to
      overcome the cues that your brain has already assigned to that
      area. Meanwhile, building a new habit in a new location is like
      having a blank slate. You don’t have to overcome any pre-existing
      triggers.

      How I use it: When I arrive at the gym, I head
      to the same spot each time to get ready, change into my lifting
      gear, and start my warm up. This location in the gym is a simple
      habit cue that helps prompt my pre-workout routine (more on
      the power of a
      pre-game routine). There are bound to be some days when I don’t
      feel like exercising, but the location-based trigger helps me
      overcome that and get into my workout ritual as painlessly as
      possible.

      Cue 3: Preceding Event

      Many habits are a response to something else that happens in
      your life. Your phone buzzes, so you pick it up to check your
      latest text message. The little notification bar lights up on
      Facebook, so you click it to see what it signals. These are
      examples of habits that are triggered by a preceding event.

      When it comes to cues that are useful for building new habits, I
      find preceding events to be one of the most useful. Once you
      understand habit stacking you can
      develop all sorts of ways to tie new habits into preceding events.
      (Example: “When I make my morning cup of coffee, I will meditate
      for one minute.”)

      How I use it: For over two years, I have used a
      preceding event to stick with a daily gratitude habit.
      Each night, when I sit down to eat dinner, I say one thing that I
      was grateful for that day. (It’s worth noting, one reason I believe
      I have been able to stick with this habit so consistently is
      because it is so small. The smaller the habit,
      the easier it is to build into your life.)

      Cue 4: Emotional State

      In my experience, emotional state is a common cue for bad
      habits. For example, you may have a habit of eating when you feel
      depressed. Or, you may default to online shopping when you feel
      bored. The emotional states of depression or boredom are triggers
      for these negative habits.

      Unfortunately, although emotions are very common cues for our
      behavior, I find that they are harder to control and utilize for
      building good habits. Mostly, I think this is because if you want
      an emotion to trigger a positive habit, then you often need to be
      consciously aware of the emotion as you are experiencing it. In
      other words, you have to be emotional and aware at the same time …
      and that can be hard to do. Paying
      attention is a powerful, but difficult, way to build better
      habits.

      How I use it: I’m trying to get better about
      noticing when I am holding tension in my body and experiencing
      stress. When I do notice that I’m feeling particularly stressed,
      I’ll use this emotional state to cue a deep breathing habit.

      I like to follow a 3-1-5 breathing pattern: three seconds in,
      pause for one second, five seconds out. I’ll usually repeat this
      sequence three to five times. I find this little breathing exercise
      to be a great instant stress reliever. It’s particularly useful
      because you can literally do it anywhere.

      Cue 5: Other People

      It is probably no surprise to you that the people you surround
      yourself with can play a role in your habits and behaviors. What
      may be a surprise is just how big of an impact these people can
      make. One study in the New England
      Journal of Medicine found that if your friend becomes obese,
      then your risk of obesity increases by 57 percent — even if your
      friend lives hundreds of miles away.

      As far as I can tell, the best way to make use of this
      information is to surround yourself with people who have the habits
      you want to have yourself. As Jim Rohn says, “You are the average
      of the five people you spend the most time with.”

      How I use it: I’m not a heavy drinker, but
      nearly every time I go out with friends, I get a drink. Why is
      that? If I’m not yearning for a beer, why get one? It’s simply a
      response to the environment that I am in and the people I am
      around.

      Before You Choose Your Habit Cue

      No matter what cue you choose for your new habit, there is one
      important thing to understand. The key to choosing a
      successful cue is to pick a trigger that is very specific and
      immediately actionable.

      For example, let’s say you want to build a new habit of doing 10
      pushups each day at lunch time. You might start by choosing a
      time-based cue and saying something like, “During my lunch break
      each day, I’ll do 10 pushups.” This might work, but it’s not very
      specific. Do you do your pushups at the beginning of your lunch
      break? At the end? Any time?

      Alternatively, you could create a cue around a very specific
      preceding event that happens right around your lunch break. For
      example, “When I close my laptop to leave for lunch, I’ll do 10
      pushups.” In this case, the very specific action of “closing the
      laptop” is a perfect trigger for what to do next (your 10 pushups).
      There is no mistaking when you should do the new habit and kick off
      the habit loop.

      As always, self-experimentation is the only real answer. Play
      around with these five habit cues and see what works for you.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 3 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why Stores Place Candy by the Checkout Counter (And Why New
      Habits Fail)

      
      Selling candy bars can teach you a lot about building better
      habits.

      Before I tell you why, let’s start at the beginning.

      

      The Science of Candy Bars and Impulse Buying

      In 1952, an economist by the name of Hawkins Stern was working
      at the Stanford Research Institute in Southern California where he
      spent his time analyzing consumer behavior. During that same year
      he published a little-known paper titled, “The Significance of
      Impulse Buying Today.”

      In that paper, Stern described a phenomenon he called Suggestion
      Impulse Buying, which “is triggered when a shopper sees a product
      for the first time and visualizes a need for it.”

      Suggestion Impulse Buying says that customers buy things not
      necessarily because they want them, but because of how they are
      presented to them. This simple idea—that where products are placed
      can influence what customers will buy—has fascinated retailers and
      grocery stores ever since the moment Stern put the concept into
      words.

      How to Sell Candy Bars

      Candy sales are very seasonal. Bulk candy purchases tend to be
      made around Halloween and other holidays, which means during the
      majority of the year candy never makes it onto the grocery list.
      Obviously, this isn’t what candy companies want since they would
      prefer to have sales continue throughout the year.

      Because candy isn’t an item you are going to seek out during
      most trips to the grocery store, it is placed in a highly visible
      place where you’ll see it even if you aren’t looking for it: the
      checkout line.

      But why the checkout line? If it was just about visibility, the
      store could put candy right by the front door so that everyone saw
      it as soon as they walked inside.

      The second reason candy is at the checkout line is because of a
      concept called decision
      fatigue. The basic idea is that your willpower is like a
      muscle. Like any muscle, it gets fatigued with use. The more
      decisions you ask your brain to make, the more fatigued your
      willpower
      becomes.

      If you saw a box of candy bars at the front door, you would be
      more likely to resist grabbing one. By the time you get to the
      checkout counter, however, the number of choices about what to buy
      and what not to buy has drained your willpower enough that you give
      in and make the impulse purchase. This is why grocery stores place
      candy at the checkout counter and not the front door.

      Ok, but what does a Kit Kat bar have
      to do with building better habits?

      3 Ways to Change Your Habits

      At a basic level, a store that wants to sell more candy wants to
      change human behavior. And whether you’re trying to lose weight,
      become more productive, create art on a more consistent basis, or
      otherwise build a new habit, you want to change human behavior too.
      Let’s take a look at what the grocery store did to drive additional
      impulse buying of candy bars and talk about how those concepts
      apply to your life.

      First, grocery stores removed the friction that
      prevented a certain behavior. They realized that people
      were only buying candy in bulk around the holidays, so they cut
      down the size of the purchase and sold candy bars one at a
      time.

      You can do the same thing with your habits. What are the points
      of friction that prevent you from taking a behavior right now? Does
      the task seem overwhelming (like the equivalent of buying 40 pieces
      of candy when you only want 1 piece?), then start with a small
      habit. Examples include: doing 10 pushups per day rather than
      50 per day, writing 1 post per week rather than 1 per day, running
      for 5 minutes rather than 5 miles, and so on. Starting small is
      valuable because objects in motion
      tend to stay in motion.

      Second, grocery stores created an environment that
      promoted the new behavior. Retailers recognized that
      unless the holidays were around the corner, people were unlikely to
      browse the store and seek out candy bars, so they moved the candy
      bars to a place where people didn’t have to seek them out: the
      checkout line.

      How can you change your environment, so that you don’t have to
      seek out your new habits? How can you adjust your kitchen so that
      you can eat healthy
      without thinking? How can you shift your workspace so that
      digital distractions are minimized? How can you create a space that
      promotes the good behaviors and prevents the bad ones? Surround
      yourself with better choices and you’ll make
      better choices.

      Third, grocery stores stacked the new behavior at a time
      when the energy was right for it. As we’ve already
      covered, you’re more likely to give in and buy the candy bar at the
      checkout line because decision fatigue has set in. Of course, it’s
      not just decision fatigue that saps our willpower and motivation.
      There are a variety of positive and negative daily tasks that drain
      your brain. Periods of intense focus, frustration, self-control,
      and confusion are all examples of how you can deplete your mental
      battery.

      When it comes to building better habits, you can deal with this
      issue in two ways.

      
      	You can take active steps to reduce the areas that deplete your
      willpower. In the words of Kathy Sierra, you have to “manage your
      cognitive leaks.” This means eliminating
      distractions and focusing on the
      essential. It’s much easier to stick with good habits if you
      subtract the negative
      influences. Self-control has a cost. Every time you use it, you
      pay. Make sure you’re paying for the things that matter to you, not
      the stuff that is useless or provides marginal value to your
      life.

      	You can perform your habit a time when your energy is right for
      it. Stores ask you to buy candy bars when you are most likely to
      say yes. Similarly, you should ask yourself to perform new habits
      when you are most likely to succeed. Your motivation ebbs and flows
      throughout the day, so make sure the difficulty of your habit
      matches your current level of your motivation. Big habits are
      usually best if attempted early in the day when your motivation and
      willpower are high (or after a lunch break when you’ve had a chance
      to eat and rejuvenate).

      

      [image: start small habits]

      Your Environment Drives Your Habits

      We like to think that we are in control of our behavior. If we
      buy a candy bar, we assume it is because we wanted a candy bar. The
      truth, however, is that many of the actions we take each day are
      simply a response to the environment we find ourselves in. We
      impulse buy candy bars because the store is designed to get us to
      buy candy bars.

      Similarly, we stick to good habits (or repeat bad habits)
      because the environments that we live in each day—our kitchens and
      bedrooms, our offices and workspaces‐are designed to promote these
      behaviors. Change your environment and your behavior will
      follow.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Common Mistakes That Cause New Habits to Fail

      
      Depending on where you get your numbers, somewhere between 81
      percent and 92 percent of New Year’s Resolutions fail.

      Translation: At least 8 times out of 10, you are more likely to
      fall back into your old habits and patterns than you are to stick
      with a new behavior.

      Behavior change is hard. No doubt about it.

      Why is that? What are the biggest reasons new habits fail to
      stick? And what can we do to make positive changes easier?

      I don’t claim to have all the answers, but after two years of
      researching and writing about the science of behavior change, let
      me share the most practical insights I’ve learned so far.
      

      PROBLEM 1: Trying to Change Everything at
      Once

      SOLUTION: Pick one thing and do it well.

      The general consensus among behavior change researchers is that
      you should focus on changing a very small number of habits at the
      same time.

      The highest number you’ll find is changing three habits at once
      and that suggestion comes from BJ Fogg at Stanford University.
      Let’s be clear: Dr. Fogg is talking about incredibly tiny
      habits.

      How tiny? His suggested habits include flossing one tooth, doing
      one pushup per day, or saying “It’s going to be a great day” when
      you get out of bed in the morning. So, even if you keep your new
      habits that small, you should work on no more than three habits at
      a time. (Sidenote: I think BJ Fogg’s Tiny Habits program is great. I
      believe it is also free, so you can’t beat the price.)

      Personally, I prefer to focus on building one new behavior into
      my life at a time. Once that habit becomes routine, then I move on
      to the next one. For example, I spent six months focusing on going
      to the gym every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Once that felt like
      a routine, then I moved on to my next habit, which was writing a
      new article every Monday and Thursday. This time, I spent eight
      months focusing on the new habit until it became part of my
      lifestyle. Next, I moved on to flossing every day. And so on. You
      get the idea.

      BONUS SOLUTION: Pick a keystone habit.

      Still struggling? When in doubt, pick something that could
      potentially be a keystone habit.

      A keystone habit is a behavior or routine that naturally pulls
      the rest of your life in line. For example, weightlifting is my
      keystone habit. If I get to the gym, then it creates a ripple
      effect in other areas of my life. Not only do I get the benefits of
      working out, I enjoy a wide range of secondary benefits. I focus
      better after the workout. I tend to eat better when I’m working out
      consistently. I sleep better at night and wake up with more energy
      in the morning.

      Notice that I didn’t try to build better habits for my focus, my
      nutrition, my sleep, or my energy. I just did my keystone habit and
      those other areas were improved as well. This is why keystone
      habits are powerful. They cascade into other areas of your life.
      You’ll have to figure out what your keystone habit is for you, but
      some popular examples include exercise, meditation, or budgeting
      your monthly finances.

      Further reading: Keystone Habits: The
      Simple Way to Improve All Aspects of Your Life

      PROBLEM 2: Starting With a Habit That is Too
      Big

      SOLUTION: As Leo Babauta says, “Make it so easy
      you can’t say no.”

      If you were to map out the motivation needed to perform a habit,
      you would find that for many behaviors it looks like this:

      [image: habit motivation]

      In other words, the most difficult part of a new habit is
      starting the behavior. It takes a lot of motivation to head to the
      gym for a workout after an exhausting day at work, but once you
      actually begin the workout it doesn’t take much willpower to finish
      it. For this reason, one of the best things you can do for building
      a new behavior is to start with a remarkably small habit.

      New habits should be non-threatening. Start with a behavior that
      is so small it seems easy and reasonable to do it each day.

      
      	Want to do 50 pushups per day? Start with something easy like 5
      or 10.

      	Wish you would read more books? Start by reading two pages
      every night.

      	Want to finally start meditating? Meditate for one minute each
      morning. After a month, you can move up to two minutes.

      

      Further reading: How to Build a New Habit. This
      is Your Strategy Guide.

      PROBLEM 3: Seeking a Result, Not a Ritual

      SOLUTION: Focus on the behavior, not the
      outcome.

      Nearly every conversation about goals and resolutions is focused
      on some type of result. What do you want to achieve? How much
      weight do you want to lose? How much money do you want to save? How
      many books do you want to read? How much less do you want to
      drink?

      Naturally, we are outcome focused because we want our new
      behaviors to deliver new results.

      Here’s the problem: New goals don’t deliver new results. New
      lifestyles do. And a lifestyle is not an outcome, it is a process.
      For this reason, all of your energy should go into building better
      rituals, not chasing better results.

      Rituals are what turn behaviors into habits. In the words of
      Tony Schwartz, “A ritual is a highly precise behavior you do at a
      specific time so that it becomes automatic over time and no longer
      requires much conscious intention or energy.”

      If you want a new habit, you have to fall in love with a new
      ritual.

      Further reading: Forget About Setting Goals.
      Focus on This Instead.

      PROBLEM 4: Not Changing Your Environment

      SOLUTION: Build an environment that promotes
      good habits.

      I have never seen a person consistently stick to positive habits
      in a negative environment. You can frame this statement in many
      different ways:

      
      	It is nearly impossible to eat healthy all of the time if you
      are constantly surrounded by unhealthy food.

      	It is nearly impossible to remain positive all of the time if
      you are constantly surrounded by negative people.

      	It is nearly impossible to focus on a single task if you are
      constantly bombarded with text messages, notifications, emails,
      questions, and other digital distractions.

      	It is nearly impossible to not drink if you are constantly
      surrounded by alcohol.

      	And so on.

      

      We rarely admit it (or even realize it), but our behaviors are
      often a simple response to the environment we find ourselves
      in.

      In fact, you can assume that the lifestyle you have today (all
      of your habits) is largely a product of the environment you live in
      each day. The single biggest change that will make a new habit
      easier is performing it in an environment that is designed to make
      that habit succeed. For example, let’s say that your New Year’s
      resolution is to reduce stress in your life and live in a more
      focused manner.

      Here is the current situation:

      Every morning, the alarm on your phone goes off. You pick up the
      phone, turn off the alarm, and immediately start checking email and
      social media. Before you have even made it out of bed, you are
      already thinking about a half dozen new emails. Maybe you’ve
      already responded to a few. You also browsed the latest updates on
      Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, so those messages and headlines
      are swimming around in your mind too. You haven’t even dressed yet,
      but your mind is already distracted and stressed.

      If this scene sounds familiar and you want to change your habit,
      then the easiest way to do it is to change your environment. Don’t
      keep your phone in your room. The phone is the thing that causes
      all of the problems, so change the environment. Buy a regular alarm
      clock (shockingly old school, I know) and charge your phone in
      another room (or, at least, across the room away from your
      bed).

      You can change the digital environment too. Turn off all push
      notifications on your phone. You can even remove your email and
      social media apps from the home screen and hide them somewhere else
      on the phone. I deleted all of my apps from my phone for a month
      just to see how it would go. I missed them very little.

      If your environment doesn’t change, you probably won’t
      either.

      Further reading: This Simple Equation
      Reveals How Habits Shape Your Health, Happiness, and Wealth

      PROBLEM 5: Assuming Small Changes Don’t Add
      Up.

      SOLUTION: Get one percent better each day.

      If you listen to nearly anyone talk about their goals, you’ll
      hear them describe the minimum that they want to achieve.

      
      	“I want to save at least $5,000 this year.”

      	“I want to read at least 30 books this year.”

      	“I want to lose at least 20 pounds before summer.”

      

      The underlying assumption is that your achievements need to be
      big to make a difference. Because of this, we always talk ourselves
      into chasing a big habit. “If I want to lose at least 20 pounds, I
      need to start busting my butt and working out for 90 minutes a
      day!”

      If you look at your current habits, however, you’ll see a
      different picture. Nearly every habit you have today, good or bad,
      is the result of many small choices made over time. It is the
      repeated pattern of small behaviors that leads to significant
      results. Each day we make the choice to become one percent better
      or one percent worse, but so often the choices are small enough
      that we miss them.

      If you’re serious about building a new habit, then start with
      something small. Start with something you can stick with for good.
      Then, once you’ve repeated it enough times, you can worry about
      increasing the intensity.

      Build the behavior first. Worry about the results later.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Avoid the Second Mistake

      
      So often, we make the mistake of believing that sticking to good
      habits is an all-or-nothing game. (I say “we” because I’ve been
      there before as well.)

      
      	We assume that if we slip up on our diet, then we have ruined
      the whole thing.

      	We act like missing one day of writing means we simply weren’t
      meant to be a writer.

      	We use our lack of motivation to work out as evidence that we
      don’t have the willpower to make change happen.

      

      These beliefs are incorrect. Habits are behaviors that we repeat
      consistently. However, they are not behaviors that we repeat
      perfectly. This small idea—that consistency does not require
      perfection—is important.

      When it comes to building good habits and breaking bad habits,
      individual mistakes do not matter in the long-run. Instead, it is
      the second mistake that is far more important. Let’s talk about why
      this is true.

      The Second Mistake

      According to a
      study published in the European Journal of Social
      Psychology, missing any single day of a particular habit has
      no impact on your long-term ability to stick to the habit. It
      doesn’t matter when it occurs, making a mistake and slipping up
      does not alter the long-term outcome… if you find a way to get back
      on track.

      Furthermore, top performers in all fields make mistakes all the
      time. Athletes skip workouts. CEOs forget to meditate.
      Nutritionists eat unhealthy meals. Artists loaf around in bed all
      day and ignore their craft. These people are human, just like you
      and me. There are many points during their careers when they make a
      mistake, skip a session, and approach their tasks with the
      enthusiasm of sleep-deprived manatee.

      What separates the elite performers from everyone else? Not
      perfection, but consistency. This is why the most important thing
      is not to prevent mistakes altogether, but to avoid making a
      mistake twice in a row. Errors are part of
      the process, but they shouldn’t become part of the pattern.

      One mistake is just an outlier. Two mistakes is the beginning of
      a pattern. Killing this pattern before it snowballs into something
      bigger is one reason why learning how to get back on track quickly
      is an essential skill for building good habits.

      How to Get Back on Track

      Here are some of my favorite strategies for getting back on
      track quickly and avoiding repeated mistakes.

      Put all of your energy toward starting the good
      behavior. If you make a mistake or forget to practice a
      new habit, it can be easy to convince yourself that you need to do
      twice as much work to make up for it next time. This approach has
      never worked well for me. I find it more useful to release the
      focus on results and direct your energy toward getting started.
      Don’t worry about having a fantastic performance next time. Just
      focus on getting back into the swing of things. I like to use
      The 2-Minute
      Rule to help me start behaviors easily.

      Set a schedule for your habits. Many people
      never get around to building new habits because they are always
      wondering when they will be motivated to do the new habit. Take
      motivation out of the equation and set a schedule for your
      behavior. Without question, setting a publishing schedule for my
      writing has been the biggest win for my creative habits. Why does
      this work? Because of the science of
      implementation intentions.

      Eliminate the things that take you off track.
      Some emergencies can’t be avoided, but there are many daily
      distractions that can be eliminated. If you find yourself missing a
      habit, then take a moment to determine why that happened today.
      There is no need to judge yourself. Just examine your day with open
      eyes and determine what took you off course. Once you begin to
      discover the things that take you off course, you can eliminate
      them whenever possible. Improve by subtracting. It
      is much easier to make the right decision if you are surrounded by
      better choices.

      Want more? Read this full list
      of 7 strategies about how to get back on track.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Minimalism, Success, and the Curious Writing Habit of George
      R.R. Martin

      
      In 1971, a young writer graduated with his
      Master’s degree in Journalism from Northwestern University. He
      spent the first 13 years of his career writing professionally and
      made a living from it, but without major success. In 1983, he
      released his fourth book, The Armageddon Rag.

      Nobody read it—the book was a total flop. In the author’s own
      words, “It essentially destroyed my career as a novelist at the
      time.”

      But he was determined and so he found ways to keep writing. He
      landed a job writing a television script for CBS. Soon after, the
      show was canceled. He managed to work his way onto another TV
      series, this time on ABC, but it was canceled again. In 1991, after
      nearly a decade of bouncing around, he decided to start writing
      fiction again.

      Two million words later, George R.R. Martin was famous.

      Martin is the best-selling author of the fantasy series
      A
      Song of Ice and Fire. The first book in the series,
      A Game
      of Thrones, has also been turned into a blockbuster
      television series on HBO. (The first season of the show was
      nominated for 13 Emmy awards.) The epic 7-part series that
      hasn’t even been finished (Martin is currently working on the sixth
      book), but it has already sold more than 25 million copies.

      What is most surprising isn’t how good the books are, but how,
      exactly, Martin writes his best-selling works…

      

      The Power of WordStar

      In total, Martin has written almost 2 million words for the
      series thus far…

      
      	Book 1: A Game of Thrones – 298,000 words

      	Book 2: A Clash of Kings – 326,000 words

      	Book 3: A Storm of Swords – 424,000 words

      	Book 4: A Feast for Crows – 300,000 words

      	Book 5: A Dance with Dragons – 422,000 words

      

      That is a total of 1,770,000 words—an incredible
      effort.And what does Martin use to churn out such an amazing
      quantity of work?

      He writes the novels with a program that most people have never
      even heard of: WordStar 4.0. To give you an idea of just how
      ancient this program is, here’s a picture of the typical WordStar
      screen…

      [image: WordStar, the program George R.R. Martin uses for writing. ]

      Martin says, “I still do all my writing on an old DOS machine
      running WordStar 4.0, the Duesenberg of word processing software
      (very old, but unsurpassed).”

      He goes on, “I am not on Facebook. I am not on Twitter. I will
      not be on the next new thing to come along, the one that makes
      Facebook and Twitter as obsolete as GEnie and CompuServe and The
      Source, those halcyon communities of yore.”

      Focus, Consistency, and Patience

      One of the greatest lessons I’ve learned from weightlifting is
      that there are 3 simple things that you need for success.

      
      	Focus: You can’t be good at everything and it’s hard to be
      great at more than one thing, so pick the one thing you’re going to
      become great at and focus on it.

      	Consistency: Focus is useless if you’re only focused every now
      and then. It’s showing up time after time that makes the
      difference.

      	Patience: If you’re focused and consistent, then let time work
      for you. Results will come when they come. Focus on the system, not
      the goal.

      

      George R.R. Martin’s creative
      process employs all three of these methods.

      Focus. He writes on a computer without the
      internet, without social media, without apps or distractions or
      graphics. But his computer can do one very important thing: type
      words. And typing words is his craft. That’s what he needs to
      create. He is 100 percent focused on doing the work that matters
      and he has completely eliminated anything that impedes that
      goal.

      Consistency. Martin was a working writer for
      twenty years before he sat down to write A Game of
      Thrones. He worked on shows that were canceled and found
      himself without a job. He wrote early books that flopped
      commercially. And I’m willing to bet that if A Song of Ice and
      Fire was a total dud, then he would have found another way to
      keep writing. He’s not just focused on writing when it’s easy. He’s
      focused on writing, plain and simple.

      Patience. I’m sure Martin wanted to achieve
      glorious success and commercial fame just as quickly as we all do.
      I’m sure he would have liked his first book to sell 25 million
      copies. I’m sure he didn’t want to put in 20 years of work to find
      commercial success. The difference is that he didn’t let the urge
      for overnight success derail his commitment to daily work. The
      greatest display of patience is a continued commitment to the
      process when you’re not being rewarded for it yet.

      The Minimum You Need to Succeed

      George “WordStar” Martin is selling more books than nearly
      anyone on the planet and his computer can’t even send an email.
      Think about that for a moment.

      So often we think that we need
      more to be successful. More outside funding for our startup.
      More software programs or productivity tools to handle our to-do
      list. More business contacts, a bigger network. More clothes or
      cars or credit cards.

      But maybe what we really need is less. Maybe what we really need
      are fewer distractions and more focus. Maybe what we really need
      are a few carefully
      chosen constraints that narrow our energy onto what really
      matters rather than compiling a bunch of resources that pull us
      away from what we actually need to do.

      It’s very possible that eliminating distractions, not
      accumulating resources, is the best way to maximize your potential.
      Constraints drive creativity.
      What is the minimum you need to succeed?

      

    

  
    

    
      4 Reasonable Ways to Achieve Overnight Success

      
      Most of the time, I think our constant quest for overnight
      success is a trap.

      We get so obsessed on the goal that we forget that the
      system is what matters. We get so obsessed with the outcome
      that we overlook the repetitions we need to do
      to get there. We become so focused on the short-term results
      that we forget to build the long-term habits
      that make the real difference.

      However, there are a few strategies—four of them at least—that
      will actually accelerate the results you enjoy without ignoring the
      importance of building
      better habits. I call these strategies “Behavior Multipliers”
      because theymultiply and enhance your ability to take the
      right action on a consistent basis.

      Let’s talk about these multipliers, how they work, and how they
      can get you closer to achieving overnight success.
      

      The Behavior Multipliers

      1. Rapid Feedback.

      As Seth Godin says, “The best way to change long-term behavior
      is with short-term feedback.” The more immediate the feedback that
      you get, the quicker you can make adjustments to your behavior.
      (This is why it’s important to measure
      backward.)

      My friend Ben Altman
      shared a good example with me recently. He had a client who wanted
      to improve his posture. That’s a hard thing to do because typically
      the only feedback you get on posture is if someone tells you that
      you are slouching or if you see yourself in the mirror. That’s very
      slow and inconsistent feedback.

      Instead, his client stood in an upright position with good
      posture and placed a piece of tape across his shoulder. When he
      slouched, the tape pulled just enough on his shirt so that he
      noticed the change. Suddenly, he had immediate feedback whenever
      his posture changed and it became much easier to maintain good
      posture throughout the day.

      The most foundational aspect of a new habit is awareness. If
      you’re not aware of your habits, how can you expect to change them?
      This is why feedback is so important. Faster feedback leads to
      faster results.

      2. Simplicity.

      The best productivity
      strategy is to eliminate the things that derail your
      productivity. If you live a life with fewer distractions, it
      becomes much easier to take effective action.

      The Pareto
      Principle, often called the 80-20 rule, is a commonly shared
      idea that 80 percent of the results in a given endeavor come from
      20 percent of the work. (i.e. 80 percent of your revenue comes from
      the best 20 percent of your clients.)

      Most of the time, people bring this rule up as a way to point
      out that you should focus on that top 20 percent. “Put all of your
      energy into the things that provide the biggest benefit!” This is
      excellent advice, but what we often forget is that even if you know
      what the top 20 percent is, you still need to avoid the pitfall of
      wasting time on the remaining 80 percent of tasks.

      In many cases, the danger isn’t knowing what the most important
      task is for the day. The danger is doing the 7th-most important
      thing before you do the most important thing.

      Don’t just identify the 20 percent of strategies that are most
      effective, eliminate the 80 percent of strategies that are
      wasteful. When the distractions are taken away from you, it becomes
      much easier to stay focused.

      3. Environment.

      In my opinion, this is the greatest success “hack” there is. If
      you live in an environment that nudges you toward the right
      decision and if you surround yourself with people who make your new
      behavior seem normal, then you’ll find success is almost an
      afterthought.

      The world around us shapes our behavior. Consider the home you
      live in, for example. There are many cues built into your home,
      probably hundreds or thousands, that shape your behavior in small
      ways.

      
      	Is there food sitting on the counter? You’re more likely to
      pick it up and eat it.

      	Do your couches and chairs face the television? You’re more
      likely to sit down and turn it on.

      

      And it works the other way too…

      
      	Are your running shoes and gym shorts laid out the night
      before? You’ll be more likely to suit up and go for a run
      tomorrow.

      	Do you work at an office with healthy and fit people? If so,
      you’ll be more likely to see exercise and activity as a normal way
      of life.

      

      Every environment promotes some behaviors and prevents others.
      The key is to be in an environment
      that supports the results you want to achieve.

      The people and places that surround us fill our days with little
      cues and triggers that can make our habits easier to follow or
      harder to build. Are you fighting your environment to make change
      happen? Or does your environment make your new behavior
      effortless?

      4. Ability.

      If your skills in a particular area are better, then making
      sustained progress will be easier.

      For example, if you can already do 100 pushups in a row, then
      developing a habit of doing 10 pushups per day seems relatively
      easy. If, however, your maximum is 10 pushups in a row, then doing
      10 pushups per day is far more taxing.

      This is also where talent and genetic potential come into the
      picture. It is far easier to become an overnight success in
      basketball if you are 7 feet tall rather than if you are 5 feet
      tall. Play a game that rewards your skill set and success will come
      faster.

      Overnight Success

      I still think overnight success is a myth. There’s no way to
      avoid one simple fact: you have to put in the work.

      That said, these four strategies make rapid success more
      reasonable:

      
      	Get short-term feedback.

      	Simplify and eliminate distractions.

      	Surround yourself with an environment that promotes your new
      behavior.

      	Play a game that leverages your skill set.

      

      

    

  
    

    
      3 Simple Ways to Make Exercise a Habit

      
      A lot of people want to know how to get motivated to work out
      and build an exercise habit that sticks. (A 2012 survey analyzed
      the top ten habits of thousands of people and found that exercise
      was number one by a long shot. )

      Of course, wanting to make exercise a habit and actually doing
      it are two different things. Changing your behavior is difficult.
      Living a new type of lifestyle is hard. This is especially
      true when you throw in very personal feelings about body image and
      self-worth.

      But there are some strategies that can make it easier to stick
      with an exercise habit.

      I have been using the three strategies below to build my
      personal exercise routine, which I have stuck to for two years
      without skipping a workout. While I don’t claim to have all the
      answers, I’m happy to share what I’ve learned so far and how I have
      successfully made exercise a habit that I am excited to do each
      week.

      Now, here are 3 simple ways to get motivated to work out and
      make exercise a habit.

      

      1. Develop a ritual to make starting easier.

      Habits are behaviors that you repeat over and over again, which
      means they are also behaviors that you start over and over again.
      In other words, if you don’t consistently get started, then you
      won’t have a habit. In many ways, building new habits is simply an
      exercise in getting started time after time.

      This means that if you can find a way to make getting started
      easier, then you can find a way to make building a habit easier.
      This is why rituals and routines are so important. If you can
      develop a ritual that makes starting your workout mindless and
      automatic, then it will be much easier to follow through.

      Twyla Tharp’s hailing the cab ritual is
      a good example. You can start building your own ritual by stacking your exercise
      habit on top of a current habit or by setting a schedule for
      yourself. For example, you could set your intention to exercise by
      filling out this sentence:

      
      During the next week, I will exercise on [DAY] at [TIME OF DAY]
      at/in [PLACE].

      

      One research study showed that people who filled out this
      sentence above were 2 to 3 times more likely to exercise over the
      long run. This is a psychology concept called implementation
      intentions, and there are hundreds of studies to back it
      up.

      2. Start with an exercise that is ridiculously
      small.

      The best way to make exercise a habit is to start with an
      exercise that is so easy that you can do it even when you are
      running low on willpower and can’t get
      motivated to work out. In the words of Leo Babauta, start with
      something that is so easy you can’t say no.

      [image: start small habits to get motivated to work out]

      Here’s one strategy that you can use in the beginning: The 2-Minute
      Rule.

      It’s very simple: focus on finding a way to get started in just
      2 minutes rather than worrying about your entire workout.

      Struggling to find motivation to go for a run? Just fill up your
      water bottle and put on your running shoes. That’s all you have to
      do to consider today’s workout a success. Often, this little 2
      minute start will be enough to get your motivation flowing and help
      you finish the task.

      3. Focus on the habit first and the results
      later.

      The typical approach to diet and exercise is to focus on results
      first. Most people start with some type of goal. “I want to lose 20
      pounds in the next 4 months.” Or, “I want to squat 50 pounds more
      six months from now.”

      I think this is the wrong approach. It’s better to focus on
      the system rather than the goal.

      What matters most in the beginning is establishing a new normal
      and building a new routine that you will stick to; not the results
      that you get. In other words, in the first 6 months, it is more
      important to not miss workouts than it is to make progress. Once
      you become the type of person who doesn’t miss workouts, then you
      can worry about making progress and improving.

      One way to do this is to set an upper limit on your
      behavior.

      One member of our community, Mitch, set a rule for himself where
      he couldn’t stay in the gym for more than 5 minutes at the
      beginning. He had to go every day, but he wasn’t allowed to stay
      for 6 minutes. He was focused on building the habit of not missing
      workouts. After doing that for a month or two, he had established a
      routine of going to the gym and he started to focus on doing more
      difficult workouts. Today, Mitch is over 100 pounds lighter.
      (Which, to be fair, is not just the result of exercise, but also
      diet and lifestyle changes.)

      Once you build the habit of exercise, you can find thousands of
      ways to improve. Without the habit, every strategy is useless.

      Build the habit first, worry about the results later.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Build Muscle: Strength Lessons from Milo of Croton

      
      Nearly 2,500 years ago, there was a man of incredible strength
      and athleticism roaming the hills of southern Italy. His name was
      Milo of Croton and he was almost certainly the most successful
      wrestler of his day.

      Milo was a six-time wrestling champion at the Ancient Olympic
      Games in Greece. In 540 BC, he won the boys wrestling category and
      then proceeded to win the men’s competition at the next five
      Olympic Games in a row. He also dominated the Pythian Games (7-time
      winner), Isthmian Games (10-time winner), and Nemean Games (9-time
      winner).

      In the rare event that an athlete won not only the Olympic
      title, but also all three other games in one cycle, they were
      awarded the title of Periodonikes, a grand slam winner.
      Milo won this grand slam five times.

      Now for the important question: What can Milo’s incredible
      strength teach you about how to build muscle and improve your
      health and fitness?

      The answer is covered in a story about how Milo developed his
      strength…

      How to Build Muscle Like Milo of Croton

      It is said that Milo built his incredible strength through a
      simple, but profound strategy.

      One day, a newborn calf was born near Milo’s home. The wrestler
      decided to lift the small animal up and carry it on his shoulders.
      The next day, he returned and did the same. Milo continued this
      strategy for the next four years, hoisting the calf onto his
      shoulders each day as it grew, until he was no longer lifting a
      calf, but a four-year-old bull.

      The core principles of strength training and how to build muscle
      are encapsulated in this legendary tale of Milo and the bull.

      Strength Training: The Core Principles

      “When you first start to study a field, it seems like you
      have to memorize a zillion things. You don’t. What you need is to
      identify the core principles – generally three to twelve of them –
      that govern the field. The million things you thought you had to
      memorize are simply various combinations of the core
      principles.”

      —John T. Reed

      The health and fitness industry is filled with unnecessary
      complexity and thousands of experts sharing conflicting ideas. If
      there is anything I’ve learned during 10 years of strength
      training, it’s that mastering the
      fundamentals is more valuable than worrying about the
      details.

      As an example, let’s discuss three of the core principles of
      strength training that are hidden in the story of Milo of Croton
      and the bull.

      Here they are…

      1. Start too light: Focus on volume before
      intensity.

      Did Milo try to lift a full-grown bull on day one? Of course
      not. He began with a newborn calf. Given his wrestling prowess, it
      is very likely that this was a weight that was easy for him.

      It works the same way for you and me. When you begin strength
      training, you should start by lifting something
      easy. It is only by focusing on volume, repetition, and easy
      weights in the beginning that you build the capacity to handle
      heavier weights later on.

      2. Don’t miss workouts.

      Milo’s strategy wouldn’t have worked very well if he tried to
      pick up the bull on its birthday each year. The calf would have
      grown too much and Milo would have grown too little. And yet, this
      is exactly the strategy many of us employ. Once or twice per year,
      often around the New Year, people will try to “pick up a bull” by
      getting incredibly motivated and exercising like never before—only
      to fizzle out a few weeks later.

      A more useful strategy is to start with something incredibly
      small, an exercise that is so easy you can’t say no to it, and then
      repeat and improve slowly. If you want to make progress, you have
      to make a reasonable, sustained
      effort.

      As an example, when I started my pushup habit, I began
      with a number that was very small and easy to do. Because the
      workout didn’t intimidate me, I was more likely to follow through
      each day and not miss workouts. In short, do things you can
      sustain.

      3. Increase in very small ways.

      Every day, Milo’s calf grew just a little bit. An ounce here, a
      pound there. And yet, these tiny gains added up to a very
      significant weight in a relatively short amount of time.

      It works the same way in the gym. Do you think you could squat
      one more pound this week than you could last week? Most people
      probably could. And if you added just one pound per week for two
      years, you could be squatting 100 pounds more than you are today.
      How many people do you know that are squatting 100 pounds more
      today than they were two years ago? I don’t know many.

      Tiny gains add up fast. Average speed can take you
      far if you just keep walking. The weight on the bar should grow
      like a calf in a field: slowly, gradually, reasonably.

      Strength Training Basics

      [image: strength training: how to build muscle]

      

    

  
    

    
      This Simple Equation Reveals How Habits Shape Your Health,
      Happiness, and Wealth

      
      In 1936, a man named Kurt Lewin wrote a
      simple equation that changed the way we think about habits and
      human behavior.

      The equation makes the following statement: Behavior is a
      function of the Person in their Environment.

      [image: Lewin's Equation]

      Known today as Lewin’s Equation, this tiny expression contains
      most of what you need to know about building good habits, breaking
      bad ones, and making progress in your life.

      Let’s talk about what we can learn from it and how to apply
      these ideas to master the habits that shape your health, happiness,
      and wealth.

      What Drives Our Behavior?

      Before Lewin’s Equation became famous, most experts believed
      that a person’s habits and actions were a result of the type of
      person they were, not the environment they were in at the time.

      You can still find many examples of this belief today. For
      instance, if you struggle to stick to a diet you might say, “I just
      don’t have any willpower.” Or, if you can’t seem to finish that big
      project like writing a book, you might say, “I’m a great starter,
      but a lousy finisher.” These statements imply that our habits and
      actions are determined by some set of characteristics that we are
      born with; that our habits are fixed based on who we are.

      Lewin, however, said something different. He said that it is not
      just your personal characteristics, but also your environment that
      drives your behavior. Your habits are highly dependent upon
      context. In many cases, your environment will
      drive your behavior even more than your personality. So, maybe
      you’re struggling to stick to that diet
      because you’re surrounded by bad options or unhealthy people, not
      because you were born with too little willpower.

      Let’s break down these two areas, personality and environment,
      and talk about how you can improve them to build good habits and break bad
      ones.

      The Elements of Personality

      We know more about our personal characteristics today than we
      did when Lewin was around. Perhaps most importantly, we know that
      your abilities are not fixed in stone. You can improve.

      The key, however, is to believe you can improve. Carol Dweck, a
      Stanford professor, has become well-known for her work analyzing
      the differences between the
      fixed mindset and the growth mindset. When you are using a
      fixed mindset, you believe that your abilities in a particular area
      are fixed. When you are using a growth mindset, you believe that
      you can improve, learn, and build upon your current abilities.

      While reading Dweck’s best-selling book, Mindset, I found it
      interesting that the same person can have a growth mindset in one
      area and a fixed mindset in another.

      In other words, your identity and
      beliefs play a role in your habits and if you’re looking to
      create a new identity, you have to cast a vote for that
      identity. As I have covered before, the best way to improve
      your abilities and skills is through deliberate
      practice.

      The Elements of Environment

      The second factor in Lewin’s Equation, environment, can often
      seem like something that happens to us rather than something we
      have control over. It can be difficult to change where you work,
      who you’re surrounded by, and where you live. That said, there are
      actually quite a few strategies that you can use to adjust your
      environment and build better habits.

      First, you can do what BJ Fogg calls “designing for laziness.”
      Fogg wanted to reduce the amount of popcorn he ate, so he took the
      bag of popcorn out of his kitchen, climbed the ladder in his
      garage, and put the popcorn on the highest shelf. If he
      really wanted popcorn, he could always go to the garage,
      get the ladder, and climb up to get it. But his default decision
      when he was feeling lazy would be to make a better choice. By
      designing his environment for laziness, Fogg made it easier to
      stick with healthier habits. I have mentioned a variety of other
      ways you can design for laziness in this article.

      Second, the physical space you live in and the arrangement of
      the things you come across can dramatically alter your behavior.
      For example, in his book Nudge, Richard Thaler talks
      about how grocery store products on shelves at eye level get
      purchased more than those down by the floor. Researchers Eric
      Johnson and Daniel Goldstein conducted
      a study that revealed dramatic differences in organ donation
      rates based simply on two different types of forms that were
      passed out. Finally, Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston
      discovered that they could instantly increase the amount of water
      people drank and decrease the amount of soda they drank simply by
      rearranging the way drinks were displayed in the cafeteria. This
      concept, which is known as choice
      architecture, refers to your ability to structure the physical
      space around you to prime good choices.

      Third, we have the digital environment. There are a wide range
      of digital triggers that prompt our behavior. When Facebook
      notifies you of a new action, you’re prompted to log back on. When
      someone emails you, you are prompted to respond. These digital
      triggers are simple ways of building habit-forming behaviors in
      online products and services. In many cases, these digital triggers
      become distractions that take you away from the work and habits
      that are actually important to you. As much as possible, I prefer
      to combat this distraction by simplifying and eliminating
      everything that isn’t necessary. Another option is to use a
      service like Freedom to reduce
      procrastination and distraction.

      Behavior, the Person, and the Environment

      Changing your behavior and sticking to new habits can be hard.
      No doubt about it. Thankfully, Lewin’s Equation keeps things
      simple.

      B = f(P,E). Behavior is a function of the Person in
      their Environment.

      Improve yourself and adjust your environment to make good habits
      easier and bad habits harder. If you can do those two things,
      sticking with better habits will be much easier.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Vietnam War Veterans Broke Their Heroin Addictions

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In 1971, as the Vietnam War was heading into its sixteenth year,
      congressmen Robert Steele from Connecticut and Morgan Murphy from
      Illinois made a discovery that stunned the American public. While
      visiting the troops, they had learned that over 15 percent of U.S.
      soldiers stationed there were heroin addicts. Follow up research
      revealed that 35 percent of service members in Vietnam had tried
      heroin and as many as 20 percent were addicted—the problem was even
      worse than they had initially thought.

      The discovery led to a flurry of activity in Washington,
      including the creation of the Special Action Office of Drug Abuse
      Prevention under President Nixon, to promote prevention and
      rehabilitation and to track addicted service members when they
      returned home.

      Lee Robins was one of the researchers in charge. In a finding
      that completely upended the accepted beliefs about addiction,
      Robins found that when soldiers who had been heroin users returned
      home, only 5 percent of them became re-addicted within a year, and
      just 12 percent relapsed within three years. In other words,
      approximately nine out of ten soldiers who used heroin in Vietnam
      eliminated their addiction nearly overnight.

      To Change Your Behavior, Change Your
      Environment

      Robins’ finding contradicted the prevailing view at the time,
      which considered heroin addiction to be a permanent and
      irreversible condition. Instead, Robins revealed that addictions
      could spontaneously dissolve if there was a radical change in the
      environment. In Vietnam, soldiers spent all day surrounded by cues
      triggering heroin use: it was easy to access, they were engulfed by
      the constant stress of war, they built friendships with fellow
      soldiers who were also heroin users, and they were thousands of
      miles from home. Once a soldier returned to the United States,
      though, he found himself in an environment devoid of those
      triggers. When the context changed, so did the habit.

      Compare this situation to that of a typical drug user. Someone
      becomes addicted at home or with friends, goes to a clinic to get
      clean—which is devoid of all the environmental stimuli that prompt
      their habit—then returns to their old neighborhood with all of
      their previous cues that caused them to get addicted in the first
      place. It’s no wonder that usually you see numbers that are the
      exact opposite of those in the Vietnam study. Typically, 90 percent
      of heroin users become re-addicted once they return home from
      rehab.

      The Secret to Self Control

      The Vietnam studies ran counter to many of our cultural beliefs
      about bad habits because it challenged the conventional association
      of unhealthy behavior as a moral weakness. If you’re overweight, a
      smoker, or an addict, you’ve been told your entire life that it is
      because you lack self-control—maybe even that you’re a bad person.
      The idea that a little bit of discipline would solve all our
      problems is deeply embedded in our culture.

      Recent research, however, shows something different. When
      scientists analyze people who appear to have tremendous
      self-control, it turns out those individuals aren’t all that
      different from those who are struggling. Instead, “disciplined”
      people are better at structuring their lives in a way that does not
      require heroic willpower and self-control. In other words, they
      spend less time in tempting situations.

      The people with the best self-control are typically the ones who
      need to use it the least. It’s easier to practice self-restraint
      when you don’t have to use it very often. So, yes, perseverance,
      grit, and willpower are essential to success, but the way to
      improve these qualities is not by wishing you were a more
      disciplined person, but by creating a more disciplined
      environment.

      This counterintuitive idea makes even more sense once you
      understand what happens when a habit is formed in the brain. A
      habit that has been encoded in the mind is ready to be used
      whenever the relevant situation arises. When Patty Olwell, a
      therapist from Austin, Texas, started smoking, she would often
      light up while riding horses with a friend. Eventually, she quit
      smoking and avoided it for years. She had also stopped riding.
      Decades later, she hopped on a horse again and found herself
      craving a cigarette for the first time in forever. The cues were
      still internalized; she just hadn’t been exposed to them in a long
      time.

      Once a habit has been encoded, the urge to act follows whenever
      the environmental cues reappear. This is one reason behavior change
      techniques can backfire. Shaming obese people with weight loss
      presentations can make them feel stressed, and as a result many
      people return to their favorite coping strategy: overeating.
      Showing pictures of blackened lungs to smokers leads to higher
      levels of anxiety, which drives many people to reach for a
      cigarette. If you’re not careful about cues, you can cause the very
      behavior you want to stop.

      Bad habits are autocatalytic: the process feeds itself. They
      foster the feelings they try to numb. You feel bad, so you eat junk
      food. Because you eat junk food, you feel bad. Watching television
      makes you feel sluggish, so you watch more television because you
      don’t have the energy to do anything else. Worrying about your
      health makes you feel anxious, which causes you to smoke to ease
      your anxiety, which makes your health even worse and soon you’re
      feeling more anxious. It’s a downward spiral, a runaway train of
      bad habits.

      Researchers refer to this phenomenon as “cue-induced wanting”:
      an external trigger causes a compulsive craving to repeat a bad
      habit. Once you notice something, you begin to want it. This
      process is happening all the time—often without us realizing it.
      Scientists have found that showing addicts a picture of cocaine for
      just thirty-three milliseconds stimulates the reward pathway in the
      brain and sparks desire. This speed is too fast for the brain to
      consciously register—the addicts couldn’t even tell you what they
      had seen—but they craved the drug all the same.

      Here’s the punchline: You can break a habit, but you’re unlikely
      to forget it. Once the mental grooves of habit have been carved
      into your brain, they are nearly impossible to remove entirely—even
      if they go unused for quite a while. And that means that simply
      resisting temptation is an ineffective strategy. It is hard to
      maintain a Zen attitude in a life filled with interruptions. It
      takes too much energy. In the short-run, you can choose to
      overpower temptation. In the long-run, we become a product of the
      environment that we live in. To put it bluntly, I have never seen
      someone consistently stick to positive habits in a negative
      environment.

      A more reliable approach is to cut bad habits off at the source.
      One of the most practical ways to eliminate a bad habit is to
      reduce exposure to the cue that causes it.

      
      	If you can’t seem to get any work done, leave your phone in
      another room for a few hours.

      	If you’re continually feeling like you’re not enough, stop
      following social media accounts that trigger jealousy and
      envy.

      	If you’re wasting too much time watching television, move the
      TV out of the bedroom.

      	If you’re spending too much money on electronics, quit reading
      reviews of the latest tech gear.

      	If you’re playing too many video games, unplug the console and
      put it in a closet after each use.

      

      Self-control is a short-term strategy, not a
      long-term one. You may be able to resist temptation once or twice,
      but it’s unlikely you can muster the willpower to override your
      desires every time. Instead of summoning a new dose of willpower
      whenever you want to do the right thing, your energy would be
      better spent optimizing your environment. This is the secret to
      self-control. Make the cues of your good habits obvious and the
      cues of your bad habits invisible.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 7 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Build New Habits by Taking Advantage of Old Ones

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In 2007, researchers at Oxford University started peering into
      the brains of newborn babies. What they found was surprising.

      After comparing the newborn brains to the normal adult human,
      the researchers realized that the average adult had 41 percent
      fewer neurons than the average newborn.

      At first glance, this discovery didn’t make sense. If babies
      have more neurons, then why are adults smarter and more
      skilled?

      Let’s talk about what is going on here, why this is important,
      and what it has to do with building better habits and
      mastering your mental and physical performance.

      The Power of Synaptic Pruning

      There is a phenomenon that happens as we age called synaptic
      pruning. Synapses are connections between the neurons in your
      brain. The basic idea is that your brain prunes away connections
      between neurons that don’t get used and builds up connections that
      get used more frequently.

      For example, if you practice playing the piano for 10 years,
      then your brain will strengthen the connections between those
      musical neurons. The more you play, the stronger the connections
      become. Not only that, the connections become faster and more
      efficient each time you practice. As your brain builds stronger and
      faster connections between neurons, you can express your skills
      with more ease and expertise. It is a biological change that leads
      to skill development.

      Meanwhile, someone else who has never played the piano is not
      strengthening those connections in their brain. As a result, the
      brain prunes away those unused connections and allocates energy
      toward building connections for other life skills.

      This explains the difference between newborn brains and adult
      brains. Babies are born with brains that are like a blank canvas.
      Everything is a possibility, but they don’t have strong connections
      anywhere. The adults, however, have pruned away a good deal of
      their neurons, but they have very strong connections that support
      certain skills.

      Now for the fun part. Let’s talk about how synaptic pruning
      plays an important role in building new habits.

      Habit Stacking

      Synaptic pruning occurs with every habit you build. As we’ve
      covered, your brain builds a strong network of neurons to support
      your current behaviors. The more you do something, the stronger and
      more efficient the connection becomes.

      You probably have very strong habits and connections that you
      take for granted each day. For example, your brain is probably very
      efficient at remembering to take a shower each morning or to brew
      your morning cup of coffee or to open the blinds when the sun rises
      … or thousands of other daily habits. You can take advantage of
      these strong connections to build new habits.

      How?

      When it comes to building new habits, you can use the
      connectedness of behavior to your advantage. One of the best ways
      to build a new habit is to identify a current habit you already do
      each day and then stack your new behavior on top. This is called
      habit stacking.

      Habit stacking is a special form of an implementation
      intention. Rather than pairing your new habit with a particular
      time and location, you pair it with a current habit. This method,
      which was created by BJ Fogg as part of his Tiny Habits program,
      can be used to design an obvious cue for nearly any habit.

      Habit Stacking Examples

      The habit stacking formula
      is:

      
      After/Before [CURRENT HABIT], I will [NEW HABIT].

      

      For example:

      
      	After I pour my cup of coffee each morning, I will meditate for
      one minute.

      	After I take off my work shoes, I will immediately change into
      my workout clothes.

      	After I sit down to dinner, I will say one thing I’m grateful
      for that happened today.

      	After I get into bed at night, I will give my partner a
      kiss.

      	After I put on my running shoes, I will text a friend or family
      member where I am running and how long it will take.

      

      Again, the reason habit stacking works so well is that your
      current habits are already built into your brain. You have patterns
      and behaviors that have been strengthened over years. By linking
      your new habits to a cycle that is already built into your brain,
      you make it more likely that you’ll stick to the new behavior.

      Once you have mastered this basic structure, you can begin to
      create larger stacks by chaining small habits together. This allows
      you to take advantage of the natural momentum that comes from one
      behavior leading into the next.
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      Your morning routine habit stack might look like this:

      
      	After I pour my morning cup of coffee, I will meditate for
      sixty seconds.

      	After I meditate for sixty seconds, I will write my to-do list
      for the day.

      	After I write my to-do list for the day, I will immediately
      begin my first task.

      

      Or, consider this habit stack in the evening:

      
      	After I finish eating dinner, I will put my plate directly into
      the dishwasher.

      	After I put my dishes away, I will immediately wipe down the
      counter.

      	After I wipe down the counter, I will set out my coffee mug for
      tomorrow morning.

      

      You can also insert new behaviors into the middle of your
      current routines. For example, you may already have a morning
      routine that looks like this: Wake up > Make my bed > Take a
      shower. Let’s say you want to develop the habit of reading more
      each night. You can expand your habit stack and try something like:
      Wake up > Make my bed > Place a book on my pillow > Take a
      shower. Now, when you climb into bed each night, a book will be
      sitting there waiting for you to enjoy.

      Overall, habit stacking allows you to create a set of simple
      rules that guide your future behavior. It’s like you always have a
      game plan for which action should come next. Once you get
      comfortable with this approach, you can develop general habit
      stacks to guide you whenever the situation is appropriate:

      
      	When I see a set of stairs, I will take them instead of using
      the elevator.

      	Social skills. When I walk into a party, I will introduce
      myself to anyone I don’t know yet.

      	When I want to buy something over $100, I will wait 24 hours
      before purchasing.

      	Healthy eating. When I serve myself a meal, I will always put
      veggies on my plate first.

      	When I buy a new item, I will give something away. (“One in,
      one out.”)

      	When the phone rings, I will take one deep breath and smile
      before answering.

      	When I leave a public place, I will check the table and chairs
      to make sure I don’t leave anything behind.

      

      No matter how you use this strategy, the secret to creating a
      successful habit stack is selecting the right cue to kick things
      off. Unlike an implementation intention, which specifically states
      the time and location for a given behavior, habit stacking
      implicitly has the time and location built into it. When and where
      you choose to insert a habit into your daily routine can make a big
      difference. If you’re trying to add meditation into your morning
      routine but mornings are chaotic and your kids keep running into
      the room, then that may be the wrong place and time. Consider when
      you are most likely to be successful. Don’t ask yourself to do a
      habit when you’re likely to be occupied with something else.

      Your cue should also have the same frequency as your desired
      habit. If you want to do a habit every day, but you stack it on top
      of a habit that only happens on Mondays, that’s not a good
      choice.

      Finding the Right Trigger

      One way to find the right trigger for your habit stack is by
      brainstorming a list of your current habits. You can use your
      Habits
      Scorecard as a starting point. Alternatively, you can create a
      list with two columns. In the first column, write down the habits
      you do each day without fail.

      For example:

      
      	Get out of bed.

      	Take a shower.

      	Brush your teeth.

      	Get dressed.

      	Brew a cup of coffee.

      	Eat breakfast.

      	Take the kids to school.

      	Start the work day.

      	Eat lunch.

      	End the work day.

      	Change out of work clothes.

      	Sit down for dinner.

      	Turn off the lights.

      	Get into bed.

      

      Your list can be much longer, but you get the idea. In the
      second column, write down all of the things that happen to you each
      day without fail. For example:

      
      	The sun rises.

      	You get a text message.

      	The song you are listening to ends.

      	The sun sets.

      

      Armed with these two lists, you can begin searching for the best
      place to layer your new habit into your lifestyle.

      The Next Step

      Habit stacking works best when the cue is highly specific and
      immediately actionable. Many people select cues that are too vague.
      I made this mistake myself. When I wanted to start a push-up habit,
      my habit stack was, “When I take a break for lunch, I will do ten
      push-ups.” At first glance, this sounded reasonable. But soon, I
      realized the trigger was unclear. Would I do my push-ups before I
      ate lunch? After I ate lunch? Where would I do them? After a few
      inconsistent days, I changed my habit stack to: “When I close my
      laptop for lunch, I will do ten push-ups next to my desk.”
      Ambiguity gone.

      Habits like “read more” or “eat better” are worthy causes but
      far too vague. These goals do not provide instruction on how and
      when to act. Be specific and clear: After I close the door. After I
      brush my teeth. After I sit down at the table. The specificity is
      important. The more tightly bound your new habit is to a specific
      cue, the better the odds are that you will notice when the time
      comes to act.

      Happy habit stacking!

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 4 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Build a New Habit: This is Your Strategy Guide

      
      According to researchers at Duke University, habits account for
      about 40 percent of our behaviors on any given day. Understanding
      how to build new habits (and how your current ones work) is
      essential for making progress in your health, your happiness, and
      your life in general.

      But there can be a lot of information out there and most of it
      isn’t very simple to digest. To solve this problem and break things
      down in a very simple manner, I have created this strategy guide
      for how to build new habits that actually stick.

      Even more detailed information is available in my book,
      Atomic Habits.

      

      1. Start with an incredibly small habit.

      
      Make it so easy you can’t say no.

      —Leo Babauta
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      When most people struggle to build new habits, they say
      something like, “I just need more motivation.” Or, “I wish I
      had as much willpower as you do.”

      This is the wrong approach. Research shows that willpower is
      like a muscle. It gets fatigued as you use it throughout the
      day. Another way to think of this is that your motivation ebbs and
      flows. It rises and falls. Stanford professor BJ Fogg calls this
      the “motivation
      wave.”

      Solve this problem by picking a new habit that is easy enough
      that you don’t need motivation to do it. Rather than starting with
      50 pushups per day, start with 5 pushups per day. Rather than
      trying to meditate for 10 minutes per day, start by meditating for
      one minute per day. Make it easy enough that you can get it done
      without motivation.

      Further reading: Identity-Based
      Habits: How to Actually Stick to Your Goals

      2. Increase your habit in very small ways.

      
      Success is a few simple disciplines, practiced every day; while
      failure is simply a few errors in judgment, repeated every
      day.

      —Jim Rohn
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      One percent improvements add up surprisingly fast. So do one
      percent declines.

      Rather than trying to do something amazing from the beginning,
      start small and gradually improve. Along the way, your willpower
      and motivation will increase, which will make it easier to stick to
      your habit for good.

      Further reading: This Coach Improved
      Every Tiny Thing by 1 Percent and Here’s What Happened

      3. As you build up, break habits into chunks.
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      If you continue adding one percent each day, then you’ll find
      yourself increasing very quickly within two or three months. It is
      important to keep each habit reasonable, so that you can maintain momentum
      and make the behavior as easy as possible to accomplish.

      Building up to 20 minutes of meditation? Split it into two
      segments of 10 minutes at first.

      Trying to do 50 pushups per day? Five sets of 10 might be much
      easier as you make your way there.

      Further reading: I’m Using These 3 Simple
      Steps to Actually Stick with Good Habits

      4. When you slip, get back on track quickly.

      
      The best way to improve your self-control is to see how and why
      you lose control.

      —Kelly McGonigal
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      Top performers make mistakes, commit errors, and get off track
      just like everyone else. The difference is that they get back
      on track as quickly as possible.

      Research has shown that missing your habit once, no matter when
      it occurs, has no measurable impact on your long-term progress.
      Rather than trying to be perfect, abandon your all-or-nothing
      mentality.

      You shouldn’t expect to fail, but you should plan for failure. Take
      some time to consider what will prevent your habit from happening.
      What are some things that are likely to get in your way? What are
      some daily emergencies that are likely to pull you off course? How
      can you plan to work around these issues? Or, at least, how you can
      bounce back quickly from them and get back on track?

      You just need to be consistent, not perfect. Focus on building
      the identity of someone who never misses a habit
      twice.

      Further reading: How
      to Stop Procrastinating by Using the “Seinfeld Strategy”

      5. Be patient. Stick to a pace you can
      sustain.
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      Learning to be patient is perhaps the most critical skill of
      all. You can make incredible progress if you are consistent and
      patient.

      If you are adding weight in the gym, you should probably go
      slower than you think. If you are adding daily sales calls to your
      business strategy, you should probably start with fewer than you
      expect to handle. Patience is everything. Do things you can
      sustain.

      New habits should feel easy, especially in the beginning. If you
      stay consistent and continue increasing your habit it will get hard
      enough, fast enough. It always does.

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Be Motivated Every Day: Lessons Learned from Twyla
      Tharp

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Twyla Tharp was born in Indiana and was named after the local
      “Pig Princess” at the Annual Muncie Fair, who went by Twila.

      It wasn’t the prettiest of starts, but Tharp turned it into
      something beautiful.

      She is widely regarded as one of the greatest dancers and
      choreographers of the modern era. She is credited with
      choreographing the first crossover ballet and she has choreographed
      dances for the Paris Opera Ballet, The Royal Ballet, New York City
      Ballet, Boston Ballet, and many others. Her work has appeared on
      Broadway, on television, and in films. In 1992, she was awarded a
      MacArthur Fellowship, often referred to as the Genius Grant, and
      she has spent the bulk of her career touring the globe to perform
      her original works.

      To put it simply: Twyla Tharp is prolific. The question is, how
      does she do it?

      

      The Power of Ritual

      In her best-selling book, The Creative
      Habit (audiobook),
      Tharp discusses one of the secrets of her success:

      “I begin each day of my life with a ritual,” she writes. “I wake
      up at 5:30 A.M., put on my workout clothes, my leg warmers, my
      sweatshirts, and my hat. I walk outside my Manhattan home, hail a
      taxi, and tell the driver to take me to the Pumping Iron gym at
      91st street and First Avenue, where I work out for two hours.

      “The ritual is not the stretching and weight training I put my
      body through each morning at the gym; the ritual is the cab. The
      moment I tell the driver where to go I have completed the
      ritual.

      “It’s a simple act, but doing it the same way each morning
      habitualizes it—makes it repeatable, easy to do. It reduces the
      chance that I would skip it or do it differently. It is one more
      item in my arsenal of routines, and one less thing to think
      about.”

      Let’s talk about what makes Tharp’s morning routine so important
      and how we can use it to master our own habits.

      The Surprising Thing About Motivation

      If you have trouble sticking to good habits or fall victim to
      bad ones, then it can be easy to assume that you simply need to
      learn how to get
      motivated or that you don’t understand how
      willpower works.

      But here is the surprising thing about motivation: it often
      comes after starting a new behavior, not before. Getting
      started is a form of active
      inspiration that naturally produces momentum.

      You have probably experienced this phenomenon before. For
      example, going for a run may seem overwhelming or exhausting just
      to think about before you begin, but if you can muster up the
      energy to start jogging, you’ll often find that you become more
      motivated to finish as you go. In other words, it’s easier to
      finish the run than it was to start it in the first place.

      This is basically Newton’s First Law
      applied to habit formation: objects in motion tend to stay in
      motion. And that means getting started is the hardest part.

      I often find this to be true with my articles. Once I begin
      writing, it’s much easier for me to power through and finish.
      However, if I’m staring at a blank page, it can seem overwhelming
      and taxing to take the first step.

      And this, my friends, is where Twyla Tharp’s morning routine
      comes back into the picture.

      Rituals Are an On-Ramp for Your Behavior

      The power of a ritual, or what I like to call a pre-game routine,
      is that it provides a mindless way to initiate your behavior. It
      makes starting your habits easier and that means following through
      on a consistent basis is easier.

      Habits researchers agree. Benjamin Gardner, a researcher in the
      Department of Epidemiology and Public Health at University College
      London recently 
      published a paper in the Health Psychology Review that
      covered how we can use habits to initiate longer, more complex
      routines:

      A ‘habitual’ bicycle commuter, for example, may
      automatically opt to use a bicycle rather than alternative
      transport (so automatically enacting the first behaviour in a
      superordinate ‘bicycle commuting’ sequence, such as putting on a
      cycle helmet), but negotiating the journey may require higher-level
      cognitive input.

      In other words, getting started with a simple ritual like
      putting on a helmet or checking the air in the bike tires makes it
      easier to follow through on the bigger behavior (making the
      commute). If you focus on the ritual, the next step follows more
      automatically.

      Twyla Tharp’s morning routine is a perfect example of this idea
      in practice. Naturally, there are going to be days when she doesn’t
      feel like getting out of bed and exercising. There are bound to be
      times when the thought of starting the day with a two-hour workout
      seems exhausting.

      But her ritual of waking up and calling the taxi takes the
      emotion, motivation, and decision-making out of the process. Her
      brain doesn’t need to waste any energy deciding what to do next.
      She doesn’t have a debate with herself about what the first step
      should be. She simply follows the same pattern that she always
      does. And once the pattern is in motion, the rest of the sequence
      follows more easily.

      The key to any good ritual is that it removes the need to make a
      decision: What should I do first? When should I do this? How should
      I do this? Most people never get moving because they can’t decide
      how to get started. Having a ritual takes that burden off your
      shoulders.

      The Idea in Practice

      Here are some other examples of how you can apply ritual and
      routine to your habits and behaviors:

      
      	Exercise more consistently: Use the same
      warm-up routine in the gym

      	Become more creative: Follow a creative ritual
      before you start writing or painting or singing

      	Start each day stress-free: Create a
      five-minute morning meditation ritual

      	Sleep better: Follow a “power down” routine
      before bed

      

      Whatever it is, make it your own. Use your ritual as an on-ramp
      for the bigger behavior and habits you want to build into your
      life. When you master the ability to mindlessly initiate the tasks
      that are important to you, it’s not necessary to rely on motivation
      and willpower to make them happen.

      Where can you use a ritual or routine in your life? What
      behaviors do you want to do more consistently and
      automatically?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 13 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Masters of Habit: The Wisdom and Writing of Maya Angelou

      
      Maya Angelou, the great American author and poet, was known for
      her award-winning autobiographies as well as for her numerous
      plays, scripts, poems, and essays.

      Her most famous work, I
      Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, has sold millions upon millions
      of copies. It holds the record for the longest-running nonfiction
      New York Times best-seller (2 years). And in 2011, Time
      Magazine named it one of the 100 best and most influential
      books written in English since 1923.

      Angelou is widely known as a voice for women, especially black
      women, and her works have courageously covered themes of identity,
      racism, and family. During an interview with USA Today in 1988,
      Angelou said, “One isn’t necessarily born with courage, but one is
      born with potential. Without courage, we cannot practice any other
      virtue with consistency. We can’t be kind, true, merciful,
      generous, or honest.”

      

      Maya Angelou’s Writing Routine

      As you may expect, Angelou’s creative genius didn’t
      expose itself without hard work. She was a true master of habits,
      routines, and consistency.

      Here’s how she described her writing habits in 1983 interview
      with Claudia Tate (as covered in Mason Currey’s book Daily Rituals),

      “I usually get up at about 5:30, and I’m ready to have
      coffee by 6, usually with my husband. He goes off to his work
      around 6:30, and I go off to mine. I keep a hotel room in which I
      do my work—a tiny, mean room with just a bed, and sometimes, if I
      can find it, a face basin. I keep a dictionary, a Bible, a deck of
      cards and a bottle of sherry in the room. I try to get there around
      7, and I work until 2 in the afternoon. If the work is going badly,
      I stay until 12:30. If it’s going well, I’ll stay as long as it’s
      going well. It’s lonely, and it’s marvelous. I edit while I’m
      working. When I come home at 2, I read over what I’ve written that
      day, and then try to put it out of my mind. I shower, prepare
      dinner, so that when my husband comes home, I’m not totally
      absorbed in my work. We have a semblance of a normal life. We have
      a drink together and have dinner. Maybe after dinner I’ll read to
      him what I’ve written that day. He doesn’t comment. I don’t invite
      comments from anyone but my editor, but hearing it aloud is good.
      Sometimes I hear the dissonance; then I try to straighten it out in
      the morning.”

      Angelou’s routine and her willingness to sit down and do the
      work for at least five hours each day — even when it was going
      poorly — is just another indication that great
      artists don’t wait for inspiration.

      Below, you’ll find a range of quotes from Angelou.

      Quotes and Thoughts From Maya Angelou

      On identity…

      “What I represent in fact, what I’m trying like hell to
      represent every time I go into that hotel room, is myself. That’s
      what I’m trying to do. And I miss most of the time on that: I do
      not represent blacks or tall women, or women or Sonomans or
      Californians or Americans. Or rather I hope I do, because I am all
      those things. But that is not all that I am. I am all of that and
      more and less. People often put labels on people so they don’t have
      to deal with the physical fact of those people. It’s easy to say,
      oh, that’s a honkie, that’s a Jew, that’s a junkie, or that’s a
      broad, or that’s a stud, or that’s a dude. So you don’t have to
      think: does this person long for Christmas? Is he afraid that the
      Easter bunny will become polluted? … I refuse that… I simply refuse
      to have my life narrowed and proscribed.”

      “When I try to describe myself to God I say, “Lord, remember
      me? Black? Female? Six-foot tall? The writer?” And I almost always
      get God’s attention.”

      On dealing with difficulty…

      “We may encounter many defeats but we must not be
      defeated.”

      “You may not control all the events that happen to you, but
      you can decide not to be reduced by them.”

      “What you’re supposed to do when you don’t like a thing is
      change it. If you can’t change it, change the way you think about
      it. Don’t complain.”

      On loving yourself…

      “I don’t trust people who don’t love themselves and tell me,
      ‘I love you.’ … There is an African saying which is: Be careful
      when a naked person offers you a shirt.”

      “Success is liking yourself, liking what you do, and liking
      how you do it.”

      “You alone are enough. You have nothing to prove to
      anybody.”

      On finding your calling…

      “There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story
      inside you.”

      On courage…

      “I love to see a young girl go out and grab the world by the
      lapels. Life’s a bitch. You’ve got to go out and kick
      ass.”

      On living life…

      “I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people
      will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made
      them feel.”

      “I’ve learned that you shouldn’t go through life with a
      catcher’s mitt on both hands; you need to be able to throw
      something back.”

      “My mission in life is not merely to survive, but to thrive;
      and to do so with some passion, some compassion, some humor, and
      some style.”

      “I’ve always had the feeling that life loves the liver of
      it. You must live and life will be good to you, give you
      experiences. They may not all be that pleasant, but nobody promised
      you a rose garden. But more than likely if you do dare, what you
      get are the marvelous returns.”

      Masters of Habit is a series of mini-biographies on the
      rituals, routines, and mindsets of great athletes, artists, and
      leaders.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Change the Habits of 107,000 People

      
      It was 1995 and Pieter Ernst was battling a serious problem.

      Ernst was a physician with an interest in community-wide
      behavior modification and he was currently in Mozambique. For
      nearly twenty years, a brutal civil war had ravaged the population
      and landscape of the country.

      The war had ended three years earlier, but the entire healthcare
      system of the country had been crippled. Thousands of mothers and
      children were dying from preventable diseases.

      The biggest problem was the scale of the issue. Dr. Ernst needed
      to reach a population of 107,000 citizens with a staff of just 19
      people.

      Ernst realized that it was impossible for his team to do it
      alone. Furthermore, he knew that if they were going to reduce the
      incidence of preventable disease for good, then significant
      behavior change would need to occur within the community. His team
      couldn’t stay in Mozambique forever. These changes had to happen in
      the homes and minds of the community.

      Ernst came up with a plan.

      

      Changing the Habits of 107,000 People

      First, they found over 2,000 volunteers from the community.
      Then, each member of his 19-person staff was responsible for
      teaching groups of 10 to 15 volunteers from the surrounding
      community about the steps they could take to reduce the incidence
      of preventable diseases.

      Then, each volunteer would visit 10 to 15 households and share
      what they had learned. The volunteers repeated households every two
      weeks and continued to spread the ideas.

      But this was the part that made the plan brilliant: the support
      group for the volunteers was not the 19-person healthcare staff. It
      was the other 10 to 15 volunteers in their small group. Each group
      of volunteers talked among one another about what was working, what
      wasn’t working, and how to get people on board with the changes in
      their community.

      What happened?

      Not only did they reach the massive population, they also got
      the changes to take hold. The number of underweight children was
      cut by half. The mortality rate of children under five dropped.
      Pneumonia treatment was six times better than before the project
      began.

      In a followup survey taken 20 months after the project had
      officially ended, the volunteer groups were still operating with
      94% of the original volunteers and the health metrics continued to
      improve.

      The changes had stuck. For good.

      The public health victory of Ernst’s team is impressive, but
      this isn’t just a feel-good story. There is a deeper lesson about
      behavior modification here that we can all apply to our own
      lives.

      Here’s the deal.

      The Identity of the Group

      Most of our behaviors are driven by two things: our environment
      and our beliefs.

      And environment is perhaps the most powerful of those two
      because in many cases your environment can
      shape your beliefs. This is especially true when you consider
      your environment to include the people who surround you.

      I’ve written previously about identity-based
      habits — the power that your beliefs have to create better habits that actually
      stick over the long-term.

      But it’s not just your identity that impacts your beliefs. It’s
      also the identity of the groups that you surround yourself
      with.

      Consider the community in Mozambique. In the beginning, the
      community had a certain identity. After the war, many basic public
      health approaches simply weren’t part of daily life.

      But as the volunteers began expanding their reach, working with
      each other, and sharing news of what techniques were working, the
      community began to develop a new identity. New behaviors began to
      be seen as normal behaviors. And when a new behavior becomes the
      norm for any particular group, the change sticks for good.

      The lesson is simple: doing something is much easier when it’s
      the normal thing to do in your community.

      What is the Identity of Your Group?

      Every group has an identity.

      
      	Google employees have a set of actions and beliefs that are
      part of their cultural identity.

      	CrossFitters have a set of actions and beliefs that are part of
      their identity.

      	Investment bankers have a set of actions and beliefs that are
      part of their identity.

      

      The question is, do the groups you belong to have the identity
      you want?

      There were only 2,300 volunteers in the Mozambique project, but
      107,000 people began to take on new habits and behaviors when the
      identity of the group changed.

      This happens to all of us. We take on the behaviors of the
      groups in which we live and the communities to which we belong.

      
      	Want to workout more? Become part of a group where working out
      is normal. Not a goal. Not an event. Just part of the
      lifestyle.

      	Want to do better work? Surround yourself with people who make
      each day a work of art rather than seeing work as a reason to clock
      in and clock out.

      	Want to live a life of service? Step into a group where service
      is part of the day-to-day routine.

      

      Lasting behavior modification happens when it’s part of the
      cultural norm. As Jim Rohn says, “You are the average of the five
      people you spend the most time with.”

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      

    

  
    

    
      Plan For Failure: Being Consistent Is Not the Same as Being
      Perfect

      
      You probably realize that consistency is important for making
      progress, doing better work, getting in shape, and achieving some
      level of success in most areas of life.

      I write about the power of consistency often: why repetition is
      more important than perfection (here), how small gains add
      up to big results (here), and why falling
      in love with boredom is essential for mastery (here).

      But once you realize the power of consistency, there is a danger
      that comes with this knowledge. And that danger is falling into an
      all-or-nothing mindset.

      As usual, I don’t have this all figured out, but let’s talk
      about how to be consistent and how we can use science and research
      to avoid common mistakes and pitfalls.

      The All or Nothing Mindset

      Once you realize that consistency is essential for success it
      can be easy to obsess over becoming flawlessly consistent.

      For example…

      
      	Trying to get fit? It’s easy to convince
      yourself that if you don’t follow your diet perfectly, then you’ve
      failed.

      	Want to meditate each day? Beware of focusing
      so much on never missing a day that you stress over sticking to
      your meditation schedule.

      	Looking to become a successful writer? You can
      quickly brainwash yourself into thinking that successful authors
      write every single day without fail. (The same goes for artists and
      athletes of all kinds.)

      

      In other words, it’s really easy to confuse being consistent
      with being perfect. And that is a problem because there is no
      safety margin for errors, mistakes, and emergencies. (You know, the
      type of things that make you a normal human being.)

      Cutting yourself some slack becomes even more important when we
      consider the science behind habit formation and continual
      improvement. Research shows that, regardless of the habit that you
      are working to build, missing a single day has no measurable impact
      on your long-term success. (More on that here.)

      In other words, it is all about average
      speed, not maximum speed. Daily failures are like red lights
      during a road trip. When you’re driving a car, you’ll come to a red
      light every now and then. But if you maintain a good average speed,
      you’ll always make it to your destination despite the stops and
      delays along the way.

      The Idea in Practice

      Josh Hillis is a fat loss
      coach. When working with clients, Josh doesn’t even bother tracking
      their daily calories. He only looks at the calorie total at the end
      of each week and makes adjustments based on that.

      Consider how different this strategy is from the typical
      nutritional approach. Josh doesn’t care what you eat for any
      individual meal. He is not concerned if you make a mistake or binge
      eat once or twice. He realizes that individual meals don’t matter
      if you maintain the right “average speed” over the course of the
      week.

      I find this to be an empowering way to think about consistency
      and progress in nearly any area. It’s never my intention to make a
      mistake, but if I do, I have given myself permission to view my
      progress over a longer timeline than a single day or an individual
      event.

      How to be Consistent: Plan For Failure

      Consistency is essential for success in any area. There is no
      way to get around the fact that mastery requires a volume of
      work.

      But if you want to maintain your sanity, reduce stress, and
      increase your odds of long-term success, then you need to plan for
      failure as well as focus on consistency. As I mentioned in my
      Willpower Seminar, research from Stanford professor Kelly McGonigal
      has shown that the number one reason why willpower fades and people
      fail to remain consistent with their habits and goals is that they
      don’t have plan for failure.

      Planning to fail doesn’t mean that you expect to fail, but
      rather than you know what you will do and how you will get back on track
      when things don’t work out. If you’re focused on being perfect,
      then you’re caught in an all-or-nothing trap.

      Meanwhile, if you realize that individual failures have little
      impact on your long-term success, then you can more easily rebound
      from failures and setbacks. Being consistent is not the same as
      being perfect.

      

    

  
    

    
      How the World Around You Shapes Your Thoughts and Actions

      
      In 1952, polio killed more children in America than any other
      communicable disease. Nearly 58,000 people were infected that year.
      The situation was on the verge of becoming an epidemic and the
      country desperately needed a vaccine.

      In a small laboratory at the University of Pittsburgh, a young
      researcher named Jonas Salk was working tirelessly to find a cure.
      (Years later, author Dennis Denenberg would write, “Salk worked
      sixteen hours a day, seven days a week, for years.”)

      Despite all his effort, Salk was stuck. His quest for a polio
      vaccine was meeting a dead end at every turn. Eventually, he
      decided that he needed a break. Salk left the laboratory and
      retreated to the quiet hills of central Italy where he stayed at a
      13th-century Franciscan monastery known as the Basilica of San
      Francesco d’Assisi.

      The basilica could not have been more different than the lab.
      The architecture was a beautiful combination of Romanesque and
      Gothic styles. White-washed brick covered the expansive exterior
      and dozens of semi-circular arches surrounded the plazas between
      buildings. Inside the church, the walls were covered with stunning
      fresco paintings from the 14th and 15th centuries and natural light
      poured in from tall windows.

      It was in this space that Jonas Salk would have the breakthrough
      discovery that led to the polio vaccine. Years later, he would
      say…

      “The spirituality of the architecture there was so inspiring
      that I was able to do intuitive thinking far beyond any I had done
      in the past. Under the influence of that historic place I
      intuitively designed the research that I felt would result in a
      vaccine for polio. I returned to my laboratory in Pittsburgh to
      validate my concepts and found that they were correct.”

      -Jonas Salk

      Today, the discovery that Salk made in that Italian monastery
      has impacted millions. Polio has been eradicated from nearly every
      nation in the world. In 2012, just 223 cases were reported
      globally.

      Did inspiration just happen to strike Jonas Salk while he was at
      the monastery? Or was he right in assuming that the environment
      impacted his thinking?

      And perhaps more importantly, what does science say about the
      connection between our environment and our thoughts and actions?
      And how can we use this information to live better lives?
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      The Link Between Brains and Buildings

      Researchers have discovered a variety of ways that the buildings
      we live, work, and play in drive our behavior and our actions. The
      way we react and respond is often tied to the environment that we
      find ourselves in.

      For example, it has long been known that schools with more
      natural light provide a better learning environment for students
      and test scores often go up as a result. (Natural light and natural
      air are known to stimulate productivity in the
      workplace as well.)

      Additionally, buildings with natural elements built into them
      help reduce stress
      and calm us down (think of trees inside a mall or a garden in a
      lobby). Spaces with high ceilings and large rooms promote more
      expansive and creative thinking.

      So what does this link between design and behavior mean for you
      and me?

      Change Your Environment, Change Your Behavior

      Researchers have shown that any habit you have — good or bad —
      is often associated with some type of trigger or cue. Recent
      studies (like 
      this one) have shown that these cues often come from your
      environment.

      This is important because most of us live in the same home, go
      to the same office, and eat in the same rooms day after day. And
      that means you are constantly surrounded by the same environmental
      triggers and cues.

      If your behavior is often shaped by your environment and you
      keep working, playing, and living in the same environment, then
      it’s no wonder that it can be difficult to build new habits. (The
      research supports this. 
      Studies show that it is easier to change your behavior and
      build new habits when you change your environment.)

      If you’re struggling to think creatively, then going to a wide
      open space or moving to a room with more natural light and fresh
      air might help you solve the problem. (Like it seemingly did for
      Jonas Salk.)

      Meanwhile, if you need to focus and complete a task, research
      shows that it’s more beneficial to work in a smaller, more confined
      room with a lower ceiling (without making yourself feel
      claustrophobic, of course).

      And perhaps most important, simply moving to a new physical
      space — whether it’s a different room or halfway around the world —
      will change the cues that you encounter and thus your thoughts and
      behaviors.

      Quite literally, a new environment leads to new ideas.

      Putting This Into Practice

      In the future, I hope that architects and designers will use the
      connection between design and behavior to build hospitals where
      patients heal faster, schools where children learn better, and
      homes where people live happier.

      That said, you can start making changes right now. You don’t
      have to be a victim of your environment. You can also be the
      architect of it. Here’s my simple 2-step prescription for altering
      your environment so that you can stick with good habits and break
      bad habits:

      
      	To stick with a good habit, reduce the number of steps required
      to perform the behavior.

      	To break a bad habit, increase the number of steps required to
      perform the behavior.

      

      Here are some examples…

      
      	Want to watch less TV? Unplug it and put it in a closet. If you
      really want to watch a show, then you can take it out and plug it
      back in.

      	Want to drink more water? Fill up a few water bottles and place
      them around the house so that a healthy drink is always close
      by.

      	Want to start a business? Join a co-working space where you’re
      surrounded by dozens of other business owners.

      

      These are just a few examples, but the point is that shifting
      your behavior is much easier when you shift to the right
      environment. Stanford professor BJ Fogg refers to this approach as
      “designing for laziness.” In other words, change your environment
      so that your default or “lazy” decision is a better one.

      By designing
      your environment to encourage the good behaviors and prevent
      the bad behaviors, you make it far more likely that you’ll stick to
      long-term change. Your actions today are often a response the
      environmental cues that surround you. If you want to change your
      behavior, then you have to change those cues.

      

    

  
    

    
      Masters of Habit: The Deliberate Practice and Training of Jerry
      Rice

      
      Jerry Rice is widely considered to be the greatest wide receiver
      in the history of the National Football League. In addition to
      winning three Super Bowls, Rice holds nearly every single season
      and career receiving record available. He is also the NFL’s
      all-time leader in yards, receptions, and touchdowns.

      Many experts say he may be the best football player ever,
      regardless of position. Basically, Rice was a once-in-a-lifetime
      talent. Literally, the best of the best.

      But in Geoff Colvin’s popular book, Talent is
      Overrated (audiobook),
      he shares an interesting story about Rice’s work ethic and his
      approach to deliberate practice. As you’ll see, it wasn’t just
      talent that made Rice successful and we can all learn from his
      approach and use similar strategies to improve our health, our
      work, and our lives.

      The Training Schedule of Jerry Rice

      This short excerpt from Talent is
      Overrated (audiobook)
      explains Rice’s typical training schedule.

      In team workouts he was famous for his hustle; while many
      receivers would trot back to the quarterback after catching a pass,
      Rice would sprint to the end zone after each reception. He would
      typically continue practicing long after the rest of the team had
      gone home. Most remarkable were his six-days-a-week off-season
      workouts, which he conducted entirely on his own. Mornings were
      devoted to cardiovascular work, running a hilly five-mile trail; he
      would reportedly run ten forty-meter wind sprints up the steepest
      part. In the afternoons he did equally strenuous weight training.
      These workouts became legendary as the most demanding in the
      league, and other players would sometimes join Rice just to see
      what it was like. Some of them got sick before the day was
      over.

      It is obvious that Jerry Rice put in an incredible volume of
      work. This is no surprise. Unwavering consistency is a requirement
      for achieving excellence. To put it simply, you can’t expect to
      become great at something without practicing it over and over.

      But it wasn’t just the amount of time he spent practicing that
      made the difference, Rice used other strategies to master his
      craft.

      Excellence Requires More Than Just Practice

      Excellence requires more than just a lot of practice. It
      requires the right kind of practice. The natural tendency for
      humans, professional athletes included, is to fall into a routine
      once we achieve an adequate level of performance.

      For example, you might practice a golf swing the same way over
      and over. Or a professional wide receiver might practice running
      their routes the same way over and over. In the beginning, this
      repetition is required to develop skills. As I’ve mentioned
      here, here, and
      here, it’s only by going
      through a volume of work that beginner’s can hope to reach a level
      of excellence.

      At some point, however, you reach a certain skill level and
      simply repeating the same pattern again and again doesn’t foster
      much additional growth. (In fact, this is true at any level of
      skill: practice in the same way you always have and you’ll get the
      same results you always have.)

      Anders Ericsson, the psychologist behind the 10,000 Hour Rule,
      explained this important caveat by saying, “You don’t get benefits
      from mechanical repetition, but by adjusting your execution over
      and over to get closer to your goal. You have to tweak the system
      by pushing, allowing for more errors at first as you increase your
      limits.”

      This is where Jerry Rice separated himself from the rest of the
      pack. He finished college as an All-American wide receiver, but he
      didn’t let his skills plateau. Even at a high level, Rice found
      ways to practice deliberately rather than mindlessly and push the
      edge of his abilities rather than repeat old patterns without
      improvement. In other words, Rice always found ways to become
      one percent better.

      Let’s talk about how Rice decided which areas to focus on
      improving.

      Focus on Your Areas of Greatest Leverage

      The classic test for speed in the NFL is the 40-yard dash.
      Before being drafted by the San Francisco 49ers, Rice was reported
      as running the 40 in 4.7 seconds. For reference, in 2014 there were
      multiple quarterbacks and even a defensive lineman that posted
      faster times than that. And yet, it is unlikely that any of these
      players will have a career half as prolific as that of Jerry
      Rice.

      Compared to other wide receivers, Rice’s mediocre speed could be
      seen as a weakness. How did he overcome it? By leveraging his
      greatest strengths.

      He designed his practice to work on his specific needs. Rice
      didn’t need to do everything well, just certain things. He had to
      run precise patterns; he had to evade the defenders, sometimes two
      or three, who were assigned to cover him; he had to outjump them to
      catch the ball and outmuscle them when they tried to strip it away;
      then he had to outrun tacklers. So he focused his practice work on
      exactly these requirements. Not being the fastest receiver in the
      league turned out not to matter. He became famous for the precision
      of his patterns. His weight training gave him tremendous strength.
      His trail running gave him control so he could change directions
      suddenly without signaling his move. The uphill wind sprints gave
      him explosive acceleration. Most of all, his endurance training —
      not something that a speed-focused athlete would normally
      concentrate on — gave him a giant advantage in the fourth quarter,
      when his opponents were tired and weak, and he seemed as fresh as
      he was in the first minute. Time and again, that’s when he put the
      game away. Rice and his coaches understood exactly what he needed
      in order to be dominant. They focused on these things and not on
      other goals that might have seemed generally desirable, like
      speed.

      Consider how easy it would have been for Rice to practice in a
      different way.

      Nobody would have questioned him if Rice spent all of his time
      training to improve his relative weakness (speed) and simply
      maintaining his other skills. Instead, he focused on mastering his
      assets — precision, endurance, and strength — to a degree beyond
      anyone else.

      It doesn’t matter what skill you are trying to perfect, finding
      the areas where your particular skill set provides the greatest
      leverage and focusing on those areas will reap enormous
      benefits.

      Applying This to Your Life

      Jerry Rice was blessed with incredible talent, but it was his
      work ethic and his commitment to continual improvement that allowed
      him to transform that talent into one of the greatest careers that
      the NFL has ever seen.

      For you and me the skills and circumstances may be very
      different from that of Jerry Rice, but the principles are the same.
      If we want to execute in real life and master the skills that are
      important to us, then we need to:

      
      	Put in a volume of work.

      	Focus on the areas of greatest leverage for your skill.

      	Find ways to continually improve and move the needle forward
      rather than falling into routines and patterns once we develop
      adequate skill levels.

      

      Masters of Habit is a series of mini-biographies on the
      rituals, routines, and mindsets of great athletes, artists, and
      leaders.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Change Your Beliefs and Stick to Your Goals for
      Good

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In one of my very first articles, I discussed a concept called
      identity-based
      habits.

      The basic idea is that the beliefs you have about yourself can
      drive your long-term behavior. Maybe you can trick yourself into
      going to the gym or eating healthy once or twice, but if you don’t
      shift your underlying identity, then it’s hard to stick with
      long-term changes.

      [image: ]
      Most people start by focusing on outcome-based goals like “I
      want to lose 20 pounds” or “I want to write a best-selling
      book.”

      But these are surface level changes.

      The root of behavior change and building better habits is your
      identity. Each action you perform is driven by the fundamental
      belief that it is possible. So if you change your identity (the
      type of person that you believe that you are), then it’s easier to
      change your actions.

      This brings us to an important question: How, exactly, is your
      identity formed? And how can you emphasize new aspects of your
      identity that serve you and gradually erase the pieces that hinder
      you?

      
      Your identity emerges out of your habits. You are not born with
      preset beliefs. Every belief, including those about yourself, is
      learned and conditioned through experience.

      More precisely, your habits are how you embody your
      identity. When you make your bed each day, you embody the identity
      of an organized person. When you write each day, you embody the
      identity of a creative person. When you train each day, you embody
      the identity of an athletic person.

      The more you repeat a behavior, the more you reinforce the
      identity associated with that behavior. In fact, the word
      identity was originally derived from the Latin words
      essentitas, which means being, and, identidem,
      which means repeatedly. Your identity is literally your
      “repeated beingness.”

      Whatever your identity is right now, you only believe it because
      you have proof of it. If you go to church every Sunday for twenty
      years, you have evidence that you are religious. If you study
      biology for one hour every night, you have evidence that you are
      studious. If you go to the gym even when it’s snowing, you have
      evidence that you are committed to fitness. The more evidence you
      have for a belief, the more strongly you will believe it.

      For most of my early life, I didn’t consider myself a writer. If
      you were to ask any of my high school teachers or college
      professors, they would tell you I was an average writer at best:
      certainly not a standout. When I began my writing career, I
      published a new article every Monday and Thursday for the first few
      years. As the evidence grew, so did my identity as a writer. I
      didn’t start out as a writer. I became one through my habits.

      Of course, your habits are not the only actions that influence
      your identity, but by virtue of their frequency they are usually
      the most important ones. Each experience in life modifies your
      self-image, but it’s unlikely you would consider yourself a soccer
      player because you kicked a ball once or an artist because you
      scribbled a picture. As you repeat these actions, however, the
      evidence accumulates and your self-image begins to change. The
      effect of one-off experiences tends to fade away while effect of
      habits gets reinforced with time, which means your habits
      contribute most of the evidence that shapes your identity. In this
      way, the process of building habits is actually the process of
      becoming yourself.

      This is a gradual evolution. We do not change by snapping our
      fingers and deciding to be someone entirely new. We change bit by
      bit, day by day, habit by habit.We are continually undergoing
      microevolutions of the self.

      Every action you take is a vote for the type of person you wish
      to become. If you finish a book, then perhaps you are the type of
      person who likes reading. If you go to the gym, then perhaps you
      are the type of person who likes exercise. If you practice playing
      the guitar, perhaps you are the type of person who likes music.
      Each habit is like a suggestion: “Hey, maybe this is who I am.”

      No single instance will transform your beliefs, but as the votes
      build up, so does the evidence of your new identity. This is one
      reason why meaningful change does not require radical change. Small
      habits can make a meaningful difference by providing evidence of a
      new identity. And if a change is meaningful, it actually is big.
      That’s the paradox of making small improvements.

      Putting this all together, you can see that habits are the path
      to changing your identity. The most practical way to change
      who you are is to change what you do.

      
      	Each time you write a page, you are a writer.

      	Each time you practice the violin, you are a musician.

      	Each time you start a workout, you are an athlete.

      	Each time you encourage your employees, you are a leader.

      

      Each habit not only gets results but also teaches you something
      far more important: to trust yourself. You start to believe you can
      actually accomplish these things. When the votes mount up and the
      evidence begins to change, the story you tell yourself begins to
      change as well.

      Of course, it works the opposite way, too. Every time you choose
      to perform a bad habit, it’s a vote for that identity. The good
      news is that you don’t need to be perfect. In any election, there
      are going to be votes for both sides. You don’t need a unanimous
      vote to win an election; you just need a majority. It doesn’t
      matter if you cast a few votes for a bad behavior or an
      unproductive habit. Your goal is simply to win the majority of the
      time.

      This is why I advocate starting with incredibly small
      actions (small votes still count!) and building consistency.
      Use the 2-Minute
      Rule to get started. Follow the Seinfeld
      Strategy to maintain consistency. Each actionbecomes a
      small vote that tells your mind, “Hey, I believe this about
      myself.” And at some point, you actually will believe it.

      New identities require new evidence. If you keep casting the
      same votes you’ve always cast, you’re going to get the same results
      you’ve always had. If nothing changes, nothing is going to
      change.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 2 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      I’m Using These 3 Simple Steps to Actually Stick with Good
      Habits

      
      I have been trying a new strategy for building habits and it is
      working incredibly well. This strategy is remarkably easy and it is
      governed by three simple rules.

      First I’ll tell you the three rules. Then, I’ll explain how I’m
      using this strategy and offer some other examples of how you can
      put these rules into practice.

      3 Rules For Actually Sticking to Good Habits

      Here are the rules:

      
      	You have to start with a version of the habit that is
      incredibly easy for you. It must be so easy that you can’t say no
      to doing it and so easy that it is not difficult at all in the
      beginning.

      	You have to increase your habit each day, but in an incredibly
      small way.

      	Even after increasing your habit, all repetitions must remain
      easy. The total habit should be broken down into easier pieces if
      needed.

      

      Now, let’s talk about what this looks like in real life. Here’s
      how I’m using these three rules.

      The Pushup Habit

      The more pushups I do, the leaner I get. For that reason, I
      recently decided to make pushups a daily habit. I decided to use
      the three rules I explained above to slowly and easily add more
      pushups to my routine.

      
      	The first day, I did 10 pushups, which only took 15 seconds or
      so. (Rule 1.)

      	The second day, I did 11 pushups. This was a very tiny
      improvement. (Rule 2.)

      	I’ve continued this pattern of adding 1 pushup per day, every
      single day. I did 21 this morning, which was still easy to do and
      took less than 30 seconds. (Rule 3.)

      

      Once I get to higher numbers, I will break them up into smaller,
      easier sets. For example, to do 50 pushups, I might do three sets:
      20, 20, 10. The next day, I’ll add one more and do 20, 20, 11.

      There are a few things happening here.

      First, because I started with a habit that was
      very easy in the beginning, I am building the capacity to do work.
      In other words, I’m focusing on volume first, which will allow me
      to handle the intensity of a bigger habit later.

      Second, because I am increasing by a very tiny
      amount each day, my body is able to recover and grow. Meanwhile, if
      I had started with a difficult or more impressive habit, then I
      would have hindered my ability to adapt as the habit grew.

      Third, because I am breaking the habit down
      into sets that are always easy, I am reducing the mental burden
      needed to accomplish the habit. In a way, these easy sets are
      simply fun to do and require very little motivation to finish.

      And most important, I am focusing on actually
      performing the habit rather than worrying about the outcome. I am
      developing the skill of being consistent and that is a skill that
      is valuable in nearly every area of life.

      How Can You Use This in Real Life?

      Here are some other ways you can use this strategy to build new
      habits.

      Meditation. Wish you would meditate
      consistently and be more mindful?

      
      	On day one, you’ll meditate for 60 seconds.

      	On day two, you’ll meditate for 70 seconds.

      	Continue this pattern, until you get to an amount of time that
      satisfies you or is too long to do at once. For example, 10 minutes
      of meditation might feel like a lot. Once you get to this point,
      break up your sessions into easier blocks. For example, meditate
      for 5 minutes in the morning and then 5 minutes in the
      evening.

      

      Walking. Get a device that can measure the
      amount of steps you take in a day (a pedometer, FitBit, app on your
      phone, etc.)

      
      	On day one, you’ll walk 1,000 steps, which most people already
      do each day.

      	On day two, you’ll add 100 steps and walk a total of 1,100
      steps. An additional 100 steps could be walking down to your
      mailbox and back — not far at all.

      	Continue this pattern until walking more each day becomes time
      prohibitive. Let’s say that this point is 10,000 steps in a day. At
      this point, you may want to break up your walking time into shorter
      jogging sessions.

      

      Reading. Wish you were reading more books?

      
      	On day one, you’ll read for one minute.

      	On day two, you’ll read for two minutes.

      	Continue this pattern until you’re reading for a period of time
      that either satisfies you or is too long to do at once. For
      example, maybe reading for more than 20 minutes at a time is a
      stretch for you. If you want to read for 30 minutes, you can simply
      break it down into smaller 10 minutes blocks.

      

      Flossing. Not in the habit of flossing?

      
      	On day one, floss just one tooth. You are not allowed to floss
      two teeth. (Hat tip to BJ Fogg.)

      	On day two, floss two teeth.

      	Continue this pattern. After one month, you’ll be flossing all
      of your teeth each day.

      

      Do Small Habits Actually Amount to Anything?

      I know these small gains can seem almost meaningless, especially
      in the beginning. But small habits can actually deliver incredible
      progress very quickly.

      If you performed the examples I listed above for one month,
      here’s what would happen.

      
      	If you started with 10 pushups and added 1 per day, you would
      do 775 pushups in 30 days.

      	If you started with 1 minute of reading and added 1 minute per
      day, you would have read for over 8 hours in 30 days (enough to
      finish a 400 page book every month).

      	If you started by walking 1,000 steps and added 100 per day,
      you would walk 77,500 steps (almost 39 miles) in 30 days.

      

      Small, consistent progress adds up really fast.

      Try the Three Rules for Yourself

      These three rules for sticking to good habits are simple, but
      they work.

      Here they are again:

      
      	You have to start with a version of the habit that is
      incredibly easy for you. It must be so easy that you can’t say no
      to doing it and so easy that it is not difficult at all in the
      beginning.

      	You have to increase your habit each day, but in an incredibly
      small way.

      	Even after increasing your habit, all sets must remain easy.
      The total habit should be broken down into easier pieces if
      needed.

      

      Give it a try and see what you think! As always, I’m open to any
      feedback or criticism. Sharing with one another helps us all grow
      and learn.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Long Does it Actually Take to Form a New Habit? (Backed by
      Science)

      
      Maxwell Maltz was a plastic surgeon in the 1950s when he began
      noticing a strange pattern among his patients.

      When Dr. Maltz would perform an operation — like a nose job, for
      example — he found that it would take the patient about 21 days to
      get used to seeing their new face. Similarly, when a patient had an
      arm or a leg amputated, Maxwell Maltz noticed that the patient
      would sense a phantom limb for about 21 days before adjusting to
      the new situation.

      These experiences prompted Maltz to think about his own
      adjustment period to changes and new behaviors, and he noticed that
      it also took himself about 21 days to form a new habit. Maltz wrote
      about these experiences and said, “These, and many other commonly
      observed phenomena tend to show that it requires a minimum of about
      21 days for an old mental image to dissolve and a new one to
      jell.”

      In 1960, Maltz published that quote and his other thoughts on
      behavior change in a book called Psycho-Cybernetics
      (audiobook).
      The book went on to become an blockbuster hit, selling more than 30
      million copies.

      And that’s when the problem started.

      You see, in the decades that followed, Maltz’s work influenced
      nearly every major “self-help” professional from Zig Ziglar to
      Brian Tracy to Tony Robbins. And as more people recited Maltz’s
      story — like a very long game of “Telephone” — people began to
      forget that he said “a minimum of about 21 days” and shortened it
      to, “It takes 21 days to form a new habit.”

      And that’s how society started spreading the common myth that it
      takes 21 days to form a new habit (or 30 days or some other magic
      number). It’s remarkable how often these timelines are quoted as
      statistical facts. Dangerous lesson: If enough people say something
      enough times, then everyone else starts to believe it.

      It makes sense why the “21 Days” Myth would spread. It’s easy to
      understand. The time frame is short enough to be inspiring, but
      long enough to be believable. And who wouldn’t like the idea of
      changing your life in just three weeks?

      But the problem is that Maxwell Maltz was simply observing what
      was going on around him and wasn’t making a statement of fact.
      Furthermore, he made sure to say that this was the minimum
      amount of time needed to adapt to a new change.

      So what’s the real answer? How long does it take to form a
      habit? How long does it take a break a bad habit? Is there any
      science to back this up? And what does all of this mean for you and
      me?

      

      How Long it Really Takes to Build a New Habit

      Phillippa Lally is a health psychology researcher at University
      College London. In a
      study published in the European Journal of Social
      Psychology, Lally and her research team decided to figure out
      just how long it actually takes to form a habit.

      The study examined the habits of 96 people over a 12-week
      period. Each person chose one new habit for the 12 weeks and
      reported each day on whether or not they did the behavior and how
      automatic the behavior felt.

      Some people chose simple habits like “drinking a bottle of water
      with lunch.” Others chose more difficult tasks like “running for 15
      minutes before dinner.” At the end of the 12 weeks, the researchers
      analyzed the data to determine how long it took each person to go
      from starting a new behavior to automatically doing it.

      The answer?

      On average, it takes more than 2 months before a new
      behavior becomes automatic — 66 days to be exact. And how
      long it takes a new habit to form can vary widely depending on the
      behavior, the person, and the circumstances. In Lally’s study, it
      took anywhere from 18 days to 254 days for people to form a new
      habit.

      In other words, if you want to set your expectations
      appropriately, the truth is that it will probably take you anywhere
      from two months to eight months to build a new behavior into your
      life — not 21 days.

      Interestingly, the researchers also found that “missing one
      opportunity to perform the behavior did not materially affect the
      habit formation process.” In other words, it doesn’t matter if you
      mess up every now and then. Building better habits is not an
      all-or-nothing process.

      Finding Inspiration in the Long Road

      Before you let this dishearten you, let’s talk about three
      reasons why this research is actually inspiring.

      First, there is no reason to get down on yourself if you try
      something for a few weeks and it doesn’t become a habit. It’s
      supposed to take longer than that! There is no need to judge
      yourself if you can’t master a behavior in 21 short days. Learn to
      love your 10 Years of
      Silence. Embrace the long, slow walk to greatness and focus on
      putting in your reps.

      Second, you don’t have to be perfect. Making a mistake once or
      twice has no measurable impact on your long-term habits. This is
      why you should treat failure like a
      scientist, give yourself permission to make mistakes, and
      develop strategies for getting back on track
      quickly.

      And third, embracing longer timelines can help us realize that
      habits are a process and not an event. All of the “21 Days” hype
      can make it really easy to think, “Oh, I’ll just do this and it’ll
      be done.” But habits never work that way. You have to embrace the
      process. You have to commit to the
      system.

      Understanding this from the beginning makes it easier to manage
      your expectations and commit to making small, incremental
      improvements — rather than pressuring yourself into thinking
      that you have to do it all at once.

      Where to Go From Here

      At the end of the day, how long it takes to form a particular
      habit doesn’t really matter that much. Whether it takes 50 days or
      500 days, you have to put in the work either way.

      The only way to get to Day 500 is to start with Day 1. So forget
      about the number and focus on doing the work.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.
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      Masters of Habit: Rituals, Lessons, and Quotes from Marcus
      Aurelius

      
      Marcus Aurelius was Roman Emperor from 161 to 180. Known as the
      last of the “Five Good Emperors,” Aurelius was not born into power,
      but rather was adopted (his biological father died when he was
      three years old). Historians refer to him as a kind ruler who was
      incredibly loyal to his duty to serve the Roman Empire.

      As a boy, Aurelius was taught by various private tutors and he
      became particularly interested in philosophy. It is even said that
      he went so far as to take on the dress and behavior of a
      philosopher by sleeping on the floor at night. (Which, apparently,
      made his mother rather unhappy.)

      

      We’ll never know for certain, but the story of his sleeping on the
      floor gives the impression that Aurelius had a natural curiosity
      and a desire to be a self-experimenter. If you told him, “Real
      philosophers sleep on the floor,” he wanted to try it out for
      himself.

      This same thought process is evident in many of his later
      writings. Aurelius believed that philosophy wasn’t merely something
      to think about, but that it should also be practiced.

      Today, Aurelius is perhaps best known for his collection of
      essays called Meditations (audiobook).
      Although we don’t know many details about Marcus’ day-to-day life,
      Meditations offers a glimpse into his mind, his habits,
      and his approach to life. The very act of writing
      Meditations, which took him at least 10 years, is evidence
      to his commitment to habit, consistency, and improvement.

      Many historians believe that Aurelius practiced writing as a
      daily habit, regardless of the circumstances. Some of his most
      famous passages were written from outposts and battlefields as he
      sought to expand the Roman Empire. It was through these essays that
      he shared his thoughts on how to balance the conflict of real life
      with the values of philosophy.

      Below, you’ll find a range of quotes from Marcus Aurelius on
      philosophy, habits, and life.

      Quotes from Marcus Aurelius

      On fulfilling your duty…

      Everything, a horse, a vine, is created for some duty. For
      what task, then, were you yourself created? A man’s true delight is
      to do the things he was made for.

      On dealing with criticism…

      You have power over your mind — not outside events. Realize
      this, and you will find strength.

      Everything we hear is an opinion, not a fact. Everything we
      see is a perspective, not the truth.

      You don’t have to turn this into something. It doesn’t have
      to upset you. Things can’t shape our decisions by
      themselves.

      I have often wondered how it is that every man loves himself
      more than all the rest of men, but yet sets less value on his own
      opinion of himself than on the opinion of others.

      On taking action…

      It is not death that a man should fear, but he should fear
      never beginning to live.

      Waste no more time arguing about what a good man should be.
      Be one.

      On asking for help…

      Don’t be ashamed to need help. Like a soldier storming a
      wall, you have a mission to accomplish. And if you’ve been wounded
      and you need a comrade to pull you up? So what?

      On living a good life…

      Your mind will be like its habitual thoughts; for the soul
      becomes dyed with the color of its thoughts. Soak it then in such
      trains of thoughts as, for example: Where life is possible at all,
      a right life is possible.

      When you arise in the morning think of what a privilege it
      is to be alive, to think, to enjoy, to love…

      Live a good life. If there are gods and they are just, then
      they will not care how devout you have been, but will welcome you
      based on the virtues you have lived by. If there are gods, but
      unjust, then you should not want to worship them. If there are no
      gods, then you will be gone, but will have lived a noble life that
      will live on in the memories of your loved ones.

      Note: I’ve been told this final quote has been incorrectly
      attributed to Marcus Aurelius, but I left it in because I still
      find it useful.

      Meditations by Marcus Aurelius

      For more ideas, quotes, and musings from Marcus Aurelius, I
      highly recommend reading his book, Meditations. As far as
      we know, it was written mostly for his own self-improvement, so it
      doesn’t follow a rigid structure of any type. That said, the book
      is widely regarded as one of the greatest texts on Stoic philosophy
      and I think any reader would find something useful to take away
      from it.

      Link: Meditations by Marcus
      Aurelius

      Masters of Habit is a series of mini-biographies on the
      rituals, routines, and mindsets of great athletes, artists, and
      leaders.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Rome Wasn't Built in a Day, But They Were Laying Bricks Every
      Hour

      
      John Heywood was an English playwright who lived hundreds of
      years ago.

      Today, Heywood is known for his poems, proverbs, and plays. But
      more than any one work, it’s his phrases that have made him famous.
      For example, here are some popular sayings that have been
      attributed to Heywood…

      
      	“Out of sight out of mind.”

      	“Better late than never.”

      	“The more the merrier.”

      	“Many hands make light work.”

      

      And there is one phrase from Heywood that is particularly
      interesting when it comes to building better habits:

      “Rome was not built in one day.”

      

      Typically, people use the phrase “Rome wasn’t built in a day” to
      remind someone of the time needed to create something great.

      And it’s true. It takes time — sometimes years — to master a
      skill, craft, or habit. And while it’s good to keep perspective on
      your dreams, I think it’s better to remember the other side of this
      story:

      Rome wasn’t built in a day, but they were laying bricks
      every hour.

      The problem is that it can be really easy to overestimate the
      importance of building your Roman empire and underestimate the
      importance of laying another brick.

      It’s just another brick. Why worry about it? Much better to
      think about the dream of Rome. Right?

      Actually Rome is just the result, the bricks are the system.
      The system is greater than
      the goal. Focusing on your habits is more important than
      worrying about your outcomes.

      Of course, there’s nothing necessarily impressive about laying a
      brick. It’s not a fantastic amount of work. It’s not a grand feat
      of strength or stamina or intelligence. Nobody is going to applaud
      you for it.

      But laying a brick every day, year after year? That’s how you
      build an empire.

      You can start
      small. You can focus on improving 1 percent each
      day. You can simply put in another rep.

      You don’t have to build everything you want today, but you do
      have to find a way to lay another brick.

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stick With Good Habits Even When Your Willpower is
      Gone

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Most people think that building better habits or
      changing your actions is all about willpower or motivation. But the more I
      learn, the more I believe that the number one driver of better
      habits and behavior change is the choice architecture of your
      environment.

      Let me drop some science into this article and show you what I
      mean…

      The Impact of Choice Architecture

      Anne Thorndike, a primary care physician at Massachusetts
      General Hospital in Boston, had a crazy idea. She believed she
      could improve the eating habits of thousands of hospital staff and
      visitors without changing their willpower or motivation in the
      slightest way. In fact, she didn’t plan on talking to them at
      all.

      Thorndike and her colleagues designed a six-month study to alter
      the “choice architecture” of the hospital cafeteria. They started
      by changing how drinks were arranged in the room. Originally, the
      refrigerators located next to the cash registers in the cafeteria
      were filled with only soda. The researchers added water as an
      option each one. Additionally, they placed baskets of bottled water
      next to the food stations throughout the room. Soda was still in
      the primary refrigerators, but water was now available at all drink
      locations.

      The image below depicts what the room looked like before the
      changes (Figure A) and after the changes (Figure B). The dark boxes
      indicate areas where bottled water is available.

      [image: choice architecture]
      What happened?

      Over the next three months, the number of soda sales at the
      hospital dropped by 11.4 percent. Meanwhile, sales of bottled water
      increased by 25.8 percent. They made similar adjustments—and saw
      similar results—with the food in the cafeteria. Nobody had said a
      word to anyone eating there.

      People often choose products not because of what they are, but
      because of where they are. If I walk into the kitchen and see a
      plate of cookies on the counter, I’ll pick up half a dozen and
      start eating, even if I hadn’t been thinking about them beforehand
      and didn’t necessarily feel hungry. If the communal table at the
      office is always filled with doughnuts and bagels, it’s going to be
      hard to not grab one every now and then. Your habits change
      depending on the room you are in and the cues in front of you.

      Environment is the invisible hand that shapes human behavior.
      Despite our unique personalities, certain behaviors tend to arise
      again and again under certain environmental conditions. In church,
      people tend to talk in whispers. On a dark street, people act wary
      and guarded. In this way, the most common form of change is not
      internal, but external: we are changed by the world around us.
      Every habit is context dependent.

      To Change Your Behavior, Change Your
      Environment

      Every habit is initiated by a cue, and we are
      more likely to notice cues that stand out. Unfortunately, the
      environments where we live and work often make it easy to
      not do certain actions because there is
      no obvious cue to trigger the behavior. It’s easy to
      not practice guitar when it’s
      tucked away in the closet. It’s easy to not read a book when the bookshelf is in the
      corner of the guest room. It’s easy to not take your vitamins when they are out of
      sight in the pantry. When the cues that spark a habit are subtle or
      hidden, they are easy to ignore.

      Thankfully, there is good news in this
      respect. You don’t have to be the victim of your environment. You
      can also be the architect of it.

      Here are a few ways you can redesign your environment and make
      the cues for your preferred habits more obvious:

      
      	If you want to remember to take your medication each night, put
      your pill bottle directly next to the faucet on the bathroom
      counter.

      	If you want to practice guitar more frequently, place your
      guitar stand in the middle of the living room.

      	If you want to remember to send more thank-you notes, keep a
      stack of stationery on your desk.

      	If you want to drink more water, fill up a few water bottles
      each morning and place them in common locations around the
      house.

      

      If you want to make a habit a big part of your life, make the
      cue a big part of your environment. The most persistent behaviors
      usually have multiple cues. Consider how many different ways a
      smoker could be prompted to pull out a cigarette: driving in the
      car, seeing a friend smoke, feeling stressed at work, and so
      on.

      The same strategy can be employed for good habits. By sprinkling
      triggers throughout your surroundings, you increase the odds that
      you’ll think about your habit throughout the day. Make sure the
      best choice is the most obvious one. Making a better decision is
      easy and natural when the cues for good habits are right in front
      of you.

      Environment design is powerful not only because it influences
      how we engage with the world but also because we rarely do it. Most
      people live in a world others have created for them. But you can
      alter the spaces where you live and work to increase your exposure
      to positive cues and reduce your exposure to negative ones.
      Environment design allows you to take back control and become
      the architect of your life. Be the designer of your world, and not
      merely the consumer of it.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 6 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why Trying to Be Perfect Won’t Help You Achieve Your Goals (And
      What Will)

      
      This article is an excerpt fromAtomic
      Habits.

      We all have goals that are important to us. But is it our drive
      to achieve a certain outcome that makes us better? Or something
      else entirely?

      In the book Art & Fear
      (audiobook),
      authors David Bayles and Ted Orland share a surprising story about
      a ceramics teacher. This story just might reframe the way you think
      about setting goals, making progress, and becoming better at the
      things that are important to you.

      The Danger of Aiming for
      Perfection

      On the first day of class, Jerry Uelsmann, a professor at the
      University of Florida, divided his film photography students into
      two groups.

      Everyone on the left side of the classroom, he explained, would
      be in the “quantity” group. They would be graded solely on the
      amount of work they produced. On the final day of class, he would
      tally the number of photos submitted by each student. One hundred
      photos would rate an A, ninety photos a B, eighty photos a C, and
      so on.

      Meanwhile, everyone on the right side of the room would be in
      the “quality” group. They would be graded only on the excellence of
      their work. They would only need to produce one photo during the
      semester, but to get an A, it had to be a nearly perfect image.

      At the end of the term, he was surprised to find that all the
      best photos were produced by the quantity group. During the
      semester, these students were busy taking photos, experimenting
      with composition and lighting, testing out various methods in the
      darkroom, and learning from their mistakes. In the process of
      creating hundreds of photos, they honed their skills. Meanwhile,
      the quality group sat around speculating about perfection. In the
      end, they had little to show for their efforts other than
      unverified theories and one mediocre photo.

      It is easy to get bogged down trying to find the optimal plan
      for change: the fastest way to lose weight, the best program to
      build muscle, the perfect idea for a side hustle. We are so focused
      on figuring out the best approach that we never get around to
      taking action. As Voltaire once wrote, “The best is the enemy of
      the good.”

      Start With Repetitions, Not Goals

      It’s not just art studios where repetitions matter. Whenever you
      put in
      consistent work and learn from your mistakes, incredible
      progress is the result.

      This is why I force myself to write a new article every Monday
      and Thursday. I can’t predict which articles will be useful, but I
      know that if I write two per week, then sometimes I’ll hit the
      bullseye.

      And it works the same way with almost any goal you could
      have…

      Art. If you want to be a great photographer,
      you could go on a quest to take one perfect photo each day. Or you
      could take 100 photos per day, learn from your mistakes, and hone
      your craft.

      Strength. If you want to be stronger, you could
      analyze every movement and phase of your technique until you’re
      blue in the face. Or, you could get under the bar, learn from your
      mistakes, and focus on doing more reps.

      Writing. If you want to write a best-selling
      book, then you could spend 10 years trying to write one perfect
      book. Or, you could write one book each year, learn from your
      mistakes, and trust that your books will get better each time.

      Business. If you want to be a successful
      entrepreneur, you could scheme and think and try to plan out the
      perfect business idea. Or, you could try to get one customer, learn
      from your mistakes, and experiment with new ideas until something
      comes easily.

      It’s not the quest to achieve one perfect goal that makes you
      better, it’s the skills you develop from doing a volume of
      work.

      In other words, when you think about your goals, don’t just
      consider the outcome you want. Focus on the repetitions that lead
      to that place. Focus on the piles of work that come before the
      success. Focus on the hundreds of ceramic pots that come before the
      masterpiece.

      Put in Your Reps

      When you look at goals this way, you start to realize that
      setting up a system for putting your reps in is more important than
      choosing a goal.

      Everyone wants to make progress. And there is only one way to do
      it: put in your reps.

      The goal is just an event — something that you can’t totally
      control or predict. But the reps are what can make the event
      happen. If you ignore the outcomes and focus only on the
      repetitions, you’ll still get results. If you ignore the goals and
      build habits instead, the outcomes will be there anyway.

      Forget about the goals this year. What is your plan for getting
      in the reps you need? What is your schedule for putting in a volume
      of work on the things that are important to you?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 11 of my
      bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Forget About Setting Goals. Focus on This Instead.

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Prevailing wisdom claims that the best way to achieve what we
      want in life—getting into better shape, building a successful
      business, relaxing more and worrying less, spending more time with
      friends and family—is to set specific, actionable goals.

      For many years, this was how I approached my habits too. Each
      one was a goal to be reached. I set goals for the grades I wanted
      to get in school, for the weights I wanted to lift in the gym, for
      the profits I wanted to earn in business. I succeeded at a few, but
      I failed at a lot of them. Eventually, I began to realize that my
      results had very little to do with the goals I set and nearly
      everything to do with the systems I followed.

      
      	If you’re a coach, your goal might be to win a championship.
      Your system is the way you recruit players, manage your assistant
      coaches, and conduct practice.

      	If you’re an entrepreneur, your goal might be to build a
      million-dollar business. Your system is how you test product ideas,
      hire employees, and run marketing campaigns.

      	If you’re a musician, your goal might be to play a new piece.
      Your system is how often you practice, how you break down and
      tackle difficult measures, and your method for receiving feedback
      from your instructor.

      

      [image: Forget about setting goals, focus on your systems instead. ]

      Now for the interesting question: if you completely ignored your
      goals and focused only on your system, would you still succeed? For
      example, if you were a basketball coach and you ignored your goal
      to win a championship and focused only on what your team does at
      practice each day, would you still get results?

      I think you would.

      The goal in any sport is to finish with the best score, but it
      would be ridiculous to spend the whole game staring at the
      scoreboard. The only way to actually win is to get better each day.
      In the words of three-time Super Bowl winner Bill Walsh, “The score
      takes care of itself.” The same is true for other areas of life. If
      you want better results, then forget about setting goals. Focus on
      your system instead.

      What do I mean by this? Are goals completely useless? Of course
      not. Goals are good for setting a direction, but systems are best
      for making progress. A handful of problems arise when you spend too
      much time thinking about your goals and not enough time designing
      your systems.

      Problem #1: Winners and losers have the same
      goals.

      Goal setting suffers from a serious case of survivorship bias.
      We concentrate on the people who end up winning—the survivors—and
      mistakenly assume that ambitious goals led to their success while
      overlooking all of the people who had the same objective but didn’t
      succeed.

      Every Olympian wants to win a gold medal. Every candidate wants
      to get the job. And if successful and unsuccessful people share the
      same goals, then the goal cannot be what differentiates the winners
      from the losers. It wasn’t the goal of winning the Tour de France
      that propelled the British Cyclists to the top of the sport.
      Presumably, they had wanted to win the race every year before—just
      like every other professional team. The goal had always been there.
      It was only when they implemented a system of continuous small
      improvements that they achieved a different outcome.

      Problem #2: Achieving a goal is only a momentary
      change.

      Imagine you have a messy room and you set a goal to clean it. If
      you summon the energy to tidy up, then you will have a clean
      room—for now. But if you maintain the same sloppy, pack-rat habits
      that led to a messy room in the first place, soon you’ll be looking
      at a new pile of clutter and hoping for another burst of
      motivation. You’re left chasing the same outcome because you never
      changed the system behind it. You treated a symptom without
      addressing the cause.

      Achieving a goal only changes your life for the moment. That’s
      the counterintuitive thing about improvement. We think we need to
      change our results, but the results are not the problem. What we
      really need to change are the systems that cause those results.
      When you solve problems at the results level, you only solve them
      temporarily. In order to improve for good, you need to solve
      problems at the systems level. Fix the inputs and the outputs will
      fix themselves.

      Problem #3: Goals restrict your happiness.

      The implicit assumption behind any goal is this: “Once I reach
      my goal, then I’ll be happy.” The problem with a goals-first
      mentality is that you’re continually putting happiness off until
      the next milestone. I’ve slipped into this trap so many times I’ve
      lost count. For years, happiness was always something for my future
      self to enjoy. I promised myself that once I gained twenty pounds
      of muscle or after my business was featured in the New York Times,
      then I could finally relax.

      Furthermore, goals create an “either-or” conflict: either you
      achieve your goal and are successful or you fail and you are a
      disappointment. You mentally box yourself into a narrow version of
      happiness. This is misguided. It is unlikely that your actual path
      through life will match the exact journey you had in mind when you
      set out. It makes no sense to restrict your satisfaction to one
      scenario when there are many paths to success.

      A systems-first mentality provides the antidote. When you fall
      in love with the process rather than the product, you don’t have to
      wait to give yourself permission to be happy. You can be satisfied
      anytime your system is running. And a system can be successful in
      many different forms, not just the one you first envision.

      Problem #4: Goals are at odds with long-term
      progress.

      Finally, a goal-oriented mind-set can create a “yo-yo” effect.
      Many runners work hard for months, but as soon as they cross the
      finish line, they stop training. The race is no longer there to
      motivate them. When all of your hard work is focused on a
      particular goal, what is left to push you forward after you achieve
      it? This is why many people find themselves reverting to their old
      habits after accomplishing a goal.

      The purpose of setting goals is to win the game. The purpose of
      building systems is to continue playing the game. True long-term
      thinking is goal-less thinking. It’s not about any single
      accomplishment. It is about the cycle of endless refinement and
      continuous improvement. Ultimately, it is your commitment to the
      process that will determine your progress.

      Fall In Love With Systems

      None of this is to say that goals are useless. However, I’ve
      found that goals are good for planning your progress and
      systems are good for actually making progress.

      Goals can provide direction and even push you forward in the
      short-term, but eventually a well-designed system will always win.
      Having a system is what matters. Committing to the process is what
      makes the difference.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 1 of my New York
      Times bestselling
      bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Do the Painful Things First

      
      Before I became an entrepreneur, I went to business school.
      While studying for my MBA, there was one lesson that I learned
      which has proved to be useful over and over again in my life.

      I was sitting in a marketing class and we were discussing ways
      to design a wonderful customer experience. The goal was not merely
      to provide decent service, but to delight the customer.

      Behavioral scientists have discovered that one of the most
      effective ways to create an enjoyable experience is to stack the
      painful parts of the experience early in the process.
      Psychologically, we prefer experiences that improve over time. That
      means it’s better for the annoying parts of a purchase to happen
      early in the experience. Furthermore, we don’t enjoy it when
      painful experiences are drawn out or repeated.

      Here are some examples…

      
      	If you’re at the doctor’s office it’s better to combine the
      pain of waiting into one segment. The wait will feel shorter to
      your brain if you spend 20 minutes in the waiting room rather than
      spending 10 minutes in the waiting room and 10 minutes in the exam
      room.

      	People enjoy all-inclusive vacations because they pay one lump
      sum at the beginning (the pain) and the rest of the trip is divided
      into positive experiences, excursions, and parties. In the words of
      my professor, all-inclusive vacations “segment the pleasure and
      combine the pain.”

      	If you’re a professional service provider (lawyer, insurance
      agent, freelancer, etc.) it is better to give the bad news to your
      clients first and finish with the good news. Clients will remember
      an experience more favorably if you start weak but finish on a high
      note, rather than starting strong and ending poorly.

      

      These examples had me thinking…

      If you can make a customer experience more delightful, why not
      make your life experiences more delightful? How can you take
      advantage of the way your brain processes painful and annoying
      experiences, and use that knowledge to boost happiness and live a
      better life?

      To Boost Happiness, Stack the Pain

      A delightful customer experience combines the painful
      experiences into a single segment that occurs early in the process
      and then improves over time. If you want to increase your happiness
      and have a more delightful day, you can do the same thing.

      Here is an example…

      On a normal day, you might have something annoying or painful to
      do (like paying the bills). And you also might have something good
      happen to you (like a friend sending you a thoughtful email).

      If you read the email on your lunch break and then pay the bills
      when you get home from work, you will remember your day as going
      from a good experience to a bad experience. That’s the opposite of
      what you want.

      However, if you decide to stack the pain early in your day — for
      example, if you pay your bills in the morning before you go to work
      and then read the email from your friend on your lunch break — you
      will remember your day as going from bad to good. As a result,
      you’ll feel happier because your brain likes it when experiences
      improve as time goes on.

      This same principle can be applied in dozens of ways throughout
      your day.

      
      	When you’re working on a project, cleaning the house, or doing
      homework, start with the task that you dislike the most. Once that
      is out of the way, your experience will improve and you’ll finish
      with a more satisfied feeling. (For more on this, seeThe Only Productivity Tip
      You’ll Ever Need andThe Ivy Lee Method: The Daily
      Routine Experts Recommend for Peak Productivity).

      	When you’re trying to start a new habit, combine the
      pain of starting into a small segment. For example, in this
      article I discussed how one woman eliminated the pain points
      that prevented her from exercising consistently. By reducing the
      pain she felt at the beginning, it was more likely that she would
      follow through.

      	When you go to the gym, start with the exercise you dislike the
      most. With the hardest exercise out of the way, your experience
      will improve throughout the workout and you’ll be more likely to
      remember your workout as positive. And when you remember your
      workouts as positive, it’s more likely that you’ll show up next
      time and workout again.

      

      Stacking the Pain for the Long-Term

      It’s easy to worry about making the right choices with your
      life. However, if you choose to pursue things where the pain of the
      experience is largely in the beginning — like building a business,
      losing weight, or creating art — then you will tend to look back on
      those experiences fondly because they improve over time.

      By comparison, doing things like trying to beat the stock market
      or become a professional gambler are very inconsistent. They can
      provide big wins, but they can also provide big losses at any time.
      The pain isn’t necessarily in the beginning. Because of this, these
      experiences are less likely to make you happy over the
      long-run.

      Of course, that can be easy to forget when you’re struggling to
      succeed with other goals. In the beginning, it can be easy to feel
      like, “Building a business is so hard, why shouldn’t I try to
      beat the stock market?”

      Understanding this difference can help you stay on track and
      continue to master your habits even when the day-to-day grind gets
      frustrating.

      
      	It might be painful now to put in the work required to get in
      shape or become a better athlete, but as your skills improve over
      time you’ll remember the experience as a positive one.

      	It might be painful now to create bad art, but as you master
      your craft and your work gets better you’ll remember the experience
      as a positive one.

      	It might be painful now to battle through the uncertain early
      years of entrepreneurship, but as you learn to build a stable
      business you’ll remember the experience as a positive one.

      

      Choosing to front-load pain and discomfort isn’t just a choice
      that applies to daily tasks and errands. It can also be used to
      nudge you toward the goals you have that you tend to procrastinate
      on.

      Where to Go From Here

      If you’re anything like me, you want to get to the end of your
      life and remember it as being joyful and happy. Given what we know
      about behavioral
      psychology, we are more likely to remember our lives as happy
      if they improve over time.

      This is one reason why working through the pain of learning new
      skills for your job, training to become stronger and healthier, and
      putting in the time required to master your craft is worthwhile. In
      the beginning, you may feel stupid while learning a new skill or
      frustrated while sacrificing current pleasure for a future payoff,
      but when you make the choice to go through the pain early, you get
      to enjoy the benefit of delight later on.

      The path to a delightful life looks a lot like the path to a
      delightful customer experience. It starts off with a few painful
      experiences and improves over time. Using this strategy allows you
      to move toward happiness even when there are annoying or painful
      things you have to get done.

      All the more reason to stop
      procrastinating, get the bad experiences out of the way early,
      and take on the hard stuff now.

      

    

  
    

    
      3 Simple Things You Can Do Right Now to Build Better
      Habits

      
      It can be difficult to build good habits.

      That’s especially true if you want to stick with them for the
      long-term. Thankfully, there are a few simple strategies that you
      can use to build good
      habits and break bad ones.

      I’m not going to pretend like these ideas are the only way to
      build good habits — there are plenty of others out there — but
      these simple steps can help you make progress with most of the
      goals you have for your health, your work, and your life.

      And with that in mind, here are 3 things that you can do right
      now to build good habits.

      1. Start with a habit that is so easy you can’t
      say no.

      The most important part of building a new habit is staying
      consistent. It doesn’t matter how well you perform on any
      individual day. Sustained effort is what makes the real
      difference.

      For that reason, when you start a new habit it should be so easy
      that you can’t say no to it. In fact, when starting a new behavior
      is should be so easy that it’s almost laughable.

      
      	Want to build an exercise habit? Your goal is to exercise for 1
      minute today.

      	Want to start a writing habit? Your goal is to write three
      sentences today.

      	Want to create a healthy eating habit? Your goal is to eat one
      healthy meal this week.

      

      It doesn’t matter if you start small because there will be
      plenty of time to pick up the intensity later. You don’t need to
      join a CrossFit gym, write a book, or change your entire diet at
      the very beginning.

      It’s easy to compare yourself to what others are doing or to
      feel the urge to optimize your performance and do more. Don’t let
      those feelings pull you off course. Prove to yourself that you can
      stick to something small for 30 days. Then, once you are on a roll
      and remaining consistent, you can worry about increasing the
      difficulty.

      In the beginning, performance is irrelevant. Doing something
      impressive once or twice isn’t going to matter if you never stick
      with it for the long-run. Make your new habit so easy that you
      can’t say no.

      Further Reading: Why
      is it So Hard to Stick to Good Habits?

      2. Take some time to understand exactly what is
      holding you back.

      I recently spoke with a reader named Jane. She wanted to
      exercise consistently, but had always thought that she was, in her
      words, “the type of person who didn’t like to workout.”

      Jane decided to break the habit down and realized that it wasn’t
      actually exercising that bothered her. Instead, she didn’t like the
      hassle of getting ready for the gym, driving somewhere for 20
      minutes, and then working out. She also didn’t enjoy going to a
      public place and working out in front of other people. Those were
      the real barriers that prevented her exercise habit.

      Once she realized this, Jane thought about how she could make
      exercising easier. She bought a yoga video and started exercising
      at home two nights per week. She was also a teacher and her school
      offered an exercise class for the faculty after school. She started
      going to that class because it meant that she didn’t have to drive
      somewhere else or put in a lot of prep time just to workout.

      Jane has been sticking to her workout routine for months now.
      She says, “You might not be able to fix everything you don’t like,
      but figuring out how to work around one or two of those hurdles
      might provide the push you need to get over the hump and stick with
      your goals.”

      The people who stick with good habits understand exactly what is
      holding them back.

      You might think that you’re the “type of person who doesn’t like
      working out” or the “type of person who is unorganized” or the
      “type of person who gives in to cravings and eats sweets.” But in
      most cases, you’re not destined to fail in those areas. Instead of
      making a blanket statement about your habits, break them down into
      smaller pieces and think about which areas are preventing you from
      becoming consistent.

      Once you know the specific parts of the process that hold you
      back, you can begin to develop a solution to solve that
      problem.

      Further Reading: How to Start New
      Habits That Actually Stick

      3. Develop a plan for when you fail.

      Dan John, a popular strength and conditioning coach, often tells
      his athletes, “You’re not good enough to be disappointed.” The same
      is true when you build a new habit. What were you expecting? To
      succeed without fail from the very beginning? To be perfect even
      when people who have been doing this for years make mistakes on a
      regular basis?

      You have to learn to not judge yourself or feel guilty when you
      make a mistake, and instead focus on developing a plan to get back
      on track as quickly as possible.

      Here are three strategies that might help…

      
      	Set schedules rather than a
      deadlines.

      	Forget about performance and focus on building a new
      identity.

      	Make this your new motto: “Never miss twice.”

      

      I find the “never miss twice” mindset to be particularly useful.
      Maybe I’ll miss one workout, but I’m not going to miss two in a
      row. Maybe I’ll eat an entire pizza, but I’ll follow it up with a
      healthy meal. Maybe I’ll forget to meditate today, but tomorrow
      morning I’ll be oozing with Zen.

      Slipping up on your habits doesn’t make you a failure. It makes
      you normal. What separates top performers from everyone else is
      that they get back on track quickly. Make sure you have a plan for
      when you fail.

      Further Reading: 7 Strategies to Help You
      Bounce Back After Slipping Up

      Want More Ideas For Building Good Habits?

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build good habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Willpower Works: How to Avoid Bad Decisions

      
      Why do we make unhealthy and unproductive choices — even when we
      know we should do better?

      If you ask most people, they will say that poor choices are a
      result of a “lack of willpower.”

      But research from Columbia University is beginning to reveal
      that willpower doesn’t quite work that way.

      In fact, you may be surprised just how much small daily
      decisions impact the willpower you have for
      important choices. And most importantly, it turns out there are
      simple choices you can make that will help you master your
      willpower and make better decisions on a more consistent basis.

      Why Some Criminals Don’t Get a Fair Hearing

      In a research
      study published by the National Academy of Sciences,
      psychologists examined the factors that impact whether or not a
      judge approves a criminal for parole.

      The researchers examined 1,112 judicial rulings over a 10-month
      period. All of the rulings were made by a parole board judge, who
      was determining whether or not to allow the criminal to be released
      from prison on parole. (In some cases, the criminal was asking not
      for a release, but rather for a change in parole terms.)

      Now, you might assume that the judges were influenced by factors
      like the type of crime committed or the particular laws that were
      broken.

      But the researchers found exactly the opposite. The choices made
      by judges are impacted by all types of things that shouldn’t have
      an effect in the courtroom. Most notably, the time of day.

      What the researchers found was that at the beginning of the day,
      a judge was likely to give a favorable ruling about 65 percent of
      the time. However, as the morning wore on and the judge became
      drained from making more and more decisions, the likelihood of a
      criminal getting a favorable ruling steadily dropped to zero.

      After taking a lunch break, however, the judge would return to
      the courtroom refreshed and the likelihood of a favorable ruling
      would immediately jump back up to 65 percent. And then, as the
      hours moved on, the percentage of favorable rulings would fall back
      down to zero by the end of the day.

      This trend held true for more than 1,100 cases. It didn’t matter
      what the crime was — murder, rape, theft, embezzlement — a criminal
      was much more likely to get a favorable response if their parole
      hearing was scheduled in the morning (or immediately after a food
      break) than if it was scheduled near the end of a long session.

      The figure below depicts the odds that a judge will make a
      favorable ruling based on the time of the day. The dotted lines
      signify food breaks taken throughout the day.

      [image: willpower and decision fatigue]
      What’s Going on Here?

      As it turns out, your willpower is like a muscle. And similar to
      the muscles in your body, willpower can get fatigued when you use
      it over and over again. Every time you make a decision, it’s like
      doing another rep in the gym. And similar to how your muscles get
      tired at the end of a workout, the strength of your willpower fades
      as you make more decisions.

      Researchers often refer to this phenomenon as decision fatigue.
      When the judge on a parole board experiences decision fatigue, they
      deny more parole requests.

      This makes sense. When your willpower is fading and your brain
      is tired of making decisions, it’s easier just to say no and keep
      everyone locked up than it is to debate whether or not someone is
      trustworthy enough to leave prison. At the beginning of the day, a
      judge will give each case a fair shot. But as their energy starts
      to fade? Deny, deny, deny.

      Here’s why this is important for you…

      Do You Suffer From Decision Fatigue?

      Decision fatigue happens every day in your life as well. If you
      have a particularly decision-heavy day at work, then you come home
      feeling drained. You might want to go to the gym and
      workout, but your brain would rather default to the easy decision:
      sit on the couch. That’s decision fatigue.

      The same thing is true if you find it hard to muster up the
      willpower to work on your side business at night or to cook a
      healthy meal for dinner.

      And while decision fatigue is something that we all deal with,
      there are a few ways that you can organize your life and design
      your day to master your willpower.

      5 Ways to Overcome Decision Fatigue and Boost
      Willpower

      1. Plan daily decisions the night before.

      There will always be decisions that pop up each day that you
      can’t plan for. That’s fine. It’s just part of life.

      But for most of us, the decisions that drain us are the ones
      that we make over and over and over again. Wasting precious
      willpower these decisions — which could be automated or planned in
      advance — is one reason why many people feel so drained at the end
      of the day.

      For example, decisions like…

      What am I going to wear to work? What should I eat for
      breakfast? Should I go to the dry cleaner before or after work? And
      so on.

      All of those examples above, can be decided in 3 minutes or less
      the night before, which means you won’t be wasting your willpower
      on those choices the next day. Taking time to plan out, simplify,
      and design the repeated daily decisions will give you more mental
      space to make the important choices each day.

      2. Do the most important thing first.

      If there was the most important court case in the world, when
      would you want the judge to hear it?

      Based on the research above, first thing in the morning. You’d
      want their best attention, energy, and focus to go toward the
      decisions that were most important.

      The same thing goes for your work and life. What’s the most
      important thing for you right now?

      Is it getting in shape? Is it building your business? Is it
      writing that book you have inside of you? Is it learning to
      eliminate stress and relax?

      Whatever it is for you, put your best energy toward it. If you
      have to wake up 30 minutes earlier, then do that. Start your day by working on the
      most important thing in your life.

      I’ve written previously about the importance of morning routines and
      time management,
      this research on willpower is just another reason to work on the
      most important things first.

      3. Stop making decisions. Start making
      commitments.

      I think advice like, “you just need to decide to do it” gets
      dished around too much.

      Yes, of course you need to decide to do the things that are
      important to you, but more than that you need to schedule them into
      your life.

      We all have things that we say are important to us.

      “I really want to scale my business.”

      “I really want to lose 40 pounds.”

      “I really want to get started on XYZ.”

      Unfortunately, most of us simply hope that we’ll have the
      willpower and motivation to make the right decisions each day.

      Rather than hoping that I’ll make the right choice each day,
      I’ve found much more success by scheduling the things that are
      important to me.

      For example, my schedule for writing is Monday and Thursday. My
      schedule for weightlifting is Monday, Wednesday, Friday. On any
      given Monday, I don’t have to decide whether I’m going to write.
      It’s already on the schedule. And I’m not hoping that I’ll have
      enough willpower to make it to the gym. It’s just where I go on
      Mondays at 6pm.

      If you sit back and hope that you’ll be able to make the right
      decisions each day, then you will certainly fall victim to decision
      fatigue and a lack of willpower.

      4. If you have to make good decisions later in the day,
      then eat something first.

      It’s no coincidence that the judges became better decision
      makers after eating. Now, if you cram french fries into your veins
      every day, then I doubt that you’ll enjoy the same results. But
      taking a break to feed your brain is a wonderful way to boost
      willpower.

      This is especially important because although it’s great to do
      the most important thing first, it’s not always possible to
      organize your day like that.

      When you want to get better decisions from your mind, put
      better food into
      your body.

      5. Simplify.

      Whether you are trying to reach the highest level of performance
      or just want to start eating a healthy diet, the biggest
      frustration for most people is the feeling that you need to use
      willpower on an hourly basis.

      Find ways to simplify your life. If
      something isn’t important to you, eliminate it. Making decisions
      about unimportant things, even if you have the time to do so, isn’t
      a benign task. It’s pulling precious energy and willpower from the
      things that matter.

      Willpower is one area of life where you can most certainly
      improve your output by reducing the number of inputs.

      The Bottom Line

      Willpower isn’t something you have or something you lack. It
      rises and falls. And while it’s impossible to maximize your
      willpower for every moment of every day, it is possible to make a
      few changes to your day and your routine so that you can get the
      most of your decisions and make consistent progress on the things
      that are important to you.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stick to Your Goals When Life Gets Crazy

      
      I played baseball in college. During the offseason, my teammates
      and I would battle through friendly Strongman competitions where we
      would flip a giant tractor tire, drag a sled full of weights, and
      generally push, pull, and throw heavy, oddly-shaped things.

      Occasionally, there would be an event where someone would
      complain about “not being built for this” or about “not training
      for this type of thing.”

      Eventually, my roommate responded to the whining with a simple
      phrase: “Train for chaos.”

      “Train for chaos” was a simple way of saying, “Don’t tell me
      that the circumstances aren’t ideal. Tell me that you’re going to
      make it your responsibility to be better prepared next time.”

      You may not find yourself flipping tractor tires anytime soon,
      but you can adapt this philosophy from “train for chaos” to “plan
      for chaos.” I find that this mentality can be incredibly useful
      when it comes to sticking to your goals and living a healthy life —
      especially when life gets busy.

      Here’s how you can use this idea…

      Plan for Chaos

      Let’s say that you have a goal that you want to stick to
      consistently. For example, working out three
      times per week or meditating for five minutes each morning.

      If everything goes as planned, then sticking to your goal isn’t
      too difficult. If you wake up on time, then you should have the
      extra five minutes to meditate in the morning. If rush hour traffic
      isn’t bad, then you should be able to make it to the gym before
      going to your kid’s performance tonight.

      Basically, if there aren’t any unexpected interruptions, then it
      just comes down to getting started.

      But when life gets busy and chaos starts to happen, that’s when
      we start to come up with excuses. Phrases like “I wasn’t expecting
      X to happen…” start creeping into your life and you end up pushing
      off the goals that you said were important.

      The chaos and unpredictability of life is one of the factors
      that makes sticking to your goals difficult. Which brings us to the
      important questions…

      How can you stay consistent when day-to-day life is so
      unpredictable? How can you plan for chaos?

      Reduce the Scope, Stick to the Schedule

      As you probably know, my writing schedule is to publish a new
      article every Monday and Thursday on JamesClear.com.

      Last April, I was traveling internationally when I had a
      terrible case of food poisoning. I wanted to publish a good article
      that day, but this unexpected sickness made things difficult. So, I
      told myself, “If I don’t have a post written before 11pm, then I’ll
      publish one letting people know that it’s coming later this
      week.”

      A few hours later, I published an article that said, “This
      post is coming!” I hated publishing something that wasn’t
      useful, but I still proved to myself that I could stick to the
      schedule even when the circumstances weren’t ideal.

      I’ve written previously about adopting the mentality of
      “reducing the scope,
      but sticking to the schedule.” The basic idea is that on any
      given day it is more important to stick to your schedule than it is
      to meet your expectations.

      For example, my expectation is to write a useful article every
      Monday and Thursday. But it’s more important that I stick to the
      schedule and maintain my
      habit for the long-term than it is for every post to be
      incredible.

      In my experience, the If-Then Technique is one of the best ways
      to stick to your schedule when life gets crazy.

      The If-Then Technique

      The If-Then Technique is the perfect way to plan for chaos and
      stick to your goals even when life gets crazy. Why? Because it
      forces you to create a strategy for reducing the scope, but
      sticking to the schedule before you actually need to do
      so.

      All you need to do is complete this phrase: “If [something
      unexpected], then [your response].”

      For example…

      
      	If I don’t wake up in time to run tomorrow morning, then I’ll
      run after work.

      	If I can’t make it to yoga during my lunch break, then I’ll
      take a stretching break this afternoon.

      	If I buy something unhealthy for lunch, then I’ll cook a
      healthy meal for dinner.

      

      The If-Then Technique forces you to consider the unpredictable
      circumstances that so often enter our daily lives. And that means
      you have fewer excuses for doing nothing and more options for
      sticking to your goals.

      You can also use this technique as a way to plan for poor
      performances as well. For example, a basketball player could say,
      “If I miss 10 free throws at practice, then I’ll visualize myself
      making 20 free throws before I fall asleep tonight.”

      It’s a useful way of forcing yourself to consider how you will
      practice
      deliberately rather than just putting your time.

      Where to Go From Here

      Having a busy day, dealing with unexpected delays, getting sick,
      and traveling for work are just a few of the thousands of tiny
      emergencies that prevent most people from sticking to their goals.
      It doesn’t have to be that way, though.

      If you choose to plan for chaos and use The If-Then Technique to
      outline ways that you can “reduce the scope, but stick to the
      schedule,” then you can find options for staying on-task even when
      your day gets off-course.

      When you can’t do it all, do something small.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stay Focused When You Get Bored Working Toward Your
      Goals

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      We all have goals and dreams, but it can be difficult to stay
      focused and stick with them.

      Each week, I hear from people who say things like, “I start with
      good intentions, but I can’t seem to maintain my consistency for a
      long period of time.”

      Or, they will say, “I struggle with mental endurance. I get
      started but I can’t seem to follow through and stay focused for
      very long.”

      Don’t worry. I’m just as guilty of this as anyone else.

      For example, I’ll start one project, work on it for a little
      bit, then lose focus and try something else. And then I’ll lose
      focus on my new goal and try something else. And on and on. When
      everything is said and done, I’ve stopped and started so many times
      that I never really made much progress.

      Maybe you have felt this way too.

      This problem reminds me of a lesson I learned while working out
      one day…

      The Myth of Passion and Motivation

      On this particular day in the gym, there was a coach visiting
      who had worked with thousands of athletes over his long career,
      including some nationally-ranked athletes and Olympians.

      I introduced myself and we began talking
      about the process of improvement.

      “What’s the difference between the best
      athletes and everyone else?” I asked. “What do the really
      successful people do that most don’t?”

      He mentioned the factors you might expect:
      genetics, luck, talent. But then he said something I wasn’t
      expecting: “At some point it comes down to who can handle the
      boredom of training every day, doing the same lifts over and over
      and over.”

      His answer surprised me because it’s a
      different way of thinking about work ethic. People talk about
      getting “amped up” to work on their goals. Whether it’s business or
      sports or art, you hear people say things like, “It all comes down
      to passion.” Or, “You have to really want it.” As a result, many of
      us get depressed when we lose focus or motivation because we think
      that successful people have some bottomless reserve of passion. But
      this coach was saying that really successful people feel the same lack of motivation as everyone else.
      The difference is that they still find a way to show up despite the
      feelings of boredom.

      According to him, it’s this ability to do the work when it’s not
      easy that separates the top performers from everyone else. That’s
      the difference
      between professionals and amateurs.

      Working When Work Isn’t Easy

      Anyone can work hard when they feel motivated.

      When I was an athlete, I loved going to practice the week after
      a big win. Who wouldn’t? Your coach is happy, your teammates are
      pumped up, and you feel like you can beat anyone. As an
      entrepreneur, I love working when customers are rolling in and
      things are going well. Getting results has a way of propelling you
      forward.

      But what about when you’re bored? What about when the work isn’t
      easy? What about when it feels like nobody is paying attention or
      you’re not getting the results you want?

      Are you willing to work through 10 years of
      silence?

      It’s the ability to work when work isn’t easy that makes the
      difference.

      It’s Not the Event, It’s the Process

      All too often, we think our goals are all about the result. We
      see success as an event that can be achieved and completed.

      Here are some common examples…

      
      	Many people see health as an event: “If I just lose 20
      pounds, then I’ll be in shape.”

      	Many people see entrepreneurship as an event: “If we could
      get our business featured in the New York Times, then we’d be
      set.”

      	Many people see art as an event: “If I could just get my
      work featured in a bigger gallery, then I’d have the credibility I
      need.”

      

      Those are just a few of the many ways that we categorize success
      as a single event.

      But if you look at the people who are consistently achieving
      their goals, you start to realize that it’s not the events or the
      results that make them different. It’s their commitment to the
      process. They fall in love with the daily practice, not the
      individual event.

      What’s funny, of course, is that this focus on the process is
      what will allow you to enjoy the results anyway…

      If you want to be a great writer, then having a
      best-selling book is wonderful. But the only way to reach that
      result is to fall in love with the process of writing.

      If you want the world to know about your
      business, then it would be great to be featured in
      Forbes magazine. But the only way to reach that result is
      to fall in love with the process of marketing.

      If you want to be in the best shape of your
      life, then losing 20 pounds might be necessary. But the
      only way to reach that result is to fall in love with the process
      of eating healthy and exercising consistently.

      If you want to become significantly better at
      anything, you have to fall in love with the process of
      doing it. You have to fall in love with building the
      identity of someone who does the work, rather than merely
      dreaming about the results that you want.

      In other words…

      Fall in love with boredom. Fall in love with repetition and
      practice. Fall in love with the process of what you do and let the
      results take care of themselves.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 19 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      What to Do When You Want to Build Better Habits But Can't Get
      Started

      
      It was 1978.

      In the years that would follow, Dean Hovey would meet with Steve
      Jobs and design the first mouse for Apple Computer. But today, he
      was a junior at Stanford University, majoring in Product Design,
      and he was sitting in drawing class.

      His professor, Jan Molenkamp, asked if Dean could draw the roof
      of Stanford’s famous Hoover Tower from memory. “Without looking,
      can you draw Hoover Tower’s roof? Can you recall its shape, color,
      and texture?”

      Hovey was surprised. He wasn’t sure what to draw. Years later,
      he would write…

      
      For the past three years, I had been a student at the University
      and ridden my bicycle or walked by Hoover Tower hundreds of times.
      Yet I couldn’t confidently state the roof’s shape or its color, or
      composition. While I’d seen it a hundred times — I really hadn’t.
      (Source)

      

      Even though Hoover Tower was part of Dean’s daily life, he
      wasn’t really aware of it.

      I find that our habits often work the same way. We fall into
      certain patterns and routines — sometimes good, sometimes bad —
      without really being aware of the factors that are driving our
      choices and actions.

      More importantly, just as Dean Hovey couldn’t draw the tower
      without first being aware of it, you and I can’t master our habits without first
      being aware of the decisions and actions we are taking on a daily
      basis. Awareness is the first and most critical piece for building
      good habits and breaking bad ones. Without awareness, even the most
      intelligent and talented people can struggle to make the right
      decisions on a consistent basis.

      This may have you wondering…

      What can you do to raise your
      levels of awareness? How can you change your bad
      habits if you’re not aware of them in the first place?

      Again, I don’t claim to have all the answers, but here is one
      tactic that has worked for me…

      

      To Build Better Habits, Measure Something

      
      What gets measured, gets managed.

      —Peter Drucker

      

      If you’re serious about making change, then you can’t sit around
      and hope to magically become aware of the important things.
      Instead, you need to make an active effort to measure and track
      what you’re doing and how you’re doing it.

      This is much simpler than you might think and it’s also one of
      the best ways to kickstart new behaviors. Here are a few
      examples…

      Exercise — I have a good streak going with
      weightlifting right now. I’ve trained at least once per week for
      over a year (which includes travel to Istanbul,
      Moscow,
      Italy,
      South
      Carolina, Portland, and a handful of other places). And for the
      last four months in particular, I have been in the gym at least 3
      times per week.

      It all started when I began tracking my pushup workouts. That
      simple action prompted me to track the rest of my training with a
      more watchful eye. It sounds so simple, but writing down how many
      days I was training each week helped me get my butt in the gym more
      consistently. (And along the way, I doubled the amount of pushups I
      could do.)

      Further reading: 6 Truths About
      Exercise That Nobody Wants to Believe

      Writing — Before November 2012, I
      thought that I was writing consistently, but I wasn’t.
      Eventually, I decided to measure my writing output and realized
      that I was unpredictable and erratic. I wrote when I felt motivated
      or inspired, which turned out to be about once every three
      weeks.

      After becoming aware of how inconsistent I was, I decided to set
      up a Monday and Thursday publishing schedule. It’s been 10 months
      now and I haven’t missed a week. (You can look back in the
      archives and see every article I’ve written.) My Monday and
      Thursday posts might look like an old habit now, but the only
      reason I started writing on this schedule is because I measured my
      output and discovered my inconsistency.

      Further reading: The Difference
      Between Professionals and Amateurs and What is Your Average
      Speed?

      Money and Business — According to many
      historians, John Rockefeller was the richest man in the history of
      the world. Recently, I read about his life and learned that
      Rockefeller was known for tracking every single penny across his
      massive empire. After reading about Rockefeller’s strategies, I was
      inspired to track my own finances even more closely.

      What happened? I quickly became more aware of my finances and
      discovered a handful of places where I could cut costs and increase
      earnings. Furthermore, my increased tracking and measurement has
      helped me learn about things like tax efficiency and asset
      allocation, which I had previously thought very little about.

      Notice that in each example above, I didn’t start by worrying
      about all the improvements I needed to make. I simply started by
      becoming more aware of my behavior. I tracked and measured. And by
      paying attention to what I was doing and how I was spending my
      time, ideas for improving my habits naturally presented
      themselves.

      Your Challenge

      
      It is all about paying attention.

      —Dean Hovey

      

      Nothing happens before awareness. If you aren’t aware of your
      decisions, then you can’t do anything to improve them — no matter
      how smart you are.

      With that in mind, I’d like to challenge you to measure something in
      your life for the next week.

      Pick something that is important to you and make an effort to be
      more aware of the things that drive your decisions and actions.
      Don’t worry about changing your whole life. Don’t judge yourself
      for not being as good as you want to be. Just pick one thing that’s
      important to you and measure it. Take stock of it. Be aware of
      it.

      Your awareness and your habits go hand-in-hand. The simple act
      of noticing what you do is the first step for improving how you do
      it. If you recognize how you’re spending your time, then the next
      step will often reveal itself.

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Crime Your Brain Commits Against You

      
      In 1932, Frederic Bartlett was working at Cambridge University
      when he conducted one of the most famous cognitive psychology
      experiments of all-time.

      For this research study, Bartlett recited a Native American folk
      tale called “The War of the Ghosts” to each participant. Then,
      Bartlett followed up with each person several times over the
      following year and asked them to tell the story back to him.

      As you might expect, the story shortened over time as
      participants forgot certain details.

      What wasn’t expected, however, was that each person adapted the
      story to fit their expectations of a “normal” world. You see, each
      participant was British and this Native American story had a few
      cultural details that would have seemed out-of-place in British
      society.

      Each subject adjusted the story so that it would make more sense
      in the British view of the world. Confusing details were slowly
      altered each time the story was retold. Participants began to
      emphasize the more rational parts of the folk tale. The order of
      events were shifted around to make more sense.

      Bartlett’s research was the first major study that proved how
      our beliefs about the world can actively change the way we remember
      and interpret information.

      But why did the subjects change the story? And how can this help
      you master your mental habits and achieve your goals?

      The Power of Schemas

      In psychology terms, Bartlett’s subjects were displaying what is
      known as a “schema.” A schema is a set of preconceived ideas that
      your brain uses to perceive and interpret new information.

      We form schemas based on our experiences in life. Once they are
      formed, however, schemas have a tendency to remain unchanged — even
      in the face of contradictory information.

      In other words, your brain creates an “auto-pilot” version of
      how it thinks the world should work, and sometimes you keep using
      it even when it’s no longer true or helpful. This is why Bartlett’s
      subjects changed the details of the story. The original version
      didn’t fit the way they thought the world should work, so they
      adjusted it until it seemed more reasonable.

      This is important because schemas not only impact the memories
      you have about the outside world, but also the things you believe
      about yourself.

      For example…

      
      If a mother tells her daughter she looks like a tom boy, her
      daughter may react by choosing activities that she imagines a tom
      boy would do. Conversely, if the mother tells her she looks like a
      princess, her daughter might choose activities thought to be more
      feminine… the individual chooses activities based on expectations
      instead of desires. (Source)

      

      Imagine that little girl after she has grown up. It’s easy to
      see how the schemas and beliefs that were formed early on could
      continue to impact her actions years later.

      Unlearn What You Believe to be True

      The idea to write this article was sparked by a reader named Kim
      who emailed me and said, “Sometimes we carry old beliefs around,
      unknowingly, that don’t serve us anymore.”

      Schemas can be like this sometimes. You have old beliefs and
      experiences that tend to push you in a certain direction or color
      your thoughts in a certain way … but they aren’t necessarily
      serving you anymore.

      It’s good to take a step back and think about your beliefs about
      life. Ask yourself, “Is this true? Or am I just limiting myself
      with these beliefs?”

      For example…

      
      	Getting healthy — is eating junk food really a
      way to “treat yourself” and “enjoy the good stuff in life” … or are
      you telling yourself a story that isn’t really true?

      	Building a business — do you really need to
      wait until X happens before you start that side business or
      startup? Or are you just telling yourself a story that allows you
      to maintain what you’re currently doing instead of chasing what
      you’re capable of doing?

      	Traveling the world — is it true that “only
      single people without kids” can travel far and wide? Or is that
      just an expectation left over from what you have typically
      seen?

      

      What old beliefs are you still carrying that aren’t serving you
      anymore?

      Sometimes you have to unlearn the things that you believe to be
      true. You don’t have to see the world the same way you’ve always
      seen it. Just because it was true in the past, doesn’t mean it’s
      true today. And just because you learned something one way doesn’t
      mean you learned it the best way.

      Don’t let yesterday’s beliefs dictate the story that you live
      out today.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Daily Routines of 12 Famous Writers

      
      How many people die with their best work still inside them?

      We often assume that great things are done by those who were
      blessed with natural talent, genius, and skill. But how many great
      things could have been done by people who never fully realized
      their potential? I think many of us, myself included, are capable
      of much more than we typically produce — our best work is often
      still hiding inside of us.

      How can you pull that potential out of yourself and share it
      with the world?

      Perhaps the best way is to develop better daily routines. When
      you look at the top performers in any field, you see something that
      goes much deeper than intelligence or skill. They possess an
      incredible willingness to do the work that needs to be done. They
      are masters of their daily routines.

      As an example of what separates successful people from the rest
      of the pack, take a look at some of the daily routines of famous
      writers from past and present.

      At the end of the article, I broke down some common themes that
      you can apply to your daily routines — regardless of your goals. To
      skip straight to those suggestions, click
      here.

      

      E.B. White: “A writer who waits for ideal
      conditions under which to work will die without putting a word on
      paper.”

      In an 
      interview with The Paris Review, E.B. White, the
      famous author of Charlotte’s Web, talked about his daily
      writing routine…

      I never listen to music when I’m working. I haven’t that
      kind of attentiveness, and I wouldn’t like it at all. On the other
      hand, I’m able to work fairly well among ordinary distractions. My
      house has a living room that is at the core of everything that goes
      on: it is a passageway to the cellar, to the kitchen, to the closet
      where the phone lives. There’s a lot of traffic. But it’s a bright,
      cheerful room, and I often use it as a room to write in, despite
      the carnival that is going on all around me.

      In consequence, the members of my household never pay the
      slightest attention to my being a writing man — they make all the
      noise and fuss they want to. If I get sick of it, I have places I
      can go. A writer who waits for ideal conditions under which to work
      will die without putting a word on paper.

      Haruki Murakami: “The repetition itself becomes
      the important thing.”

      In a 2004 
      interview, Murakami discussed his physical and mental
      habits…

      When I’m in writing mode for a novel, I get up at four a.m. and
      work for five to six hours. In the afternoon, I run for ten
      kilometers or swim for fifteen hundred meters (or do both), then I
      read a bit and listen to some music. I go to bed at nine p.m.

      I keep to this routine every day without variation. The
      repetition itself becomes the important thing; it’s a form of
      mesmerism. I mesmerize myself to reach a deeper state of mind.

      But to hold to such repetition for so long — six months to a
      year — requires a good amount of mental and physical strength. In
      that sense, writing a long novel is like survival training.
      Physical strength is as necessary as artistic sensitivity.

      Ernest Hemingway: “I write every morning.”

      In an 
      interview with George Plimpton, Hemingway revealed his daily
      routine…

      When I am working on a book or a story I write every morning
      as soon after first light as possible. There is no one to disturb
      you and it is cool or cold and you come to your work and warm as
      you write. You read what you have written and, as you always stop
      when you know what is going to happen next, you go on from
      there.

      You write until you come to a place where you still have
      your juice and know what will happen next and you stop and try to
      live through until the next day when you hit it again. You have
      started at six in the morning, say, and may go on until noon or be
      through before that.

      When you stop you are as empty, and at the same time never
      empty but filling, as when you have made love to someone you love.
      Nothing can hurt you, nothing can happen, nothing means anything
      until the next day when you do it again. It is the wait until the
      next day that is hard to get through.

      Henry Miller: “When you can’t create you
      can work.”

      In 1932, the famous writer and painter, Henry Miller, created a
      work schedule that listed his “Commandments” for him to follow as
      part of his daily routine. This list was published in the book,
      Henry
      Miller on Writing (Kindle).

      
      	Work on one thing at a time until finished.

      	Start no more new books, add no more new material to “Black
      Spring.”

      	Don’t be nervous. Work calmly, joyously, recklessly on
      whatever is in hand.

      	Work according to Program and not according to mood. Stop
      at the appointed time!

      	When you can’t create you can work.

      	Cement a little every day, rather than add new
      fertilizers.

      	Keep human! See people, go places, drink if you feel like
      it.

      	Don’t be a draught-horse! Work with pleasure
      only.

      	Discard the Program when you feel like it—but go back to it
      next day. Concentrate. Narrow down. Exclude.

      	Forget the books you want to write. Think only of the book
      you are writing.

      	Write first and always. Painting, music, friends, cinema,
      all these come afterwards.

      

      Kurt Vonnegut: “I do pushups and sit ups all the
      time.”

      In 1965, Vonnegut wrote a letter to his wife Jane about his
      daily writing habits, which was published in the book: Kurt Vonnegut:
      Letters (Kindle).

      I awake at 5:30, work until 8:00, eat breakfast at home,
      work until 10:00, walk a few blocks into town, do errands, go to
      the nearby municipal swimming pool, which I have all to myself, and
      swim for half an hour, return home at 11:45, read the mail, eat
      lunch at noon. In the afternoon I do schoolwork, either teach or
      prepare. When I get home from school at about 5:30, I numb my
      twanging intellect with several belts of Scotch and water
      ($5.00/fifth at the State Liquor store, the only liquor store in
      town. There are loads of bars, though.), cook supper, read and
      listen to jazz (lots of good music on the radio here), slip off to
      sleep at ten. I do pushups and sit ups all the time, and feel as
      though I am getting lean and sinewy, but maybe not.

      Jodi Picoult: “You can’t edit a blank page.”

      The last seven books Jodi Picoult has written have all hit
      number 1 on the New York Times bestseller list. In an
      
      interview with Noah Charney, she talks about her approach to
      writing and creating…

      I don’t believe in writer’s block. Think about it — when you
      were blocked in college and had to write a paper, didn’t it always
      manage to fix itself the night before the paper was due? Writer’s
      block is having too much time on your hands. If you have a limited
      amount of time to write, you just sit down and do it. You might not
      write well every day, but you can always edit a bad page. You can’t
      edit a blank page.

      Maya Angelou: “Easy reading is damn hard
      writing.”

      In a 2013 
      interview with The Daily Beast, the American author and poet
      discussed her writing career and her daily work habits…

      I keep a hotel room in my hometown and pay for it by the
      month.

      I go around 6:30 in the morning. I have a bedroom, with a
      bed, a table, and a bath. I have Roget’s Thesaurus, a dictionary,
      and the Bible. Usually a deck of cards and some crossword puzzles.
      Something to occupy my little mind. I think my grandmother taught
      me that. She didn’t mean to, but she used to talk about her “little
      mind.” So when I was young, from the time I was about 3 until 13, I
      decided that there was a Big Mind and a Little Mind. And the Big
      Mind would allow you to consider deep thoughts, but the Little Mind
      would occupy you, so you could not be distracted. It would work
      crossword puzzles or play Solitaire, while the Big Mind would delve
      deep into the subjects I wanted to write about.

      I have all the paintings and any decoration taken out of the
      room. I ask the management and housekeeping not to enter the room,
      just in case I’ve thrown a piece of paper on the floor, I don’t
      want it discarded. About every two months I get a note slipped
      under the door: “Dear Ms. Angelou, please let us change the linen.
      We think it may be moldy!”

      But I’ve never slept there, I’m usually out of there by 2.
      And then I go home and I read what I’ve written that morning, and I
      try to edit then. Clean it up.

      Easy reading is damn hard writing. But if it’s right, it’s
      easy. It’s the other way round, too. If it’s slovenly written, then
      it’s hard to read. It doesn’t give the reader what the careful
      writer can give the reader.

      Barbara Kingsolver: “I have to write hundreds of
      pages before I get to page one.”

      The Pulitzer Prize nominee has written over a dozen books, the
      last nine of which have all made the New York Times
      bestseller list. During a 2012 
      interview, she talked about her daily routine as a writer and a
      mother…

      I tend to wake up very early. Too early. Four o’clock is
      standard. My morning begins with trying not to get up before the
      sun rises. But when I do, it’s because my head is too full of
      words, and I just need to get to my desk and start dumping them
      into a file. I always wake with sentences pouring into my head. So
      getting to my desk every day feels like a long emergency. It’s a
      funny thing: people often ask how I discipline myself to write. I
      can’t begin to understand the question. For me, the discipline is
      turning off the computer and leaving my desk to do something
      else.

      I write a lot of material that I know I’ll throw away. It’s
      just part of the process. I have to write hundreds of pages before
      I get to page one.

      For the whole of my career as a novelist, I have also been a
      mother. I was offered my first book contract, for The Bean Trees,
      the day I came home from the hospital with my first child. So I
      became a novelist and mother on the same day. Those two important
      lives have always been one for me. I’ve always had to do both at
      the same time. So my writing hours were always constrained by the
      logistics of having my children in someone else’s care. When they
      were little, that was difficult. I cherished every hour at my desk
      as a kind of prize. As time has gone by and my children entered
      school it became progressively easier to be a working mother. My
      oldest is an adult, and my youngest is 16, so both are now
      self–sufficient —but that’s been a gradual process. For me, writing
      time has always been precious, something I wait for and am eager
      for and make the best use of. That’s probably why I get up so early
      and have writing time in the quiet dawn hours, when no one needs
      me.

      I used to say that the school bus is my muse. When it pulled
      out of the driveway and left me without anyone to take care of,
      that was the moment my writing day began, and it ended when the
      school bus came back. As a working mother, my working time was
      constrained. On the other hand, I’m immensely grateful to my family
      for normalizing my life, for making it a requirement that I end my
      day at some point and go and make dinner. That’s a healthy thing,
      to set work aside and make dinner and eat it. It’s healthy to have
      these people in my life who help me to carry on a civilized
      routine. And also to have these people in my life who connect me to
      the wider world and the future. My children have taught me
      everything about life and about the kind of person I want to be in
      the world. They anchor me to the future in a concrete way. Being a
      mother has made me a better writer. It’s also true to say that
      being a writer has made me a better mother.

      Nathan Englander: “Turn off your cell phone.”

      Englander is an award–winning short story writer, and in this
      
      interview he talks about his quest to eliminate all
      distractions from his writing routine…

      Turn off your cell phone. Honestly, if you want to get work
      done, you’ve got to learn to unplug. No texting, no email, no
      Facebook, no Instagram. Whatever it is you’re doing, it needs to
      stop while you write. A lot of the time (and this is fully goofy to
      admit), I’ll write with earplugs in — even if it’s dead silent at
      home.

      Karen Russell: “Enjoy writing badly.”

      Russell has only written one book … and it was a finalist for
      the Pulitzer Prize. In an 
      interview with The Daily Beast, she talks about her
      daily struggle to overcome distraction and write…

      I know many writers who try to hit a set word count every
      day, but for me, time spent inside a fictional world tends to be a
      better measure of a productive writing day. I think I’m fairly
      generative as a writer, I can produce a lot of words, but volume is
      not the best metric for me. It’s more a question of, did I write
      for four or five hours of focused time, when I did not leave my
      desk, didn’t find some distraction to take me out of the world of
      the story? Was I able to stay put and commit to putting words down
      on the page, without deciding mid-sentence that it’s more important
      to check my email, or “research” some question online, or clean out
      the science fair projects in the back for my freezer?

      I’ve decided that the trick is just to keep after it for
      several hours, regardless of your own vacillating assessment of how
      the writing is going. Showing up and staying present is a good
      writing day.

      I think it’s bad so much of the time. The periods where
      writing feels effortless and intuitive are, for me, as I keep
      lamenting, rare. But I think that’s probably the common ratio of
      joy to despair for most writers, and I definitely think that if you
      can make peace with the fact that you will likely have to throw out
      90 percent of your first draft, then you can relax and even almost
      enjoy “writing badly.”

      A.J. Jacobs: “Force yourself to generate dozens
      of ideas.”

      In an 
      interview for the series, How I Write, Jacobs talks about his
      daily writing routines and dishes out some advice for young
      writers…

      My kids wake me up. I have coffee. I make my kids breakfast,
      take them to school, then come home and try to write. I fail at
      that until I force myself to turn off my Internet access so I can
      get a little shelter from the information storm.

      I am a big fan of outlining. I write an outline. Then a
      slightly more detailed outline. Then another with even more detail.
      Sentences form, punctuation is added, and eventually it all turns
      into a book.

      I write while walking on a treadmill. I started this
      practice when I was working on Drop Dead Healthy, and read all
      these studies about the dangers of the sedentary life. Sitting is
      alarmingly bad for you. One doctor told me that “sitting is the new
      smoking.” So I bought a treadmill and put my computer on top of it.
      It took me about 1,200 miles to write my book. I kind of love it —
      it keeps me awake, for one thing.

      Jacobs has advice for young writers, too…

      Force yourself to generate dozens of ideas. A lot of those
      ideas will be terrible. Most of them, in fact. But there will be
      some sparkling gems in there too. Try to set aside 20 minutes a day
      just for brainstorming.

      Khaled Hosseini: “You have to write whether you
      feel like it or not.”

      In an 
      interview with Noah Charney, Hosseini talks about his daily
      writing habits and the essential things that all writers have to
      do…

      I don’t outline at all, I don’t find it useful, and I don’t
      like the way it boxes me in. I like the element of surprise and
      spontaneity, of letting the story find its own way. For this
      reason, I find that writing a first draft is very difficult and
      laborious. It is also often quite disappointing. It hardly ever
      turns out to be what I thought it was, and it usually falls quite
      short of the ideal I held in my mind when I began writing it. I
      love to rewrite, however. A first draft is really just a sketch on
      which I add layer and dimension and shade and nuance and color.
      Writing for me is largely about rewriting. It is during this
      process that I discover hidden meanings, connections, and
      possibilities that I missed the first time around. In rewriting, I
      hope to see the story getting closer to what my original hopes for
      it were.

      I have met so many people who say they’ve got a book in
      them, but they’ve never written a word. To be a writer — this may
      seem trite, I realize — you have to actually write. You have to
      write every day, and you have to write whether you feel like it or
      not. Perhaps most importantly, write for an audience of one —
      yourself. Write the story you need to tell and want to read. It’s
      impossible to know what others want so don’t waste time trying to
      guess. Just write about the things that get under your skin and
      keep you up at night.

      [bookmark: summary]How to Apply
      This to Your Life

      These daily routines work well for writing, but their lessons
      can be applied to almost any goal you hope to achieve.

      For example…

      1. Pushing yourself physically prepares you to work hard
      mentally. Vonnegut did pushups as a break from writing.
      Murakami runs 10 kilometers each day. A.J. Jacobs types while
      walking on a treadmill. You can decide what works for you, but make
      sure you get out and move.

      2. Do the most important thing first. Notice
      how many excellent writers start writing in the morning? That’s no
      coincidence. They work on their goals before the rest of the day
      gets out of control. They aren’t wondering when they’re going to
      write and they aren’t battling to “fit it in” amongst their daily
      activities because they are doing the most important thing
      first.

      3. Embrace the struggle and do hard work. Did
      you see how many writers mentioned their struggle to write?
      Housseni said that his first drafts are “difficult” and “laborious”
      and “disappointing.” Russell called her writing “bad.” Kingsolver
      throws out a hundred pages before she gets to the first page of a
      book.

      What looks like failure in the beginning is often the foundation
      of success. You have to grind out the hard work before you can
      enjoy your best work.

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Procrastinating on Your Goals by Using the
      “Seinfeld Strategy”

      
      Jerry Seinfeld is one of the most successful comedians of
      all‐time.

      He is regarded as one of the “Top 100 Comedians of All–Time” by
      Comedy Central. He was also the co–creator and co–writer of
      Seinfeld, the long–running sitcom which has received
      numerous awards and was claimed to have the “Top TV Episode of
      All–Time” as rated by TV Guide.

      According to Forbes magazine, Seinfeld reached his peak
      in earnings when he made $267 million dollars in 1998. (Yes, that
      was in one year. No, that’s not a typo.) A full 10 years later, in
      2008, Seinfeld was still pulling in a cool $85 million per
      year.

      By almost any measure of wealth, popularity, and critical
      acclaim, Jerry Seinfeld is among the most successful comedians,
      writers, and actors of his generation.

      However, what is most impressive about Seinfeld’s career isn’t
      the awards, the earnings, or the special moments — it’s the
      remarkable consistency of it all. Show after show, year after year,
      he performs, creates, and entertains at an incredibly high
      standard. Jerry Seinfeld produces with a level of consistency that
      most of us wish we could bring to our daily work.

      Compare his results to where you and I often find ourselves. We
      want to create, but struggle to do so. We want to exercise, but
      fail to find motivation. Wanting to achieve our goals, but — for
      some reason or another — we still procrastinate on them.

      What’s the difference? What strategies does Jerry Seinfeld use
      to beat procrastination and consistently produce quality work? What
      does he do each day that most people don’t?

      I’m not sure about all of his strategies, but I recently
      discovered a story that revealed one of the secrets behind
      Seinfeld’s incredible productivity, performance, and
      consistency.

      Let’s talk about that what he does and how you can use the
      “Seinfeld Strategy” to stop procrastinating and actually achieve
      your goals.
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      The “Seinfeld Strategy”

      Brad Isaac was a young comedian starting out on the comedy
      circuit. One fateful night, he found himself in a club where Jerry
      Seinfeld was performing. In an interview on Lifehacker,
      Isaac shared what happened when he caught Seinfeld backstage and
      asked if he had “any tips for a young comic.”

      Here’s how Isaac described the interaction with Seinfeld…

      He said the way to be a better comic was to create better
      jokes and the way to create better jokes was to write every
      day.

      He told me to get a big wall calendar that has a whole year
      on one page and hang it on a prominent wall. The next step was to
      get a big red magic marker. He said for each day that I do my task
      of writing, I get to put a big red X over that day.

      “After a few days you’ll have a chain. Just keep at it and
      the chain will grow longer every day. You’ll like seeing that
      chain, especially when you get a few weeks under your belt. Your
      only job is to not break the chain.”

      You’ll notice that Seinfeld didn’t say a single thing about
      results.

      It didn’t matter if he was motivated or not. It didn’t matter if
      he was writing great jokes or not. It didn’t matter if what he was
      working on would ever make it into a show. All that mattered was
      “not breaking the chain.”

      And that’s one of the simple secrets behind Seinfeld’s
      remarkable productivity and consistency. For years, the comedian
      simply focused on “not breaking the chain.”

      Let’s talk about how to stop procrastinating by using the
      Seinfeld Strategy in your life…

      How to Stop Procrastinating

      Top performers in every field — athletes, musicians, CEOs,
      artists — they are all more consistent than their peers. They show
      up and deliver day after day while everyone else gets bogged down
      with the urgencies of daily life and fights a constant battle
      between procrastination and motivation.

      While most people get demotivated and off–track after a bad
      performance, a bad workout, or simply a bad day at work, top
      performers settle right back into their pattern the next day.

      The Seinfeld Strategy works because it helps to take the focus
      off of each individual performance and puts the emphasis on the
      process instead. It’s not about how you feel, how inspired you are,
      or how brilliant your work is that day. Instead, it’s just about
      “not breaking the chain.”

      All you have to do to apply this strategy to your own life is
      pick up a calendar (here’s an
      inexpensive one) and start your chain.

      A Word of Warning

      There is one caveat with the Seinfeld Strategy. You need to pick
      a task that is meaningful enough to make a difference, but simple
      enough that you can get it done.

      It would be wonderful if you could write 10 pages a day for your
      book, but that’s not a sustainable chain to build. Similarly, it
      sounds great in theory to be able to deadlift like a maniac every
      day, but in practice you’ll probably be overtrained and burnt
      out.

      So step one is to choose a task that is simple enough to be
      sustainable. At the same time, you have to make sure that your
      actions are meaningful enough to matter.

      For example, researching good jokes each day is simple, but
      you’re never going to write a joke by merely researching. That’s
      why the process of writing is a better choice. Writing can actually
      produce a meaningful result, even when it’s done in small
      doses.

      Similarly, doing 10 pushups per day could be simple and
      meaningful depending on your level of fitness. It will actually
      make you stronger. Meanwhile, reading a fitness book each day is
      simple, but it won’t actually get you in better shape.

      Choose tasks that are simple to maintain and capable of
      producing the outcome you want.

      Another way of saying this is to focus on actions and not
      motions, which is a concept that I explained in this article:
      The Mistake That Smart
      People Make

      Mastery Follows Consistency

      The central question that ties our community together — and what
      I try to write about every Monday and Thursday — is “how do you
      live a healthy life?” This includes not merely nutrition and
      exercise, but also exploration and adventure, art and creativity,
      and connection and community.

      But no matter what topic we’re talking about, they all require
      consistency. No matter what your definition is of a “healthy life,”
      you’ll have to battle procrastination to make it a reality.
      Hopefully, the Seinfeld Strategy helps to put that battle in
      perspective.

      Don’t break the chain on your workouts and you’ll find that you
      get fit rather quickly.

      Don’t break the chain in your business and you’ll find that
      results come much faster.

      Don’t break the chain in your artistic pursuits and you’ll find
      that you will produce creative work on a regular basis.

      So often, we assume that excellence requires a monumental effort
      and that our lofty goals demand incredible doses of willpower and motivation. But really, all
      we need is dedication to small, manageable tasks. Mastery follows
      consistency.

      P.S.

      For the last eight months I’ve written a new article every
      Monday and Thursday without missing a beat. Simply setting a
      schedule has helped me keep that pace and I plan to keep it as we
      move forward.

      But I also want to graduate my writing habits to the next level
      and start writing 1,000 words each day. Some of those words will
      turn into books and courses, and some of will continue to be my
      Monday and Thursday posts.

      My “1,000–words–per–day” chain is currently at 4. (I made it to
      5 last week before breaking it for a day.)

      You may have a couple false starts yourself, but eventually I’m
      hoping that both you and I can simply tell ourselves, “Don’t break
      the chain.”

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Improve Your Health and Productivity Without
      Thinking

      
      Making changes can be difficult. It’s hard to get motivated to
      do something over and over again — even if you know that it’s good
      for you.

      But what if I told you there was a different option? Something
      that didn’t require an ounce of motivation.

      Here’s the deal…

      Eric Johnson is a researcher at Columbia University and Daniel
      Goldstein is a researcher at the London Business School. Together,
      they conducted 
      a surprising study that revealed just how much your environment
      impacts your behavior — often without you even realizing it.

      Here is what they discovered…

      

      Would You Like to Be an Organ Donor?

      The researchers collected data from 11 countries in Europe. The
      data showed the percentage of people in each country who had
      selected to be an organ donor.

      The following chart shows the differences in organ donors by
      country. Notice that there is one group of countries where the
      percentages of organ donors are very low (on the left) and one
      group of countries where the percentages of organ donors are very
      high (on the right).
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      When the researchers looked at this graph, it was somewhat
      confusing. Initially, they thought the difference in donations
      would be caused by factors like religion and culture, but that
      wasn’t the case.

      For example, Denmark and Sweden are located right next to one
      another. They have many geographic, cultural, and social
      similarities. You would expect their donation rates to be roughly
      the same. And yet, only 4% of the population in Denmark has chosen
      to become an organ donor while almost 86% of the population in
      Sweden has chosen to donate.

      What could account for such a drastic difference? Are the people
      in Denmark just more selfish than the people in Sweden?

      What Made the Difference

      As it turns out, the people in Denmark aren’t more selfish than
      the people in Sweden.

      The difference in donation rates was due to the type of form
      that each country sent out. The countries with low rates of organ
      donors sent out a form that said, “If you want to be an organ
      donor, check here.” In other words, the form required people to
      opt–in.

      Meanwhile, the countries with high rates of donation sent out a
      form that said, “If you don’t want to be an organ donor, check
      here.” In other words, the form required people to opt–out.

      The difference was astounding.
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      Here’s why this is important…

      If someone asked why or why not you chose to be an organ donor,
      you would probably come up with an important reason for your
      answer. After all, being an organ donor seems like a very personal
      decision. But the truth is, whether or not you chose to be an organ
      donor had more to do with the type of form you were sent than
      anything else.

      Consider the impact of this. If a simple form can make such a
      drastic difference in your choices, how do other pieces of your
      environment impact you on a daily basis?

      What is going on here? And how can you use it to improve your
      life?

      How Your Environment Impacts Your Behavior

      The researchers summarized the impact of the environment design
      by saying, “In most cases, the majority of people choose the
      default option to which they were assigned.”

      In other words, most of us respond the same way to the cues that
      surround us. If you are sent a form that asks you to make a tough
      decision, you will probably go with the default option. If you see
      a cookie on the counter, you will probably eat it. If you hear
      music, you will probably start tapping your feet.

      You may think that you control most of your choices, but the
      truth is that a large portion of your actions every day are simply
      a response to the environment design around you. The forms you are
      mailed, the food on your kitchen counter, the items on your desk at
      work — they all impact your behavior in one way or another.

      Bringing it back to the researcher’s quote, we could say that
      your environment is the “default option to which you are assigned.”
      The environment you surround yourself with determines the default
      actions that you take on a day–to–day basis.

      Guess what? This is good news because you can design your
      environment for success!

      Here’s how…

      How to Design Your Environment for Success

      By changing your surroundings, you can place a hurdle in the way
      of bad behaviors and remove the barriers to good ones. I like to
      refer to this strategy as environment design.

      Here’s an easy way to apply environment design to your own life:
      think about your environment in relation to the number of steps it
      takes to perform a habit. To make good habits easier, reduce the
      number of steps to do them. To make bad habits harder, increase the
      number of steps between you and the habit.

      Here are some examples…

      Eat more vegetables. Buy dark green plates and
      you will automatically serve yourself 30% more when you eat foods
      that are dark green in color (like spinach, broccoli, and leafy
      greens). I covered the science behind this pattern in this
      article.

      Reduce mindless eating. I don’t know about you,
      but if I see a cookie sitting on the kitchen counter, then I’m
      going to eat it. I don’t even need to be hungry. It’s just there,
      so I respond. I’m simply reacting to my environment. Make life
      easier on yourself by removing unhealthy food from your view. Put
      healthier options like fruit and nuts on the kitchen counter.

      Turn on the TV less often. Pick up your remote
      and put it in a drawer, a closet, or somewhere out of sight. Where
      your remote used to be, put a book. If you want to watch TV — not
      just when you’re bored, but when there is actually a show on that
      want to see — you can walk up to the TV and turn it on. This also
      prevents mindless channel surfing and makes it more likely that
      you’ll pick up a book instead of the remote control.

      Another TV stopper. Watching TV is a perfect
      example of responding to your environment. If you walk into any
      living room in America, where are all of the couches and chairs
      facing? Directly toward the TV. The screen is the first thing you
      see when you sit down, no wonder you turn it on when you’re bored.
      Turn the couches and chairs in your living room, so that they don’t
      all face the TV. You’ll watch less TV and, hopefully, read more,
      talk more, or move more. If you’re really bold, unplug the TV and
      put it in a closet for the next week. Give that a try and you’ll
      begin to notice how your environment impacts your behavior.

      Workout more frequently. When you get home from
      a long day of work or when you’re tucked into a warm bed in the
      morning, it doesn’t take much of an obstacle to keep you from
      working out. You can remove one hurdle in your environment by
      laying out your workout clothes the night before. When your shoes,
      water bottle, and gear are ready and waiting for you, there is one
      less hurdle between you and a good workout.

      Start flossing. I floss everyday, but it wasn’t
      always that way. Previously, I never remembered to take the floss
      out of the drawer and use it. Then, I bought a small bowl, dropped
      a handful of pre–made flossers in it, and set it next to my
      toothbrush. That simple change in my environment was all I needed
      to start flossing consistently. What small visual cues can you make
      for yourself?

      In each example, you are adjusting your environment design so
      that the number of steps between you and a good behavior is less
      than before and the number of steps between you and a bad behavior
      is more than it was previously. You can use this general idea to
      adjust many behaviors in your life.

      Environment Design: Where to Go From Here

      Most of the time we assume that to take a certain action, we
      need to have an incentive. You hear people say this all the time:
      “I need to get motivated.” or “I need to have a good reason for
      doing X.”

      We also assume this same approach for managing and motivating
      others. Managers and leaders will often assume that they need to
      incentivize their employees, teammates, or students to take a
      particular action. (It’s easy to imagine the countries in the organ
      donation study sending out an educational mailing to motivate their
      citizens to donate or offering an incentive to the people who chose
      to become organ donors.)

      Environment design paints a different picture. It proves that
      our choices and preferences can be crafted by the environment
      around us. Suddenly, it becomes apparent that we don’t need to be
      motivated or incentivized to take action — we simply need to be
      surrounded by the right cues.

      Imagine if your world — your home, your office, your gym, all of
      it — was crafted in a way that made the good behaviors easier and
      the bad behaviors harder. How often would you make healthy and
      productive choices if they were simply your default response to
      your environment? And how much easier would that be than trying to
      motivate yourself all of the time?

      Most of the time, you don’t actively choose the environment that
      surrounds you, but it doesn’t have to be that way.

      How is your environment design impacting your choices? And what
      will you do to improve it?

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      You Get 25,000 Mornings as an Adult: Here are 8 Ways to Not
      Waste Them

      
      You’ll wake up for about 25,000 mornings in your adult life,
      give or take a few.

      According to a 
      report from the World Health Organization, the average life
      expectancy in the United States is 79 years old. Most people in
      wealthy nations are hovering around the 80–year mark. Women in
      Japan are the highest, with an average life expectancy of 86
      years.

      If we use these average life expectancy numbers and assume that
      your adult life starts at 18 years old, then you’ve got about 68
      years as an adult. (86 – 18 = 68) Perhaps a little less on average.
      A little more if you’re lucky.

      (68 years as an adult) x (365 days each year) = 24,820 days.

      25,000 mornings.

      That’s what you get in your adult life. 25,000 times you get to
      open your eyes, face the day, and decide what to do next. I don’t
      know about you, but I’ve let a lot of those mornings slip by.

      Once I realized this, I started thinking about how I could
      develop a better morning routine. I still have a lot to learn, but
      here are some strategies that you can use to get the most out of
      your 25,000 mornings.

      8 Ways to Get the Most Out of Your Morning
      Routine

      Here are the strategies that I’ve found to be most effective for
      getting the most out of my morning ritual.

      1. Manage your energy, not your time. If you
      take a moment to think about it, you’ll probably realize that you
      are better at doing certain tasks at certain
      times. For example, my creative energy is highest in the
      morning, so that’s when I do my writing each day.

      By comparison, I block out my afternoons for interviews, phone
      calls, and emails. I don’t need my creative energy to be high for
      those tasks, so that’s the best time for me to get them done. And I
      tend to have my best workouts in the late afternoon or early
      evening, so that’s when I head to the gym.

      What type of energy do you have in the morning? What task is
      that energy best suited for?

      2. Prepare the night before. I don’t do this
      nearly as often as I should, but if you only do one thing each day
      then spend a few minutes each night organizing your to–do list for
      tomorrow. When I do it right, I’ll outline the article I’m going to
      write the next day and develop a short list of the most important
      items for me to accomplish. It takes 10 minutes that night and
      saves 3 hours the next day.

      3. Don’t open email until noon. Sounds simple.
      Nobody does it. It took me awhile to get over the urge to open my
      inbox, but eventually I realized that everything can wait a few
      hours. Nobody is going to email you about a true emergency (a death
      in the family, etc.), so leave your email alone for
      the first few hours of each day. Use the morning to do what’s
      important rather than responding to what is “urgent.”

      4. Turn your phone off and leave it in another
      room. Or on your colleagues desk. Or at the very least,
      put it somewhere that is out of sight. This eliminates the urge to
      check text messages, Facebook, Twitter, and so on. This simple
      strategy eliminates the likelihood of slipping into
      half-work where you waste time dividing your attention among
      meaningless tasks.

      5. Work in a cool place. Have you ever noticed
      how you feel groggy and sluggish in a hot room? Turning the
      temperature down or moving to a cooler place is an easy way to
      focus your mind and body. (Hat tip to Michael Hyatt for this
      one.)

      6. Sit up or stand up. Your mind needs oxygen
      to work properly. Your lungs need to be able to expand and contract
      to fill your body with oxygen. That sounds simple enough, but
      here’s the problem: most people sit hunched over while staring at a
      screen and typing.

      When you sit hunched over, your chest is in a collapsed position
      and your diaphragm is pressing against the bottom of your lungs,
      which hinders your ability to breathe easily and deeply. Sit up
      straight or stand up and you’ll find that you can breathe easier
      and more fully. As a result, your brain will get more oxygen and
      you’ll be able to concentrate better.

      (Small tip: When sitting, I usually place a pillow in the small
      of my back. This prevents my lower back from rounding, which keeps
      me more upright.)

      7. Eat as a reward for working hard. I practice
      intermittent fasting, which means that I eat my first meal around
      noon each day. I’ve been doing this for almost two years. There are
      plenty of health benefits, which I explained in great detail
      
      here, here,
      and here.

      But health is just one piece of the puzzle. I also fast because
      it allows me to get more out of my day. Take a moment to think
      about how much time people spend each day thinking, planning, and
      consuming food. By adopting intermittent fasting, I don’t waste an
      hour each morning figuring out what to eat for breakfast, cooking
      it, and cleaning up. Instead, I use my morning to work on things
      that are important to me. Then, I eat good food and big meals as a
      reward for working hard.

      8. Develop a “pre–game routine” to start your
      day. My morning routine starts by pouring a cold glass of
      water. Some people kick off their day with ten minutes of
      meditation. Similarly, you should have a sequence that starts your
      morning ritual. This tiny routine signals to your brain that it’s
      time to get into work mode or exercise mode or whatever mode you
      need to be in to accomplish your task. Additionally, a pre-game
      routine helps you overcome a lack of motivation and get things done
      even when you don’t feel like it.

      For more details about why this works, read this: How to Get
      Motivated.

      25,000 Mornings: The Power of a Morning
      Routine

      Just as it’s rare for anyone to experience overnight success,
      it’s also rare for our lives crumble to pieces in an instant. Most
      unproductive or unhealthy behaviors are the result of slow, gradual
      choices that add up to bad habits. A wasted morning here. An
      unproductive morning there.

      The good news is that exceptional results are also the result of
      consistent daily choices. Nowhere is this more true than with your
      morning routine. The way you start your day is often the way that
      you finish it.

      Take, for example, Jack LaLanne.
      He woke up each day at 4am and spent the first 90 minutes lifting
      weights. Then, he went for a swim or a run for the next 30 minutes.
      For more than 60 years, he spent each morning doing this routine.
      In addition to being one of the most influential people in fitness
      in the last 100 years, LaLanne also lived to the ripe old age of
      96.

      This is no coincidence. What you do each morning is an indicator
      of how you approach your entire day. It’s the choices that we
      repeatedly make that determine the life we live, the health we
      enjoy, and the work we create.

      You’ve got 25,000 mornings. What will you do with each one?

      

    

  
    

    
      What is Your "Average Speed" in Your Life, Your Health, and
      Your Work?

      
      I have a friend named Nathan Barry who recently finished
      writing three books in just 9 months.

      How did he do it?

      By following a simple strategy. He wrote 1,000 words per day.
      (That’s about 2 to 3 pages.) And he did it every day for 253
      straight days.

      Now, compare that strategy to the classic image of a writer
      hiding out in a cabin for weeks and writing like a madman to finish
      their book.

      The maniac in the cabin has a high “maximum speed” — maybe 20 or
      even 30 pages per day. But after a few weeks at that unsustainable
      pace, either the book is finished or the author is.

      By comparison, Nathan’s maximum speed never reached the peak
      levels of the crazy writer in the cabin. However, over the course
      of a year or two his average speed was much higher.

      This lesson extends far beyond writing.

      

      For example, anyone can feel a burst of inspiration, head to the
      gym, and push themselves for a single workout. That’s maximum
      speed. We waste a lot of time obsessing over it. How hard was
      your workout? How motivated are you? How fast are you pushing
      it?

      But what if you were to average all of your days in the last
      month? How many of those days included a workout? How about the
      last three months? Or the last year? What has your average
      speed been?

      Look at it this way and you might realize, for example, that you
      were sick for a week and there were a couple times when you skipped
      the gym after a long day of work and you were on the road for two
      weeks as well. Suddenly, you realize that your maximum speed might
      be high every now and then, but your average speed is much lower
      than you think.

      From what I can tell, this principle holds true for your work
      habits, your eating habits, your relationship habits, and virtually
      every other area of your life.

      The Surprising Thing About Average Speed

      Here’s the surprising thing about average speed: It doesn’t
      take very long for average speed to produce
      incredible results.

      So often we waste our time and energy thinking that we need a
      monumental effort to achieve anything significant. We tell
      ourselves that we need to get amped up on motivation and desire. We
      think that we need to work harder than everyone else.

      But when you look at people who are really making progress, you
      see something different. Nathan wrote 1,000 words per day, every
      day. And nine months later? Three books are finished. At no point
      did he necessarily work harder than everyone else. There’s
      nothing sexy or shocking about writing 2 or 3 pages per day. Nathan
      was simply more consistent than everyone else and, as a result, his
      average speed for those 253 days was much higher than most
      people.

      Of course, the natural question that follows from all of this
      is, “How do I increase my average speed?”

      Let’s talk about that now.

      Habit Graduation: How to Increase Your Average
      Speed

      Recently, I was told about the idea of “habit graduation.” That
      is, graduating from your current habit to one level higher.
      Basically, habit graduation is about increasing your average
      speed.

      Here are some examples…

      
      	If your average speed is eating three healthy meals per week,
      can you “graduate” that to one healthy meal per day?

      	If your average speed is exercising twice per month, can you
      “graduate” that to once per week?

      	If your job is crazy and you only talk to your old friends on
      the phone once every three months, can you schedule those calls
      into your calendar and “graduate” that habit to once per
      month?

      

      You get the idea. Habit graduation is about considering your
      goals and your current average speed, and thinking about how you
      can increase your output by just a little bit on a consistent
      basis.

      I’ve thought about how I might apply this myself.

      For the last eight months, I’ve published a new article every
      Monday and every Thursday without fail. Now, I’m considering
      “graduating” that habit to the next level.

      For example, I could follow Nathan’s strategy and write 1,000
      words per day. Presumably, this would allow me to continue writing
      two articles each week while also working on other useful things —
      like a book of my own.

      Where to Go From Here

      We all have an average speed when it comes to our habits. And if we’re being
      honest with ourselves, that average speed might be much slower than
      we’d like.

      The truth is, anyone can get motivated and push themselves for
      one day, but very few people maintain a consistent effort every
      week without fail.

      The important thing isn’t to judge yourself or feel guilty about
      having a lower average speed than you would like. The important
      thing is to be aware of what’s actually going on, realize that it’s
      within your control, and then embrace the fact that a small, but
      consistent change in your daily habits can lead to a remarkable
      increase in your average speed.

      In your health, your work, and your life, it doesn’t require a
      massive effort to achieve incredible results — just a consistent
      one.

      It’s time to graduate to the next level. What’s your average
      speed?

      P.S. If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Achieve Your Goals: Research Reveals a Simple Trick That
      Doubles Your Chances for Success

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      We all have goals. And what’s the first thing most of us think
      about when we consider how to achieve them?

      “I need to get motivated.”

      The surprising thing? Motivation is exactly what
      you don’t need. Today, I’m going to share a surprising research
      study that reveals why motivation isn’t the key to helping you
      achieve your goals and offers a simple strategy that actually
      works.

      The best part? This highly practical strategy has been
      scientifically proven to double or even triple your chances for
      success.

      Here’s what you need to know and how you can apply it to your
      life…

      How to Make Exercise a Habit

      Let’s say that — like many people — you want to make a habit of exercising
      consistently. Researchers have discovered that while many people
      are motivated to workout (i.e. they have the desire to workout and
      get fit), the people who actually stick to their goals do one thing
      very differently from everyone else.

      Here’s how researchers discovered the “one thing” that makes it
      more likely for you to stick to your goals…

      In 2001, researchers in Great Britain began working with 248
      people to build better exercise habits over the course of two
      weeks. The subjects were divided into three groups.

      The first group was the control group. They were simply asked to
      track how often they exercised.

      The second group was the “motivation” group. They were asked not
      only to track their workouts but also to read some material on the
      benefits of exercise. The researchers also explained to the group
      how exercise could reduce the risk of coronary heart disease and
      improve heart health.

      Finally, there was the third group. These subjects received the
      same presentation as the second group, which ensured that they had
      equal levels of motivation. However, they were also asked to
      formulate a plan for when and where they would exercise over the
      following week. Specifically, each member of the third group
      completed the following sentence: “During the next week, I will
      partake in at least 20 minutes of vigorous exercise on [DAY] at
      [TIME] in [PLACE].”

      After receiving these instructions, all three groups left.

      The Surprising Results: Motivation vs.
      Intention

      In the first and second groups, 35 to 38 percent of people
      exercised at least once per week. (Interestingly, the motivational
      presentation given to the second group seemed to have no meaningful
      impact on behavior.) But 91 percent of the third group exercised at
      least once per week—more than double the normal rate.

      Simply by writing down a plan that said exactly when
      and where they intended to exercise, the participants in
      Group 3 were much more likely to actually follow through.
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      Perhaps even more surprising was the fact that having a specific
      plan worked really well, but motivation didn’t work at all. Group 1
      (the control group) and Group 2 (the motivation group) performed
      essentially the same levels of exercise.

      Or, as the researchers put it, “Motivation … had no
      significant effects on exercise behavior.”

      Compare these results to how most people talk about making
      change and achieving goals. Words like motivation, willpower, and
      desire get tossed around a lot. But the truth is, we all have these
      things to some degree. If you want to make a change at all, then
      you have some level of “desire.”

      The researchers discovered that what pulls that desire out of
      you and turns it into real–world action isn’t your level of
      motivation, but rather your plan for implementation.

      Implementation Intentions

      The sentence that the third group filled out
      is what researchers refer to as an implementation intention, which is a plan you
      make beforehand about when and where to act. That is, how you
      intend to implement a particular habit.

      The cues that can trigger a habit come in a
      wide range of forms—the feel of your phone buzzing in your pocket,
      the smell of chocolate chip cookies, the sound of ambulance
      sirens—but the two most common cues are time and location.
      Implementation intentions leverage both of these cues.

      
      Broadly speaking, the
      format for creating an implementation intention is:

      “When situation X arises, I
      will perform response Y.”

      

      Hundreds of studies have shown that implementation intentions
      are effective for sticking to our goals, whether it’s writing down
      the exact time and date of when you will get a flu shot or
      recording the time of your colonoscopy appointment. They increase
      the odds that people will stick with habits like recycling,
      studying, going to sleep early, and stopping smoking.

      Researchers have even found that voter turnout increases when
      people are forced to create implementation intentions by answering
      questions like: “What route are you taking to the polling station?
      At what time are you planning to go? What bus will get you there?”
      Other successful government programs have prompted citizens to make
      a clear plan to send taxes in on time or provided directions on
      when and where to pay late traffic bills.

      How to Follow Through With Your Goals

      The punch line is clear: people who make a specific plan for
      when and where they will perform a new habit are more likely to
      follow through. Too many people try to change their habits without
      these basic details figured out. We tell ourselves, “I’m going to
      eat healthier” or “I’m going to write more,” but we never say when
      and where these habits are going to happen. We leave it up to
      chance and hope that we will “just remember to do it” or feel
      motivated at the right time. An implementation intention sweeps
      away foggy notions like “I want to work out more” or “I want to be
      more productive” or “I should vote” and transforms them into a
      concrete plan of action.

      Many people think they lack motivation when what they really
      lack is clarity. It is not always obvious when and where to take
      action. Some people spend their entire lives waiting for the time
      to be right to make an improvement.

      Once an implementation intention has been set, you don’t have to
      wait for inspiration to strike. Do I write a chapter today or not?
      Do I meditate this morning or at lunch? When the moment of action
      occurs, there is no need to make a decision. Simply follow your
      predetermined plan.

      The simple way to apply this strategy to your habits is to fill
      out this sentence:

      I will [BEHAVIOR] at [TIME] in [LOCATION].

      
      	I will meditate for one minute at 7 a.m. in my kitchen.

      	I will study Spanish for twenty minutes at 6 p.m. in my
      bedroom.

      	I will exercise for one hour at 5 p.m. in my local gym.

      	I will make my partner a cup of tea at 8 a.m. in the
      kitchen.

      

      Give your habits a time and a space to live in the world. The
      goal is to make the time and location so obvious that, with enough
      repetition, you get an urge to do the right thing at the right
      time, even if you can’t say why.

      What to Do When Plans Fall Apart

      
      The best laid plans of mice and men often go astray.

      —Robert Burns

      

      Sometimes you won’t be able to implement a new behavior — no
      matter how perfect your plan. In situations like these, it’s great
      to use the “if–then” version of this strategy.

      You’re still stating your intention to perform a particular
      behavior, so the basic idea is the same. This time, however, you
      simply plan for unexpected situations by using the phrase, “If
      ____, then ____.”

      For example…

      
      	If I eat fast food for lunch, then I’ll stop by the store and
      buy some vegetables for dinner.

      	If I haven’t called my mom back by 7pm, then I won’t turn on
      the TV until I do.

      	If my meeting runs over and I don’t have time to workout this
      afternoon, then I’ll wake up early tomorrow and run.

      

      The “if–then” strategy gives you a clear plan for overcoming the
      unexpected stuff, which means it’s less likely that you’ll be swept
      away by the urgencies of life. You can’t control when little
      emergencies happen to you, but you don’t have to be a victim of
      them either.

      Use This Strategy to Achieve Your Goals

      If you don’t plan out your behaviors, then you rely on your
      willpower and motivation to inspire you to act. But if you do plan
      out when and where you are going to perform a new behavior, your
      goal has a time and a space to live in the real world. This shift
      in perspective allows your environment to act as a cue for your new
      behavior.

      To put it simply: planning out when and where you will perform a
      specific behavior turns your environment into a trigger for action.
      The time and place triggers your behavior, not your level of
      motivation.

      This strategy ties in nicely with the research I’ve shared about
      how habits
      work, why you need to schedule your goals,
      and the difference
      between professionals and amateurs. So what’s the moral of this
      story?

      Motivation is short lived and doesn’t lead to consistent action.
      If you want to achieve your goals, then you need a plan for exactly
      when and how you’re going to execute on them.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 4 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Break a Bad Habit and Replace It With a Good One

      
      Bad habits interrupt your life and prevent you from
      accomplishing your goals. They jeopardize your health — both
      mentally and physically. And they waste your time and energy.

      So why do we still do them? And most importantly, is there
      anything you can do about it?

      I’ve previously written about the science of how habits
      start, so now let’s focus on the practice of making changes in
      the real world. How can you delete your bad behaviors and stick to
      good ones instead?

      I certainly don’t have all of the answers, but keep reading and
      I’ll share what I’ve learned about how to break a bad habit.

      

      What causes bad habits?

      Most of your bad habits are caused by two things…

      Stress and boredom.

      Most of the time, bad habits are simply a way of dealing with
      stress and boredom. Everything from biting your nails to
      overspending on a shopping spree to drinking every weekend to
      wasting time on the internet can be a simple response to stress and
      boredom.

      But it doesn’t have to be that way. You can teach yourself new
      and healthy ways to deal with stress and boredom, which you can
      then substitute in place of your bad habits.

      Of course, sometimes the stress or boredom that is on the
      surface is actually caused by deeper issues. These issues can be
      tough to think about, but if you’re serious about making changes
      then you have to be honest with yourself.

      Are there certain beliefs or reasons that are behind the bad
      habits? Is there something deeper — a fear, an event, or a limiting
      belief — that is causing you to hold on to something that is bad
      for you?

      Recognizing the causes of your bad habits is crucial to
      overcoming them.

      You don’t eliminate a bad habit, you replace
      it.

      All of the habits that you have right now — good or bad — are in
      your life for a reason. In some way, these behaviors provide a
      benefit to you, even if they are bad for you in other ways.

      Sometimes the benefit is biological like it is with smoking or
      drugs. Sometimes it’s emotional like it is when you stay in a
      relationship that is bad for you. And in many cases, your bad habit
      is a simple way to cope with stress. For example, biting your
      nails, pulling your hair, tapping your foot, or clenching your
      jaw.

      These “benefits” or reasons extend to smaller bad habits as
      well.

      For example, opening your email inbox as soon as you turn on
      your computer might make you feel connected. At the same time
      looking at all of those emails destroys your productivity, divides
      your attention, and overwhelms you with stress. But, it prevents
      you from feeling like you’re “missing out” … and so you do it
      again.

      Because bad habits provide some type of benefit in your life,
      it’s very difficult to simply eliminate them. (This is why
      simplistic advice like “just stop doing it” rarely works.)

      Instead, you need to replace a bad habit with a new habit that
      provides a similar benefit.

      For example, if you smoke when you get stressed, then it’s a bad
      plan to “just stop smoking” when that happens. Instead, you should
      come up with a different way to deal with stress and insert that
      new behavior instead of having a cigarette.

      In other words, bad habits address certain needs in your life.
      And for that reason, it’s better to replace your bad habits with a
      healthier behavior that addresses that same need. If you expect
      yourself to simply cut out bad habits without replacing them, then
      you’ll have certain needs that will be unmet and it’s going to be
      hard to stick to a routine of “just don’t do it” for very long.

      How to break a bad habit

      Here are some additional ideas for breaking your bad habits and
      thinking about the process in a new way.

      Choose a substitute for your bad habit. You
      need to have a plan ahead of time for how you will respond when you
      face the stress or boredom that prompts your bad habit. What are
      you going to do when you get the urge to smoke? (Example: breathing
      exercises instead.) What are you going to do when Facebook is
      calling to you to procrastinate? (Example: write one sentence for
      work.) Whatever it is and whatever you’re dealing with, you need to
      have a plan for what you will do instead of your bad habit.

      Cut out as many triggers as possible. If you
      smoke when you drink, then don’t go to the bar. If you eat cookies
      when they are in the house, then throw them all away. If the first
      thing you do when you sit on the couch is pick up the TV remote,
      then hide the remote in a closet in a different room. Make it
      easier on yourself to break bad habits by avoiding the things that
      cause them.

      Right now, your environment makes your bad habit easier and good
      habits harder. Change your environment
      and you can change the outcome.

      Join forces with somebody. How often do you try
      to diet in private? Or maybe you “quit smoking” … but you kept it
      to yourself? (That way no one will see you fail, right?)

      Instead, pair up with someone and quit together. The two of you
      can hold each other accountable and celebrate your victories
      together. Knowing that someone else expects you to be better is a
      powerful motivator.

      Surround yourself with people who live the way you want
      to live. You don’t need to ditch your old friends, but
      don’t underestimate the power of finding some new ones.

      Visualize yourself succeeding. See yourself
      throwing away the cigarettes or buying healthy food or waking up
      early. Whatever the bad habit is that you are looking to break,
      visualize yourself crushing it, smiling, and enjoying your success.
      See yourself building a new
      identity.

      You don’t need to be someone else, you just need to
      return to the old you. So often we think that to break bad
      habits, we need to become an entirely new person. The truth is that
      you already have it in you to be someone without your bad habits.
      In fact, it’s very unlikely that you had these bad habits all of
      your life. You don’t need to quit smoking, you just need to return
      to being a non–smoker. You don’t need to transform into a healthy
      person, you just need to return to being healthy. Even if it was
      years ago, you have already lived without this bad habit, which
      means you can most definitely do it again.

      Use the word “but” to overcome negative
      self–talk. One thing about battling bad habits is that
      it’s easy to judge yourself for not acting better. Every time you
      slip up or make a mistake, it’s easy to tell yourself how much you
      suck.

      Whenever that happens, finish the sentence with “but”…

      
      	“I’m fat and out of shape, but I could be
      in shape a few months from now.”

      	“I’m stupid and nobody respects me, but
      I’m working to develop a valuable skill.”

      	“I’m a failure, but everybody fails
      sometimes.”

      

      Plan for failure. We all slip up every now and
      then.

      As my main man Steve
      Kamb says, “When you screw up, skip a workout, eat bad
      foods, or sleep in, it doesn’t make you a bad person. It makes you
      human. Welcome to the club.”

      So rather than beating yourself up over a mistake, plan for it.
      We all get off track, what separates top performers from everyone
      else is that they get back on track very quickly. For a handful of
      strategies that can help you bounce back when you make a mistake,
      read this
      article.

      Where to go from here

      If you’re looking for the first step to breaking bad habits, I’d
      suggest starting with awareness.

      It’s easy to get caught up in how you feel about your
      bad habits. You can make yourself feel guilty or spend your time
      dreaming about how you wish things were … but these thoughts take
      you away from what’s actually happening.

      Instead, it’s awareness that will show you how to actually make
      change.

      
      	When does your bad habit actually happen?

      	How many times do you do it each day?

      	Where are you?

      	Who are you with?

      	What triggers the behavior and causes it to start?

      

      Simply tracking these issues will make you more aware of the
      behavior and give you dozens of ideas for stopping it.

      Here’s a simple way to start: just track how many times per day
      your bad habit happens. Put a piece of paper in your pocket and a
      pen. Each time your bad habit happens, mark it down on your paper.
      At the end of the day, count up all of the tally marks and see what
      your total is.

      In the beginning your goal isn’t to judge yourself or feel
      guilty about doing something unhealthy or unproductive. The only
      goal is to be aware of when it happens and how often it happens.
      Wrap your head around the problem by being aware of it. Then, you
      can start to implement the ideas in this article and break your bad
      habit.

      Breaking bad habits takes time and effort, but mostly it takes
      perseverance. Most people who end up breaking bad habits try and
      fail multiple times before they make it work. You might not have
      success right away, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have it at
      all.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad habits), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Get Back on Track: 7 Strategies to Help You Bounce Back After
      Slipping Up

      
      We’ve all been there…

      You follow your diet religiously for a week and then break it
      with a weekend binge. You commit to working out more, hit the gym
      for two days, and then struggle to get off the couch after a long
      day of work. You set a vision for your career and get excited by
      the possibilities, only to get dragged down in everyday
      responsibilities and not return to your dream until months
      later.

      I’ve been there too, but as time rolls on I’m beginning to
      realize something important:

      These small hiccups don’t make you a failure, they make you
      human. The most successful people in the world slip up on their
      habits too. What separates them isn’t their willpower or motivation, it’s their
      ability to get back on track quickly.

      There will always be instances when following your regular
      routine is basically impossible. You don’t need superhuman
      willpower, you just need strategies that can pull you back on
      track. Habit formation
      hinges on your ability to bounce back.

      With that said, here are seven strategies that you can use to
      get back on track and bounce back right now…

      

      1. Schedule your habits into your life.

      Give your habits a specific space in your life. There are two
      main options for making this happen…

      Option 1: Put it on your calendar.

      Want to get back on track with your writing schedule? 9am on
      Monday morning. Butt in chair. Hands on keyboard. That’s when this
      is happening.

      Want to bounce back with your exercise habit? Give yourself a
      time and place that it needs to happen. 6pm every Monday,
      Wednesday, and Friday. I’ll see you in the gym.

      Option 2: Tie it to your current behavior.

      Not all of your habits will fit a specific time frame, but they
      all should have a trigger that acts as a reminder to do them.

      Want to floss? Everyday after brushing your teeth. Same order,
      same way, every time.

      Want to be happier? Every time you stop at a red light, tell
      yourself one thing you’re grateful for. The red light is the
      reminder. Same trigger, same sequence, every time.

      The bottom line is this: it might be nice to tell yourself that
      you’re going to change, but getting specific makes it real and
      gives you a reason and a reminder to get back on track whenever you
      slip up.

      Soon is not a time and some is not a number. When and where,
      exactly, are you going to do this? You might forget once, but what
      system do you have in place to automatically remind you the next
      time?

      For more on how to develop a sequence for your habits, read
      this.

      2. Stick to your schedule, even in small
      ways.

      It’s not the individual impact of missing your schedule that’s a
      big deal. It’s the cumulative impact of never getting back on
      track. If you miss one workout, you don’t suddenly feel more out of
      shape than you were before.

      For that reason, it’s critical to stick to your schedule, even
      if it’s only in a very small way.

      Don’t have enough time to do a full workout? Just squat.

      Don’t have enough time to write an article? Write a
      paragraph.

      Don’t have enough time to do yoga? Take ten seconds to
      breathe.

      Don’t have enough time to go on vacation? Give yourself a
      mini–break and drive to the neighboring town.

      Individually, these behaviors seem pretty insignificant. But
      it’s not the individual impact that makes a difference. It’s the
      cumulative impact of always sticking to your schedule that will
      carry you to long–term success.

      Find a way to stick to the schedule, no matter how small it
      is.

      3. Have someone who expects something of you.

      I’ve been on many teams throughout my athletic career and you
      know what happens when you have friends, teammates, and coaches
      expecting you to be at practice? You show up.

      The good news is that you don’t have to be on a team to make
      this work. Talk to strangers and make friends in the gym. Simply
      knowing that a familiar face expects to see you can be enough to
      get you to show up.

      4. Focus on what you can work with.

      We waste so much time focusing on what is withheld from us.

      This is especially true after we slip up and get off track from
      our goals. Anytime we don’t do the things we want to do — start a
      business, eat healthy, go to the gym — we come up with excuses…

      “I don’t have enough money. I don’t have enough time. I don’t
      have the right contacts. I don’t have enough experience. I need to
      learn more. I’m not sure what to do. I feel uncomfortable and
      stupid.”

      Here’s what I want you to think instead:

      “I can work with this.”

      Because you can. The truth is that most of us start in the same
      place — no money, no resources, no contacts, no experience — but
      some people (the winners) choose to get started anyway.

      It’s not easy, but I promise you that your life will be better
      if you choose to feel uncomfortable and make progress, rather than
      complain and make excuses. Shift your focus from what is withheld
      from you to what is available to you.

      It’s rare that your circumstances prevent you from making any
      progress. You might not like where you have to start. Your progress
      might be slow and unsexy. But you can work with this.

      5. Just because it’s not optimal, doesn’t mean
      it’s not beneficial.

      It’s so easy to get hung up on doing things the optimal way and
      end up preventing yourself from doing them at all.

      Here’s an example…

      “I really want to eat Paleo, but I go to Chipotle every Friday
      with my friends and I like to get sour cream and cheese on my
      burrito and I know that’s not Paleo. Plus, I have a book club
      meeting every Tuesday and we always have ice cream and I don’t want
      to be the only one not joining the group. Maybe I should try
      something else?”

      Seriously? Is eating clean five days per week better than not
      eating clean at all?

      Yes, I believe it is.

      In fact, eating healthy one day per week is better than none at
      all. Make that your goal to start: eat clean every Monday.

      Just because you can’t stick to the optimal schedule, doesn’t
      mean you shouldn’t stick to it at all. Good habits are built
      gradually. Start slow, live your life, and get better along the
      way. Progress is a spectrum, not a specific place.

      Furthermore, if you haven’t mastered the basics, then why make
      things harder for yourself by fretting about the details?

      The optimal strategies will make the last 10% of difference.
      Meanwhile, 90% of your results will hinge on you simply sticking to
      the basics: don’t miss workouts, eat real food, do the most
      important thing first each day. Master the fundamentals now. You
      can optimize the details later.

      6. Design your environment for success.

      If you think that you need more motivation or more willpower to stick to your
      goals, then I have good news. You don’t.

      Motivation is a fickle beast. Some days you feel inspired. Some
      days you don’t. If you want consistent change the last thing you
      want to rely on is something inconsistent.

      Previously, I’ve written about strategies for overcoming a lack
      of motivation. For example, focusing on your
      identity instead of your results or setting a schedule instead
      of a deadline or developing a pre–game
      routine.

      Another great way to overcome this hurdle and get back on track
      is to design your environment for success.

      Most of us acknowledge that the people who surround us influence
      our behaviors, but the items that surround us have an impact as
      well. The signs we see, the things that are on your desk at work,
      the pictures hanging on your wall at home … these are all pieces of
      our environment that can trigger us to take different actions.

      When I wanted to start flossing consistently, one of the most
      useful changes I made was taking the floss out of the drawer and
      keeping it next to my toothbrush on the counter. It sounds like a
      silly thing to focus on, but the visual cue of seeing the floss
      every time I brushed my teeth meant that I didn’t have to remember
      to pull it out of the drawer.

      With this simple environment change, I made it easy to do the
      new habit and I didn’t need more motivation or willpower or a
      reminder on my phone or a Post-It note on the mirror.

      If you want to hear more about my riveting flossing adventures
      (and how to stick to small healthy habits), read
      this.

      Another example of environment design is the “green plate trick”
      that I suggest as an easy way to lose weight and eat more green
      vegetables. You can read about this strategy (and about the
      research explaining why it works) in this article.

      7. Care.

      It sounds so simple, but make sure that the habits that you’re
      trying to stick to are actually important to you.

      Sometimes forgetting your habit is a sign that it’s not that
      important to you. Most of the time this isn’t true, but it happens
      often enough that I want to mention it.

      It’s remarkable how much time people spend chasing things that
      they don’t really care about. Then, when they don’t achieve them,
      they beat themselves up and feel like a failure for not achieving
      something that wasn’t important to them all along.

      You only have so much energy to put towards the next 24 hours.
      Pick a habit that you care about. If it really matters to you, then
      you’ll find a way to make it work.

      Get Back on Track

      Change can be hard. In the beginning, your healthy habits might
      take two steps forward and one step back.

      Anticipating those backwards steps can make all the difference
      in the world. Develop a plan for getting back on track and recommit
      to your routine as quickly as possible.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Say No, Resist Temptation, and Stick to Your Health
      Goals

      
      Learning how to say no is one of the most useful skills you can
      develop, especially when it comes to living a healthy life.

      Say no to unnecessary commitments, and you have the time you
      need to recover and rejuvenate. Say no to daily distractions, and
      you have the space you need to focus on what is important to you.
      And saying no to frequent temptations can help you stay on track
      and achieve your health goals.

      This, of course, begs the question: how do we avoid distraction
      and 
      get past the urgencies of everyday life, so that we can
      actually live healthy and do the things that are really important
      to us?

      It seems like a big task, but research is starting to show that
      small changes can make a significant impact. In fact, here’s one
      change you can make right now that will make it easier for you to
      say no, resist temptation and stick to your health and fitness
      goals for the long–term.

      

      How to Say No: Research Reveals the Best Way

      In a research study published in the 
      Journal of Consumer Research, 120 students were split into two
      different groups.

      The difference between these two groups was saying “I can’t”
      compared to “I don’t.”

      One group was told that each time they were faced with a
      temptation, they would tell themselves “I can’t do X.” For example,
      when tempted with ice cream, they would say, “I can’t eat ice
      cream.”

      When the second group was faced with a temptation, they were
      told to say “I don’t do X.” For example, when tempted with ice
      cream, they would say, “I don’t eat ice cream.”

      After repeating these phrases, each student answered a set of
      questions unrelated to the study. Once they finished answering
      their questions, the students went to hand in their answer sheet,
      thinking that the study was over. In reality, it was just
      beginning.

      As each student walked out of the room and handed in their
      answer sheet, they were offered a complimentary treat. The student
      could choose between a chocolate candy bar or a granola health bar.
      As the student walked away, the researcher would mark their snack
      choice on the answer sheet.

      Here’s what happened…

      The students who told themselves “I can’t eat X” chose to eat
      the chocolate candy bar 61% of the time. Meanwhile, the students
      who told themselves “I don’t eat X” chose to eat the chocolate
      candy bars only 36% of the time. This simple change in terminology
      significantly improved the odds that each person would make a more
      healthy food choice.

      But the surprises didn’t stop there…

      How the “Right Words” Make It Easier to Say
      No

      The same researchers were also interested in how the words
      “can’t” and “don’t” affect our willingness to say no over the
      long–term and stick to goals when faced with repeated temptation.
      After all, most of us can turn down a candy bar once, but
      eventually we slip up.

      In other words, is there a way to say no that makes it more
      likely that we’ll stick to healthy habits and avoid unhealthy
      ones?

      The researchers designed a new study by getting 30 working women
      to sign up for a “health and wellness seminar.” All of the women
      were told to think of a long–term health and wellness goal that was
      important to them. Then, the researchers split the women into three
      groups of 10.

      Group 1 was told that anytime they felt tempted
      to lapse on their goals they should “just say no.” This group was
      the control group because they were given no specific strategy.

      Group 2 was told that anytime they felt tempted
      to lapse on their goals, they should implement the “can’t”
      strategy. For example, “I can’t miss my workout today.”

      Group 3 was told that anytime they felt tempted
      to lapse on their goals, they should implement the “don’t”
      strategy. For example, “I don’t miss workouts.”

      For the next 10 days, each woman received an email asking to
      report her progress. They were specifically told, “During the
      10–day window you will receive emails to remind you to use the
      strategy and to report instances in which it worked or did not
      work. If the strategy is not working for you, just drop us a line
      and say so and you can stop responding to the emails.”

      Here’s what the results looked like 10 days later…

      
      	Group 1 (the “just say no” group) had 3 out of 10
      members who persisted with their goals for the entire 10
      days.

      	Group 2 (the “can’t” group) had 1 out of 10
      members who persisted with her goal for the entire 10
      days.

      	Group 3 (the “don’t” group) had an incredible 8 out of
      10 members who persisted with their goals for the entire
      10 days.

      

      The words that you use not only help you to make better choices
      on an individual basis, but also make it easier to stay on track
      with your long–term goals.

      Why “I Don’t” Works Better Than “I Can’t”

      Your words help to frame your sense of empowerment and control.
      Furthermore, the words that you use create a feedback loop in your
      brain that impacts your future behaviors.

      For example, every time you tell yourself “I can’t”, you’re
      creating a feedback loop that is a reminder of your limitations.
      This terminology indicates that you’re forcing yourself to do
      something you don’t want to do.

      In comparison, when you tell yourself “I don’t”, you’re creating
      a feedback loop that reminds you of your control and power over the
      situation. It’s a phrase that can propel you towards breaking your
      bad habits and following your good ones.

      Heidi Grant Halvorson is the director of the Motivation Science
      Center at Columbia University. Here’s how she explains the
      difference between saying “I don’t” compared to “I can’t”…

      
      “I don’t” is experienced as a choice, so it feels empowering.
      It’s an affirmation of your determination and willpower. “I can’t”
      isn’t a choice. It’s a restriction, it’s being imposed upon you. So
      thinking “I can’t” undermines your sense of power and personal
      agency.

      

      In other words, the phrase “I don’t” is a psychologically
      empowering way to say no, while the phrase “I can’t” is a
      psychologically draining way to say no.

      How You Can Apply This To Your Life

      One can have no smaller or greater mastery than mastery of
      oneself.


      —Leonardo Da Vinci

      There are situations everyday when you need to say no to
      something. For example, the waiter who offers you a dessert menu…
      or the urge to skip a workout and stay home… or the distracting
      call of texts, tweets, and updates when you should be focusing on
      something important.

      Individually, our responses to these little choices seem
      insignificant, which is why we don’t make a big deal about telling
      ourselves that we “can’t” do something. But imagine the cumulative
      effect of choosing more empowering words on a consistent basis.

      “I can’t” and “I don’t” are words that seem similar and we often
      interchange them for one another, but psychologically they can
      provide very different feedback and, ultimately, result in very
      different actions. They aren’t just words and phrases. They are
      affirmations of what you believe, reasons for why you do what you
      do, and reminders of where you want to go.

      The ability to overcome temptation and effectively say no is
      critical not only to your physical health, but also to maintaining
      a sense of well–being and control in your mental health.

      To put it simply: you can either be the victim of your words or
      the architect of them. Which one would you prefer?

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Get Motivated When You Don't Feel Like It

      
      You’ve probably noticed that it’s hard to be motivated all the
      time.

      No matter what you are working on, there are bound to be days
      when you don’t feel like showing up. There will be workouts that
      you don’t feel like starting. There will be reports that you don’t
      feel like writing. There will be responsibilities that you don’t
      feel like handling. And there will be “off days” when your energy
      and emotions are in the gutter.

      These fluctuations are part of life, and I face these
      motivational challenges just as much as the next person. However,
      for the important things in my life, I’ve also developed a system
      for dealing with these “off days.”

      Let’s talk about that system and how it can help you perform
      well even when you’re not feeling motivated.

      What Baseball Can Teach You About Getting
      Motivated

      I played baseball for 17 years, mostly as a pitcher. During my
      final season, I had a pretty good year. I was selected to the
      All–Conference team, I was chosen as the top male athlete at my
      university, and I was named to 
      ESPN’s Academic All–America team.

      But it wasn’t always that way…

      Just a few years earlier, I was the only junior to be cut from
      my high school varsity baseball team. I played on the JV squad with
      all of the sophomores and didn’t make the varsity team until my
      senior year … when I threw a whopping 11 innings all season.

      There are dozens of reasons for my transformation from high
      school through college (great teammates, coaching, work ethic, and
      so on), but there is one thing that I learned to do in college that
      I wish I had learned much earlier…

      I developed a pre–game routine that allowed me to perform well,
      regardless of whether I was motivated or not.

      How You Can Use a Pre-Game Routine to Get
      Motivated

      One thing that makes baseball different from most other sports
      is the sheer number of games that are played. Major League Baseball
      teams play 162 games in a season — twice as many as the NBA and ten
      times as many games as the NFL. Even high school baseball players
      will routinely play 40 to 60 games each year.

      With so many games, there will always be days when you don’t
      feel motivated, when your body is tired, or you’re just not
      mentally “up” for the game. In that way, I’d say that baseball is a
      lot like life. There will always be days when the things that are
      important to you feel like a grind.

      But the game is going to be played whether you feel like playing
      or not, so you better figure out a solution to overcoming your
      lackluster emotions. I did this by developing a pre-game routine
      that would automatically pull me out of a funk and push me over
      that threshold to perform well.

      Here’s what my pre-game routine looked like…

      Grab a baseball and my glove. Jog out to the outfield foul
      pole. Jog across along the outfield wall. Stop at the opposite foul
      pole. Stretch hips and hamstrings. Jog back along the outfield
      wall. Toss lightly, working back to 75 feet or so. Head to the
      bullpen. Stand one step behind the mound and toss three or four
      times from there to the catcher. Step up onto the mound. Toss a few
      pitches without going into the full windup. Start throwing from the
      windup for 10 pitches or so. Throw from the stretch for 10 pitches
      or so. Finish with one of each pitch (change up, curveball,
      fastball in, fastball out). Walk to the dugout.

      That whole sequence usually took 20 to 25 minutes and I did it
      the same way every single time.

      While this routine physically warmed me up to play, it also —
      and perhaps more importantly — put me in the correct mental state
      to compete at a high level. Even if I wasn’t feeling up for the
      game at the beginning, by the time I finished my pre-game routine,
      I was in “game mode.”

      In other words, it didn’t matter if I came to the ballpark
      motivated to play. My pre-game routine started a cascade of
      internal events that pulled me into the right frame of mind and
      made it more likely that I would succeed.

      Imagine if you had a routine that could pull you into “exercise
      mode” or “work mode”, no matter how little motivation you had at
      the start.

      If you look at top performers in any field, you’ll see similar
      patterns all over the place. NBA players who do the same thing
      before every free throw shot. Comedians who recite the same words
      before they step onto stage. Corporate executives who follow the
      same meditation sequence every morning.

      Do you think these people always feel motivated? No way. There
      are some days when the most talented people in the world wake up
      feeling like sluggish lard bombs.

      But they use their pre-game routines to pull them into the right
      mental state, regardless of how they feel. You can use this same
      process to overcome your motivation threshold and consistently
      exercise, study, write, speak, or perform any other task that is
      important to you.

      Here’s how to do it…

      How to Get Motivated: 3 Steps For Developing Your
      Routine

      Step 1: A good pre–game routine starts by being
      so easy that you can’t say no to it. You shouldn’t need motivation
      to start your pre–game routine.

      For example…

      
      	My writing routine starts by getting a glass of water. So easy,
      I can’t say no.

      	My weightlifting routine starts by putting on my lifting shoes.
      So easy, I can’t say no.

      	My pitching routine started by picking up a baseball and my
      glove. So easy, I couldn’t say no. (Also, my coach would have
      yelled at me.)

      

      The most important part of any task is starting. If you can’t
      get motivated in the
      beginning, then you’ll find that motivation often comes after
      starting. That’s why your pre–game routine needs to be incredibly
      easy to start.

      For example, you could create an exercise routine that starts
      with filling up your water bottle. That way, when you don’t feel
      like working out, you can simply tell yourself, “Just fill up the
      water bottle.” Your only goal is to start the routine and then
      continue from there.

      For more about the importance of getting started, read this.

      Step 2: Your routine should get you
      moving towards the end goal.

      Most of the time, your routine should include physical movement.
      It’s hard to think yourself into getting motivated.

      Here’s why…

      What is your body language like when you’re feeling unmotivated
      or lacking energy?

      Answer: You’re not moving very much. Maybe you’re slumped over
      like a blob, slowly melting into the couch. This lack of physical
      movement is directly linked to a lack of mental energy.

      The opposite is also true. If you’re physically moving and
      engaged, then it’s far more likely that you’ll feel mentally
      engaged and energized. For example, it’s almost impossible to not
      feel vibrant, awake, and energized when you’re dancing.

      While your routine should be as easy as possible to start, it
      should gradually transition into more and more physical movement.
      Your mind and your motivation will follow your physical
      movement.

      Related: physical movement doesn’t have to mean exercise. For
      example, if your goal is to write, then your routine should bring
      you closer to the physical act of writing.

      Step 3: You need to follow the same pattern
      every single time.

      The primary purpose of your pre-game routine is to create a
      series of events that you always perform before doing a specific
      task. Your pre–game routine tells your mind, “This is what happens
      before I do ___.”

      Eventually, this routine becomes so tied to your performance
      that by simply doing the routine, you are pulled into a mental
      state that is primed to perform. You don’t need motivation, you
      just need to start your routine.

      If you remember the article on the 3 R’s of Habit
      Change, then you may realize that your pre-game routine is
      basically creating a “reminder” for yourself. Your pre-game routine
      is the trigger that kickstarts your habit, even if you’re not
      motivated to do it.

      This is important because when you don’t feel motivated, it’s
      often too much work to figure out what you should do next. When
      faced with another decision, you will often decide to just quit.
      However, the pre-game routine solves that problem because you know
      exactly what to do next. There’s no debating or decision making.
      You just follow the pattern.

      How to Get Motivated: Make Excellence a
      Routine

      You can train yourself for success just as well as you can train
      for failure.

      Today you may be saying, “I need to be motivated to get anything
      done,” but I guarantee that it doesn’t have to be that way. If
      you’ve taught yourself to believe certain limitations, then you can
      also teach yourself to break through them.

      The patterns that you repeat on a daily basis will eventually
      form the identity that you believe in and the actions that you
      take. You can transform your
      identity and become the type of person who doesn’t need
      motivation to perform well.

      This is why it’s so critical to do your pre-game routine every
      time, not just when you’re struggling with a lack of motivation.
      These small behaviors reinforce your good habits and the feelings
      that come with them. Pretty soon, your pre-game routine will not
      only be a trigger that kickstarts your habit, but also a reminder
      of what you’re working towards and the type of person you are
      becoming.

      This is the difference between approaching life as a professional or
      an amateur.

      If you only work when you feel motivated, then you’ll never be
      consistent enough to become a pro. But if you build small routines
      and patterns that help you overcome the daily battles, then you’ll
      continue the slow march towards greatness even when it gets
      tough.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Achieve Your Goals Easily

      
      In the last 6 months, I’ve experimented with a simple strategy
      that has improved my work and my health.

      Using this one basic idea, I have made consistent progress on my
      goals every single week without incredible doses of willpower or remarkable
      motivation.

      Today, I want to share how I use this strategy and how you can
      apply it to your own life to improve your health and your work.
      

      The Problem with How We Usually Set Goals

      If you’re anything like the typical human, then you have dreams
      and goals in your life. In fact, there are probably many things —
      large and small — that you would like to accomplish.

      That’s great, but there is one common mistake we often make when
      it comes to setting
      goals. (I know I’ve committed this error many times
      myself.)

      The problem is this: we set a deadline, but not a schedule.

      We focus on the end goal that we want to achieve and the
      deadline we want to do it by. We say things like, “I want to lose
      20 pounds by the summer” or “I want to add 50 pounds to my bench
      press in the next 12 weeks.”

      The problem with this is that if we don’t magically hit the
      arbitrary timeline that we set in the beginning, then we feel like
      a failure … even if we are better off than we were at the start.
      The end result, sadly, is that we often give up if we don’t reach
      our goal by the initial deadline.

      I’ve mentioned this idea multiple times before. For example, in
      making the mistake of
      putting performance goals before your identity or in choosing
      life–changing transformations over daily lifestyle choices.

      Here’s the good news: there’s a better way and it’s simple.

      The Power of Setting a Schedule, Not a
      Deadline

      In my experience, a better way to achieve your goals is to set a
      schedule to operate by rather than a deadline to perform by.

      Instead of giving yourself a deadline to accomplish a particular
      goal by (and then feeling like a failure if you don’t achieve it),
      you should choose a goal that is important to you and then set a
      schedule to work towards it consistently.

      That might not sound like a big shift, but it is.

      How to Achieve Your Goals: The Idea in
      Practice

      Most of the time, I try to be a practitioner of my ideas and not
      just someone who shares their opinion, so allow me to explain this
      strategy by using two real examples from my own life.

      Example 1: Writing

      As regular readers know, I published a new article every Monday
      and Thursday for the first three years. Sometimes the article was
      shorter than expected, sometimes it wasn’t as compelling as I had
      hoped, and sometimes it wasn’t as useful as it could be … but it
      got out the door no matter what.

      The results of this simple schedule were been amazing. Millions
      of visitors, hundreds of thousands of subscribers, and a full-time
      business.

      Imagine if I had set a deadline for myself instead, like “get
      1,000 subscribers in 12 weeks.” There’s no way I would have written
      every Monday and Thursday and if I didn’t reach my goal, then I
      would have felt like a failure.

      Instead, we are slowly building one of the most incredible
      communities online. (By the way, thank you for all of the emails,
      tweets, and messages on 
      fat loss, lifting weights,
      
      living longer, and forming better
      habits. Keep them coming! I’m always happy to get your
      questions and I’ll do my best to help however I can.)

      Example 2: Exercise

      Back in August 2012, I decided that I wanted to do 100 pushups
      in a row with strict form. When I tried it the first time, I only
      got 36.

      In the past, I might have set a deadline for myself: “Do 100
      pushups by December 31st.”

      Instead, I decided to set a schedule for my workouts. I started
      doing pushup workouts every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. So far,
      the only workouts I’ve missed were on long travel days.

      I have no total pushup goal for any single workout. The goal is
      simply to do the workout. Just like I have no goal for any single
      article that I write. The goal is to publish the article.

      The result, of course, is that after doing 77 pushup workouts
      I’ve made a lot of progress. If you’re interested, you can
      
      see every workout here.

      Focus on the Practice, Not the Performance

      Do you see how the two examples above are different than most
      goals we set for ourselves?

      In both cases (writing and exercise), I made consistent progress
      towards my goals not by setting a deadline for my performance, but
      by sticking to a schedule.

      Productive and successful people practice the
      things that are important to them on a consistent basis. The
      best weightlifters are in the gym at the same time every week. The
      best writers are sitting down at the keyboard every day. And this
      same principle applies to the best leaders, parents, managers,
      musicians, and doctors.

      The strange thing is that for top performers, it’s not about the
      performance, it’s about the continual practice.

      The focus is on doing the action, not on achieving X goal by a
      certain date.

      The schedule is your friend. You can’t predict when you’ll have
      a stroke of genius and write a moving story, paint a beautiful
      portrait, or make an incredible picture, but the schedule can make
      sure that you’re working when that stroke of genius happens.

      You can’t predict when your body feels like setting a new
      personal record, but the schedule can make sure that you’re in the
      gym whether you feel like it or not.

      It’s about practicing the craft, not performing at a certain
      level. (We’re talking about practice. Not a game, not a game.
      Practice.)

      If you want to be the type of person who accomplishes things on
      a consistent basis, then give yourself a schedule to follow, not a
      deadline to race toward.

      

    

  
    

    
      How To Start New Habits That Actually Stick

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Your life today is essentially the sum of your habits.

      How in shape or out of shape you are? A result of your
      habits.

      How happy or unhappy you are? A result of your habits.

      How successful or unsuccessful you are? A result of your
      habits.

      What you repeatedly do (i.e. what you spend time thinking about
      and doing each day) ultimately forms the person you
      are, the things you believe, and the personality that you
      portray.

      But what if you want to improve? What if you want to form new
      habits? How would you go about it?

      Turns out, there’s a helpful framework that can make it easier
      to stick to new habits so that you can improve your health, your
      work, and your life in general.

      Let’s talk about that framework now…

      The Science of How Habits Work

      The process of building a habit can be divided into four simple
      steps: cue, craving, response, and reward.

      Breaking it down into these fundamental parts can help us
      understand what a habit is, how it works, and how to improve
      it.

      [image: ]
      This four-step pattern is the backbone of every habit, and your
      brain runs through these steps in the same order each time.

      First, there is the cue. The cue triggers your brain to initiate
      a behavior. It is a bit of information that predicts a reward. Our
      prehistoric ancestors were paying attention to cues that signaled
      the location of primary rewards like food, water, and sex. Today,
      we spend most of our time learning cues that predict secondary
      rewards like money and fame, power and status, praise and approval,
      love and friendship, or a sense of personal satisfaction. (Of
      course, these pursuits also indirectly improve our odds of survival
      and reproduction, which is the deeper motive behind everything we
      do.)

      Your mind is continuously analyzing your internal and external
      environment for hints of where rewards are located. Because the cue
      is the first indication that we’re close to a reward, it naturally
      leads to a craving.

      Cravings are the second step of the habit loop, and they are the
      motivational force behind every habit. Without some level of
      motivation or desire—without craving a change—we have no reason to
      act. What you crave is not the habit itself but the change in state
      it delivers. You do not crave smoking a cigarette, you crave the
      feeling of relief it provides. You are not motivated by brushing
      your teeth but rather by the feeling of a clean mouth. You do not
      want to turn on the television, you want to be entertained. Every
      craving is linked to a desire to change your internal state. This
      is an important point that we will discuss in detail later.

      Cravings differ from person to person. In theory, any piece of
      information could trigger a craving, but in practice, people are
      not motivated by the same cues. For a gambler, the sound of slot
      machines can be a potent trigger that sparks an intense wave of
      desire. For someone who rarely gambles, the jingles and chimes of
      the casino are just background noise. Cues are meaningless until
      they are interpreted. The thoughts, feelings, and emotions of the
      observer are what transform a cue into a craving.

      The third step is the response. The response is the actual habit
      you perform, which can take the form of a thought or an action.
      Whether a response occurs depends on how motivated you are and how
      much friction is associated with the behavior. If a particular
      action requires more physical or mental effort than you are willing
      to expend, then you won’t do it. Your response also depends on your
      ability. It sounds simple, but a habit can occur only if you are
      capable of doing it. If you want to dunk a basketball but can’t
      jump high enough to reach the hoop, well, you’re out of luck.

      Finally, the response delivers a reward. Rewards are the end
      goal of every habit. The cue is about noticing the reward. The
      craving is about wanting the reward. The response is about
      obtaining the reward. We chase rewards because they serve two
      purposes: (1) they satisfy us and (2) they teach us.

      The first purpose of rewards is to satisfy your craving. Yes,
      rewards provide benefits on their own. Food and water deliver the
      energy you need to survive. Getting a promotion brings more money
      and respect. Getting in shape improves your health and your dating
      prospects. But the more immediate benefit is that rewards satisfy
      your craving to eat or to gain status or to win approval. At least
      for a moment, rewards deliver contentment and relief from
      craving.

      Second, rewards teach us which actions are worth remembering in
      the future. Your brain is a reward detector. As you go about your
      life, your sensory nervous system is continuously monitoring which
      actions satisfy your desires and deliver pleasure. Feelings of
      pleasure and disappointment are part of the feedback mechanism that
      helps your brain distinguish useful actions from useless ones.
      Rewards close the feedback loop and complete the habit cycle.

      If a behavior is insufficient in any of the four stages, it will
      not become a habit. Eliminate the cue and your habit will never
      start. Reduce the craving and you won’t experience enough
      motivation to act. Make the behavior difficult and you won’t be
      able to do it. And if the reward fails to satisfy your desire, then
      you’ll have no reason to do it again in the future. Without the
      first three steps, a behavior will not occur. Without all four, a
      behavior will not be repeated.
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      In summary, the cue triggers a craving, which motivates a
      response, which provides a reward, which satisfies the craving and,
      ultimately, becomes associated with the cue. Together, these four
      steps form a neurological feedback loop—cue, craving, response,
      reward; cue, craving, response, reward—that ultimately allows you
      to create automatic habits.

      We can split these four steps into two phases: the problem phase
      and the solution phase. The problem phase includes the cue and the
      craving, and it is when you realize that something needs to change.
      The solution phase includes the response and the reward, and it is
      when you take action and achieve the change you desire.

      All behavior is driven by the desire to solve a problem.
      Sometimes the problem is that you notice something good and you
      want to obtain it. Sometimes the problem is that you are
      experiencing pain and you want to relieve it. Either way, the
      purpose of every habit is to solve the problems you face.

      Let’s cover a few examples of what this looks like in real
      life.

      
      
      
      	PROBLEM PHASE
      	
      	SOLUTION PHASE
      	
      

      
      	1. Cue
      	2. Craving
      	3. Response
      	4. Reward
      

      
      	Your phone buzzes with a new text message.
      	You want to learn the contents of the message.
      	You grab your phone and read the text.
      	You satisfy your craving to read the message. Grabbing your
      phone becomes associated with your phone buzzing.
      

      
      	You are answering emails.
      	You begin to feel stressed and overwhelmed by work. You want to
      feel in control.
      	You bite your nails.
      	You satisfy your craving to reduce stress. Biting your nails
      becomes associated with answering email.
      

      
      	You wake up.
      	You want to feel alert.
      	You drink a cup of coffee.
      	You satisfy your craving to feel alert. Drinking coffee becomes
      associated with waking up.
      

      
      	You smell a doughnut shop as you walk down the street near your
      office.
      	You begin to crave a doughnut.
      	You buy a doughnut and eat it.
      	You satisfy your craving to eat a doughnut. Buying a doughnut
      becomes associated with walking down the street near your
      office.
      

      
      	You hit a stumbling block on a project at work.
      	You feel stuck and want to relieve your frustration.
      	You pull out your phone and check social media.
      	You satisfy your craving to feel relieved. Checking social
      media becomes associated with feeling stalled at work.
      

      
      

      This four-step process is not something that happens
      occasionally, but rather it is an endless feedback loop that is
      running and active during every moment you are alive—even now. The
      brain is continually scanning the environment, predicting what will
      happen next, trying out different responses, and learning from the
      results. The entire process is completed in a split second, and we
      use it again and again without realizing everything that has been
      packed into the previous moment.

      Imagine walking into a dark room and flipping on the light
      switch. You have performed this simple habit so many times that it
      occurs without thinking. You proceed through all four stages in the
      fraction of a second. The urge to act strikes you without
      thinking.

      
      
      
      	PROBLEM PHASE
      	
      	SOLUTION PHASE
      	
      

      
      	1. Cue
      	2. Craving
      	3. Response
      	4. Reward
      

      
      	You walk into a dark room.
      	You want to be able to see.
      	You flip the light switch.
      	You satisfy your craving to see. Turning on the light switch
      becomes associated with being in a dark room.
      

      
      

      By the time we become adults, we rarely notice the habits that
      are running our lives. Most of us never give a second thought to
      the fact that we tie the same shoe first each morning, or unplug
      the toaster after each use, or always change into comfortable
      clothes after getting home from work. After decades of mental
      programming, we automatically slip into these patterns of thinking
      and acting.

      Where to Go From Here

      We can transform these four steps into a practical framework
      that we can use to design good habits and eliminate bad ones.

      I refer to this framework as the Four Laws of Behavior Change,
      and it provides a simple set of rules for creating good habits and
      breaking bad ones. You can think of each law as a lever that
      influences human behavior. When the levers are in the right
      positions, creating good habits is effortless. When they are in the
      wrong positions, it is nearly impossible.

      
      
      
      	How to Create a Good Habit
      	
      

      
      	The 1st law (Cue)
      	Make it obvious.
      

      
      	The 2nd law (Craving)
      	Make it attractive.
      

      
      	The 3rd law (Response)
      	Make it easy.
      

      
      	The 4th law (Reward)
      	Make it satisfying.
      

      
      

      We can invert these laws to learn how to break a bad habit.

      
      
      
      	How to Break a Bad Habit
      	
      

      
      	Inversion of the 1st law (Cue)
      	Make it invisible.
      

      
      	Inversion of the 2nd law (Craving)
      	Make it unattractive.
      

      
      	Inversion of the 3rd law (Response)
      	Make it difficult.
      

      
      	Inversion of the 4th law (Reward)
      	Make it unsatisfying.
      

      
      

      Whenever you want to change your behavior, you can simply ask
      yourself:

      
      	How can I make it obvious?

      	How can I make it attractive?

      	How can I make it easy?

      	How can I make it satisfying?

      

      It would be irresponsible for me to claim that these four laws
      are an exhaustive framework for changing any human
      behavior, but I think they’re close.

      If you have ever wondered, “Why don’t I do what I say I’m going
      to do? Why don’t I lose the weight or stop smoking or save for
      retirement or start that side business? Why do I say something is
      important but never seem to make time for it?” The answers to those
      questions can be found somewhere in these four laws. The key to
      creating good habits and breaking bad ones is to understand these
      fundamental laws and how to alter them to your specifications.
      Every goal is doomed to fail if it goes against the grain of human
      nature.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 3 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Simple Ways to Be Happy

      
      We all want to be happy. But what is happiness?

      Here’s one definition…

      Happiness is simply the ability to not want more; to find
      gratitude and satisfaction in the moment that you have right
      now.

      In other words, your happiness hinges on living in the moment
      instead of yearning for some future indicator of success.

      Here’s the best way I know to live in the moment…

      

      Express gratefulness.

      Appreciating what you have right now automatically brings you
      into the present. It allows you to get past the dissatisfaction of
      wanting a bigger house or a better relationship or a better job and
      experience what you have right now.

      With that thought in mind, here are five ways to boost your
      gratefulness on a daily basis and find lasting happiness.

      5 Simple Ways to Be Happy

      1. Before dinner each night, say one thing you are
      grateful for. (If you pray, then this can become part of
      your prayer as well.)

      2. Write a Thank You note to someone this week.
      If you can’t find anything else to thank someone for, then just
      write them a note to thank them for being in
      your life. Any time they spend with you is a gift because they
      could choose to spend it with someone else.

      3. Take 30 seconds to breathe. There is no
      easier way to make time for yourself and be grateful for your own
      existence than to breathe. Close your eyes. Breathe in through your
      nose for a count of three and out through your mouth for a count of
      five. Do this 5 times.

      4. Do nothing for 2 minutes. Guess what
      happens? Nothing! You didn’t lose your job. Your family didn’t
      leave you. You’re not a failure. Nobody judged you. In fact, the
      only thing that really happened was that you realized that you can
      make time for yourself and enjoy your own presence without
      consuming something (eating, watching TV, etc).

      5. Call a friend that you haven’t talked to in a
      while. We live for close connection. Having Facebook
      friends and Twitter followers and a large network is great, but it
      lacks the meaning of close connection. Reach out to someone who is
      important to you. Talk about whatever the hell you want. You don’t
      have to say anything cheesy or uncomfortable. Just enjoy the
      conversation and be grateful for that person.

      The Fine Print

      Important Note 1: I don’t believe that you need
      to be dissatisfied to be driven. I think it’s possible to love
      the life that you live and seek to make it better at the same time.
      So, don’t abandon your goals of a better job or a better
      relationship or a better life. The problem is that too often we
      convince ourselves that we need to abandon the present to achieve
      the future.

      Important Note 2:If you think these
      things are too simple or too stupid to work, then I’d like to ask
      you this: When was the last time you tried one of them? Do a few
      and see if they work rather than living like a skeptic and writing
      things off before you try them.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stick to Little Healthy Habits (Like Flossing) Without
      Thinking

      
      Recently, I started to use a simple strategy to break my
      unhealthy habits (like eating a plate full of cookies) and
      create healthy habits
      (like flossing every day).

      This little tactic is so simple that you’ll be able to implement
      it in just a few seconds, but if you’re anything like me, it can
      make a big difference in your life.

      Here’s how it works…

      

      The Impact of Your Environment

      How much time do you spend thinking about how the environment
      you live in (your home, your office, and your community) determines
      the type of actions you take?

      If you’re like me, this isn’t something that you actively
      consider very often.

      But I’m just starting to realize how important your
      environment is for achieving your goals. This is especially
      true if your goal is to create healthy habits.

      Earlier this week, I wrote about the
      importance of starting. I believe that the ability to
      consistently start new behaviors is one of the most critical steps
      for achieving long term success.

      But, as you have probably noticed already, starting a new habit
      isn’t easy and breaking your bad ones can be even more
      difficult.

      In many cases, there’s a simple reason for this…

      The environment that you live in makes it easier to practice
      unhealthy habits (which is why you’re doing them now) and more
      difficult to practice healthy habits (which is why it’s hard to
      stick to your new behaviors, even if you really want to make a
      change).

      Another way of saying this is that your environment (where you
      live, where you work, and where you socialize) is designed in a
      particular way that may not be optimal for your goals.

      It doesn’t have to be that way though. Here’s what you can do
      about it…

      The Visibility Method

      When I started analyzing my own behavior, I noticed that many of
      the actions I took each day were simply a response to the way
      things were organized around me.

      For example, when there was a plate of cookies on the counter, I
      would eat one (or five) each time I walked into the kitchen. I
      didn’t do this because I wanted a cookie. I didn’t have a craving
      for it — at least, not until I saw it. I was simply responding to
      the environment around me.

      After thinking about this, I’ve started to design my environment
      in very small ways to make it easier to get started on the things I
      want to do and harder to get started on the things I don’t want to
      do.

      The basic idea is that if I want to do something, I try to make
      it visible to me. I put it in a location where I won’t forget about
      it when it comes time to do it.

      For example, I’ve placed my vitamins on top of the
      refridgerator. That way, when it’s time to eat, I see them sitting
      right there in front of me and I’m reminded to take my
      vitamins.

      This idea of making the healthy habits I want to perform more
      visible and the unhealthy habits I don’t want to perform less
      visible is a simple technique that I’ve started to call the
      “Visibility Method.”

      Here are two more examples…

      Example 1: Breaking Unhealthy Habits

      If you want to make it easier to break a bad habit, then you
      need to increase the number steps required to perform that
      habit.

      Remember my habit of eating a cookie each time I walk into the
      kitchen? Well, if I put those cookies into a tupperware and place
      them in the pantry, then it turns out that I am much less likely to
      eat them. The simple act of taking them out of my sight makes them
      easier to deny. In fact, I don’t even think about them unless I see
      them. Out of sight, out of mind.

      The overall goal here is to increase the number of steps
      required to perform your bad habits. Taking things out of plain
      sight is one way to do this. The pantry door seems like a pretty
      insignificant barrier between myself and a cookie, but it turns out
      to be enough to kick the habit. Any barriers that you can put
      between you and your bad habits will make it easier for you stay on
      track.

      Example 2: Creating Healthy Habits

      If you want to make it easier to create a good habit, then you
      need to decrease the number steps required to perform that
      habit.

      For example, my parents did a great job of getting me to build
      the habit of brushing my teeth from an early age. Twice a day,
      every day. And it’s been like that for all of my life.

      Flossing, on the other hand, was a different story.

      I just never got into it. There were all sorts of reasons. This
      included logical things (I wouldn’t remember to take the floss out
      of the drawer) and weird things (I didn’t like wrapping the floss
      around my fingers).

      Regardless, even though I tried to remember to floss everyday, I
      rarely would.

      Today, I floss every day without fail. Here’s what changed…

      First, I switched from using the long string of floss to using
      pre–made flossers. That made the process simpler and didn’t require
      me to wrap the floss around my fingers.

      Second, I bought a little bowl, filled it with the pre–made
      flossers, and placed it next to my toothbrush. That way I didn’t
      have to remember to take the floss out of the drawer.

      These two changes solved most of the problems, but I would still
      forget to floss on occasion. The final change I made was to take
      the lid off of the bowl so that I would always see the flossers
      each time I brushed my teeth.

      With the flossers visible on the bathroom counter, I never
      forget to floss.

      Trust me, I know this extended discussion about my flossing
      habits sounds ridiculous, but the fact is that the environment that
      you live in can drive your behavior. This is true whether you
      actively design your environment or not.

      The items we see around our homes, our offices, and our
      community can act as triggers for good habits and bad ones. To put
      it simply, the environment you live in dictates your behavior more
      than you may want to admit.

      This is something that we often overlook and we end up being the
      victim of our environment instead of the architect of it. Instead,
      use this to your advantage and design an environment that makes it
      easier to achieve your goals.

      Putting The Visibility Method Into Practice in
      Your Life

      There are all sorts of ways that you can use this the Visibility
      Method to make it easier to stick to healthy habits and break
      unhealthy ones.

      Want to drink more water each day? Buy a
      special water bottle and put it on your desk. Take a drink each
      time you look at it.

      Wish you would read more? Place a book in the
      same spot that you usually keep the TV remote control.

      Want to become more creative? Put your camera
      next to your car keys. Take a photo of something new each time you
      leave the house. It can be a photo of anything.

      Having trouble getting up for that morning run?
      Set your clothes and running shoes out the night before and place
      them by your bed. When your alarm goes off, your clothes will be
      the first thing you see in the morning.

      Getting stressed out and forgetting to take time to
      breathe? Set a reminder on your calendar for mid–morning
      and mid–afternoon. Each time the reminder goes off, breathe in
      deeply through your nose for 3 seconds and breathe out fully
      through your mouth for 5 seconds. Repeat this 5 times. It’s a quick
      de–stressing technique that takes less than a minute to
      complete.

      You get the idea.

      Design your
      environment to make the reminders of your healthy habits more
      visible and the reminders of your unhealthy habits less visible.
      This simple strategy makes change easier and is a quick way to
      tailor your environment to support your goals.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why is it So Hard to Stick to Good Habits?

      
      Have you ever set out with the goal of actually sticking to a
      new behavior … only to find yourself not doing it at all one week
      later?

      I know I have.

      Why is it so hard to form good habits? Why is it so
      difficult to make consistent change? How can we have the best
      intentions to become better, and yet still see so little
      progress?

      And most importantly, is there anything we can do about
      it?

      

      Your Life Goals are Not Your Habits

      Your audacious life goals are fabulous. We’re proud of you
      for having them. But it’s possible that those goals are designed to
      distract you from the thing that’s really frightening you—the shift
      in daily habits that would mean a re–invention of how you see
      yourself.

      — Seth Godin

      We all have hopes and dreams (if you don’t, you’re probably not
      the type of person who would be reading this article).

      And most of the time, we have at least a general sense of what
      those goals are: the way we want our bodies to look and the good
      health we want to enjoy, the respect we want to receive from our
      peers and the important work we want to create, the relationships
      we want with our family and friends and the love we want to
      share.

      Overall, this is a good thing. It’s nice to know what you want
      and having goals gives you a sense of direction and purpose.
      However, there is one way that your hopes and dreams actually
      sabotage you from becoming better: your desires can easily lure you
      into biting off more than you can chew.

      You know exactly what I mean…

      
      	You get inspired by The Biggest Loser, head to the gym, bust
      your butt to the point of exhaustion, and take the next three
      months off to recover.

      	You finally get that urge to write your book, write all day
      over the weekend, and then head back to your day job on Monday and
      never come back to it.

      	You’re motivated by your friend’s stories of traveling to new
      countries, so you start to plan your own around–the–world trip,
      only to end up overwhelmed by all the details and stay at
      home.

      

      Too often, we let our motivations and desires drive us into a
      frenzy as we try to solve our entire problem at once instead of
      starting a small, new routine.

      I know, I know. It’s not nearly as sexy as saying you lost 30
      pounds in 3 months. But the truth is this: the dreams that you have are
      very different from the actions that will get you there.

      So how do we balance our desire to make life–changing
      transformations with the need to build small, sustainable
      habits?

      I’m glad you asked.

      Dream Big, But Start Small

      If you’re serious about making real change — in other words, if
      you’re serious about doing things better than you are now — then
      you have to start small.

      Imagine the typical habits, good or bad: Brushing your teeth.
      Putting your seatbelt on. Biting your nails.

      These actions are small enough that you don’t even think about
      them. You simply do them automatically. They are tiny actions that
      become consistent patterns.

      Wouldn’t it make sense that if we wanted to form new habits, the
      best way to start would be to make tiny changes that our brain
      could quickly learn and automatically repeat?

      What if you started thinking of your life goals, not as big,
      audacious things that you can only achieve when the time is right
      or when you have better resources or when you finally catch your
      big break … but instead as tiny, daily behaviors that are repeated
      until success becomes inevitable?

      What if losing 50 pounds wasn’t dependent on a researcher
      discovering the perfect diet or you finding a superhuman dose of
      willpower, but hinged on a series of tiny habits that you could
      always control? Habits like walking for 20 minutes per day,
      drinking 8 glasses of water per day, eating two meals instead of
      three.

      I think the following quote from BJ Fogg, a professor at
      Stanford, sums this idea up nicely.

      If you plant the right seed in the right spot, it will grow
      without further coaxing.

      I believe this is the best metaphor for creating
      habits.

      The “right seed” is the tiny behavior that you choose. The
      “right spot” is the sequencing — what it comes after. The “coaxing”
      part is amping up motivation, which I think has nothing to do with
      creating habits. In fact, focusing on motivation as the key to
      habits is exactly wrong.

      Let me be more explicit: If you pick the right small
      behavior and sequence it right, then you won’t have to motivate
      yourself to have it grow. It will just happen naturally, like a
      good seed planted in a good spot.

      —BJ Fogg, founder of Tiny Habits

      How great is that?

      The typical approach is to dive into the deep end as soon as you
      get a dose of motivation, only to fail quickly and wish you had
      more willpower as your new habit drowns. The new approach is to
      wade into the shallow water, slowly going deeper until you reach
      the point where you can swim whether you’re motivated or not.

      Focus on Lifestyle, Not Life–Changing

      Too often we get obsessed with making life–changing
      transformations.

      
      	Losing 50 pounds would be life–changing, drinking 8 glasses of
      water per day is a new type of lifestyle.

      	Publishing your first book would be life–changing, emailing a
      new book agent each day is a new type of lifestyle.

      	Running a marathon would be life–changing, running 3 days per
      week is a new type of lifestyle.

      	Earning an extra $20,000 each year would be life–changing,
      working an extra 5 hours per week as a freelancer is a new type of
      lifestyle.

      	Squatting 100 more pounds would be life–changing, squatting 3
      days per week is a new type of lifestyle.

      

      Do you see the difference?

      Life goals are good to have because they provide direction, but
      they can also trick you into taking on more than you can handle.
      Daily habits — tiny routines that are repeatable — are what make
      big dreams a reality.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Difference Between Professionals and Amateurs

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      I’ve started to notice (partially because of my own failures),
      that there is one skill that is so valuable that it will make you a
      standout in any area of life, no matter what kind of competition
      you face.

      What is this skill and how can you develop it? Let’s talk about
      that now.

      Every Day at 8am

      Last summer, I was speaking with Todd Henry. Todd is a successful
      author and does a great job of putting out valuable work on a
      consistent basis.

      I, on the other hand, do a remarkable job of putting out
      questionable work on an inconsistent basis. I started to explain
      this to Todd…

      “Todd, what do you think about writing only when you feel
      motivated? I feel like I always do my best work when I get a spark
      of creativity or inspiration, but that only happens every now and
      then. I’m pretty much only writing when I feel like it, which means
      I’m inconsistent. But if I write all the time, then I’m not
      creating my best work.”

      “That’s cool,” Todd replied. “I only write when I’m motivated
      too. I just happened to be motivated every day at 8am.”

      The Difference Between Professionals and
      Amateurs

      It doesn’t matter what you are trying to become better at, if
      you only do the work when you’re motivated, then you’ll never be
      consistent enough to become a professional.

      The ability to show up everyday, stick to the schedule, and do
      the work — especially when you don’t feel like it — is so valuable
      that it is literally all you need to become better 99% of the
      time.

      I’ve seen this in my own experiences…

      When I don’t miss workouts, I get in the best shape of my life.
      When I write every week, I become a better writer. When I travel
      and take my camera out every day, I take better photos.

      It’s simple and powerful. But why is it so difficult?

      The Pain of Being A Pro

      Approaching your goals — whatever they are — with the attitude
      of a professional isn’t easy. In fact, being a pro is painful.

      The simple fact of the matter is that most of the time we are
      inconsistent. We all have goals that we would like to achieve and
      dreams that we would like to fulfill, but it doesn’t matter what
      you are trying to become better at, if you only do the work when
      it’s convenient or exciting, then you’ll never be consistent enough
      to achieve remarkable results.

      I can guarantee that if you manage to start a
      habit and keep sticking to it, there will be days when you feel
      like quitting. When you start a business, there will be days when
      you don’t feel like showing up. When you’re at the gym, there will
      be sets that you don’t feel like finishing. When it’s time to
      write, there will be days that you don’t feel like typing. But
      stepping up when it’s annoying or painful or draining to do so,
      that’s what makes the difference between a professional and an
      amateur.

      Professionals stick to the schedule, amateurs let life get in
      the way. Professionals know what is important to them and work
      towards it with purpose, amateurs get pulled off course by the
      
      urgencies of life.

      You’ll Never Regret Starting Important Work

      Some people might think I’m promoting the benefits of being a
      workaholic. “Professionals work harder than everyone else and
      that’s why they’re great.” Actually, that’s not it at all.

      Being a pro is about having the discipline to commit to what is
      important to you instead of merely saying something is important to
      you. It’s about starting when you feel like stopping, not because
      you want to work more, but because your goal is important enough to
      you that you don’t simply work on it when it’s convenient. Becoming
      a pro is about making your priorities a reality.

      There have been a lot of sets that I haven’t felt like
      finishing, but I’ve never regretted doing the workout. There have
      been a lot of articles I haven’t felt like writing, but I’ve never
      regretted publishing on schedule. There have been a lot of days
      I’ve felt like relaxing, but I’ve never regretted showing up and
      working on something that is important to me.

      Becoming a pro doesn’t mean you’re a workaholic. It means that
      you’re good at making time for what matters to you — especially
      when you don’t feel like it — instead of playing the role of the
      victim and letting life happen to you.

      How to Become a Pro

      Going about your work like a pro isn’t easy, but it’s also not
      as complicated or difficult as you might think. There are three
      steps.

      1. Decide what you want to be good at.

      Purpose is everything. If you know what you want, then getting
      it is much easier. This sounds simple, but in my experience even
      people who are smart, creative, and talented rarely know exactly
      what they are working for and why.

      2. Set a schedule for your actions.

      Once you know what you want, set a schedule for actually doing
      it.

      Note: Don’t make the same mistake I have made, which is setting
      a schedule based on results. Don’t map out how much weight you want
      to lose each week or how much money you want to make. “Lose 5
      pounds” is not an action you can perform. “Do three sets of squats”
      is an action you can perform.

      You want to set a schedule based on actions you can do, not
      results that you want.

      3. Stick to your schedule for one week.

      Stop thinking about how hard it will be to follow a schedule for
      a month or a year. Just follow it for this week. For the next 7
      days, don’t let distractions get in the way.

      Setting a schedule doesn’t make you a professional, following it
      does. Don’t be a writer, be writing. Don’t be a lifter, be lifting.
      For one week, do the things you want to do without letting life get
      in the way. Next week, start again.

      [image: never-miss-twice]

      What This Looks Like in the Real World

      Here are two examples of how I’m trying to go about my day as a
      professional right now. Feel free to try either of these strategies
      if you’re looking to become better at working like a pro.

      Pushups — I’m currently working towards doing
      100 strict pushups in a row. When I started in August, I could only
      do 36 in a row.

      My schedule is to do pushups every Monday, Wednesday, and
      Friday. And, except for a short span while I was traveling in
      Russia and Turkey, I haven’t missed a workout in five months. (If
      you’re interested, 
      here’s a full spreadsheet of all my pushup workouts thus
      far.)

      Writing — As I mentioned at the beginning of
      this post, I have struggled with keeping a consistent writing
      schedule in the past. But now I’ve got one that is working and I
      plan on sticking to it.

      The schedule is simple: publish one new article every Monday and
      Thursday on this site. I have followed that schedule for 8 weeks
      now. It’s just a start, but I’m working on becoming a pro.

      You Are Not Alone

      Everyone’s journey is their own, but you don’t have to face the
      pain of becoming a pro all by yourself. This website is the home to
      a small community of committed people who are looking to become
      stronger and healthier, more creative and more skilled, and better
      friends and family members. We’re all looking to improve and I’d
      love to help you however I can.

      What areas of life do you want to be a professional in? What’s
      important to you?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 19 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Identity-Based Habits: How to Actually Stick to Your Goals This
      Year

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Change is hard. You’ve probably noticed that.

      We all want to become better people — stronger and healthier,
      more creative and more skilled, a better friend or family
      member.

      But even if we get really inspired and start doing things
      better, it’s tough to actually stick to new behaviors. It’s more
      likely that this time next year you’ll be doing the same thing than
      performing a new habit with ease.

      Why is that? And is there anything you can do to make change
      easier?

      How to Be Good at Remembering People’s Names

      My wife is great at remembering people’s names.

      Recently, she told me a story that happened when she was in high
      school. She went to a large high school and it was the first day of
      class. Many of the students had never met before that day. The
      teacher went around the room and asked each person to introduce
      themselves. At the end, the teacher asked if anyone could remember
      everyone’s name.

      My wife raised her hand and proceeded to go around the room and
      accurately name all 30 or so people. The rest of the room was
      stunned. The guy next to her looked over and said, “I couldn’t even
      remember your name.”

      She said that moment was an affirming experience for her. After
      that she felt like, “I’m the type of person who is good at
      remembering people’s names.”

      Even today, she’s great at remembering the names of anyone we
      come across.

      Here’s what I learned from that story: In order to believe in a
      new identity, we have to prove it to ourselves.

      Identity-Based Habits

      The key to building
      lasting habits is focusing on creating a new identity first.
      Your current behaviors are simply a reflection of your current
      identity. What you do now is a mirror image of the type of person
      you believe that you are (either consciously or
      subconsciously).

      To change your behavior for good, you need to start believing
      new things about yourself. You need to build identity-based
      habits.

      Imagine how we typically set goals. We might start by saying “I
      want to lose weight” or “I want to get stronger.” If you’re lucky,
      someone might say, “That’s great, but you should be more
      specific.”

      So then you say, “I want to lose 20 pounds” or “I want to squat
      300 pounds.”

      These goals are centered around outcomes, not identity.

      To understand what I mean, consider that there are three levels
      at which change can occur. You can imagine them like the layers of
      an onion.

      The first layer is changing your outcomes. This
      level is concerned with changing your results: losing weight,
      publishing a book, winning a championship. Most of the goals you
      set are associated with this level of change.

      The second layer is changing your process. This
      level is concerned with changing your habits and systems:
      implementing a new routine at the gym, decluttering your desk for
      better workflow, developing a meditation practice. Most of the
      habits you build are associated with this level.

      The third and deepest layer is changing your
      identity. This level is concerned with changing your
      beliefs: your worldview, your self-image, your judgments about
      yourself and others. Most of the beliefs, assumptions, and biases
      you hold are associated with this level.

      Outcomes are about what you get. Processes are about what you
      do. Identity is about what you believe. When it comes to building
      habits that last—when it comes to building a system of 1 percent
      improvements—the problem is not that one level is “better” or
      “worse” than another. All levels of change are useful in their own
      way. The problem is the direction of change.

      Many people begin the process of changing their habits by
      focusing on what they want to achieve. This leads us to
      outcome-based habits. The alternative is to build identity-based
      habits. With this approach, we start by focusing on who we
      wish to become.

      The Recipe for Sustained Success

      Changing your beliefs isn’t nearly as hard as you might think.
      There are two steps.

      1. Decide the type of person you want to be.

      2. Prove it to yourself with small wins.

      First, decide who you want to be. This holds at any level—as an
      individual, as a team, as a community, as a nation. What do you
      want to stand for? What are your principles and values? Who do you
      wish to become?

      These are big questions, and many people aren’t sure where to
      begin—but they do know what kind of results they want: to get
      six-pack abs or to feel less anxious or to double their salary.
      That’s fine; start there and work backward from the results you
      want to the type of person who could get those results. Ask
      yourself, “Who is the type of person that could get the outcome I
      want?”

      Here are five examples of how you can make this work in real
      life.

      Want to lose weight?

      Identity: Become the type of person who moves more every
      day.

      Small win: Buy a pedometer. Walk 50 steps when you get home from
      work. Tomorrow, walk 100 steps. The day after that, 150 steps. If
      you do this 5 days per week and add 50 steps each day, then by the
      end of the year, you’ll be walking over 10,000 steps per day.

      Want to become a better writer?

      Identity: Become the type of person who writes 1,000 words every
      day.

      Small win: Write one paragraph each day this week.

      Want to become strong?

      Identity: Become the type of person who never misses a
      workout.

      Small win: Do pushups every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

      Want to be a better friend?

      Identity: Become the type of person who always stays in
      touch.

      Small win: Call one friend every Saturday. If you repeat the
      same people every 3 months, you’ll stay close with 12 old friends
      throughout the year.

      Want to be taken seriously at work?

      Identity: become the type of person who is always on time.

      Small win: Schedule meetings with an additional 15–minute gap
      between them so that you can go from meeting to meeting and always
      show up early.

      What is your identity?

      In my experience, when you want to become better at something,
      proving your identity to yourself is far more important than
      getting amazing results. This is especially true at first.

      If you want to get motivated and inspired, then feel free to
      watch a YouTube video, listen to your favorite song, and do P90X.
      But don’t be surprised if you burn out after a week. You can’t rely
      on being motivated.
      You have to become the type of person you want to be, and that
      starts with proving your new identity to yourself.

      Most people (myself included) will want to become better this
      year. Many of us, however, will set performance- and
      appearance-based goals in hopes that they will drive us to do
      things differently.

      If you’re looking to make a change, then I say stop worrying
      about results and start worrying about your identity. Become the
      type of person who can achieve the things you want to achieve.
      Build identity-based habits now. The results can come later.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 2 of my New York
      Times bestselling
      bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Keystone Habits: The Simple Way to Improve All Aspects of Your
      Life

      
      There are certain habits and routines that make success easier,
      regardless of the circumstances you face.

      In fact, you may already practice some of these habits, even
      though you are unaware of it right now.

      But most importantly, if you understand how to harness these
      habits, then you can drastically improve your health, your work,
      and your relationships … and start living the life you deserve.

      The Keystone Habit

      In Charles Duhigg’s book, 
      The Power of Habit, he discusses the idea of keystone
      habits.

      We have habits everywhere in our lives, but certain routines —
      keystone habits — lead to a cascade of other actions because of
      them.

      For example…

      A few months ago, I started to notice a funny thing.

      When I worked out, I wanted to eat better. Even though I could
      have rewarded myself with chocolate bars and ice cream, I felt like
      eating real, healthy foods.

      I also slept better. And when I was awake, I seemed more
      productive. Especially in the hour or two after working out, when
      my mind seemed to think clearer and my writing was crisper.
      Thoughts flowed easily.

      When I didn’t exercise, however, I was more prone to eating junk
      food. I would stay up later working on unimportant tasks. I started
      to feel tension in my back. I didn’t check it, but my guess is that
      my blood pressure raised as a result of additional stress and no
      place to release it.

      In other words, fitness is the keystone habit the puts the rest
      of my life in place. When I workout, other things naturally fall
      into place. I don’t have to think about eating better. I don’t have
      to force myself to focus on getting things done. Exercise naturally
      pushes me towards my best self.

      What Are Your Keystone Habits?

      I’m not always on top of my game, but on the days that I work
      out everything seems to come a little bit easier. And I’ll take all
      the help I can get as I continue my quest to become better.

      Imagine how much easier and more fulfilling your lifestyle could
      be if you discovered one or two keystone habits that naturally put
      the rest of your life in place.

      So often, we struggle to live the way we want to simply because
      we don’t have the willpower to make different
      decisions. Whether it’s having the discipline to eat healthy or the
      courage to take a risk or the energy to volunteer more often or the
      drive to perform better at work, we delay these choices — even
      though we know they are important — simply because we don’t have
      the willpower to make something new happen today.

      Improving your lifestyle and becoming the type of person who
      “has their act together” isn’t nearly as hard as you might think.
      In fact, you might need just one keystone habit before the dominoes start falling
      everywhere.

      What are you doing when everything falls into place? What is
      your keystone habit?

      Find it and do more of it.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.
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      Behavioral Psychology: What It Is and How to Use It

      
      What is Behavioral Psychology?

      Let’s define behavioral psychology. Behavioral psychology is the
      study of the connection between our minds and our behavior.
      Sometimes you will hear behavioral psychology referred to as
      behaviorism. The researchers and scientists who study behavioral
      psychology are trying to understand why we behave the way we do and
      they are concerned with discovering patterns in our actions and
      behaviors. The hope is that if we can use behavioral psychology to
      help us predict how humans will behave, we can build better habits
      as individuals, create better products as companies, and develop
      better living spaces as communities.

      Three Ways to Use Behavioral Psychology Right
      Now

      Best Behavioral Psychology Books

      Want more great books on psychology? Browse my full list of the
      best
      psychology books.

      More Behavioral Psychology Examples

      Let’s talk about how to apply behavioral psychology to your
      daily life. In each of the articles below, I break down some
      behavioral psychology research and share practical ways to put it
      to use in our daily lives.

      Looking for more articles explaining how to apply behavioral
      psychology principles in practical ways? I have a full list at the
      bottom of this page.

      All Behavioral Psychology Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on behavioral
      psychology. Enjoy!
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      Use It)

      	What Happens
      to Your Brain When You Eat Junk Food
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      Behavioral Psychology Research Studies

      If you are interested in geeking out on the latest behavioral
      psychology research, then I recommend looking at studies from these
      top professors: Dan Ariely, Adam Grant, Daniel Kahneman, Ellen
      Langer, Kelly McGonigal, Richard Nesbitt, Lee Ross, and Richard
      Thaler.

      Best Articles on Related Topics

      Or, browse my best
      articles.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Make Your Future Habits Easy

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      While researching Atomic
      Habits, I came across a story that immediately struck me with
      its simplicity and power. It was the story of Oswald Nuckols, an IT
      developer from Natchez, Mississippi, and his simple strategy for
      making future habits easy.

      Nuckols refers to the approach as “resetting the room.”

      For instance, when he finishes watching television, he places
      the remote back on the TV stand, arranges the pillows on the couch,
      and folds the blanket. When he leaves his car, he throws any trash
      away. Whenever he takes a shower, he wipes down the toilet while
      the shower is warming up. (As he notes, the “perfect time to clean
      the toilet is right before you wash yourself in the shower
      anyway.”)

      This might sound like he’s just “cleaning up” but there is a key
      insight that makes his approach different. The purpose of resetting
      each room is not simply to clean up after the last action, but to
      prepare for the next action.

      “When I walk into a room everything is in its right place,”
      Nuckols wrote. “Because I do this every day in every room, stuff
      always stays in good shape... People think I work
      hard but I’m actually really lazy. I’m just proactively lazy. It
      gives you so much time back.”

      I have written previously about the power of the
      environment to shape your behavior. Resetting the room is one
      way to put the power back in your own hands. Let’s talk about how
      you can use it.

      

      The Power of Priming the Environment

      Whenever you organize a space for its intended purpose, you are
      priming it to make the next action easy. This is one of the most
      practical and simple ways to improve your habits.

      For instance, my wife keeps a box of greeting cards that are
      presorted by occasion—birthday, sympathy, wedding, graduation, and
      more. Whenever necessary, she grabs an appropriate card and sends
      it off. She is incredibly good at remembering to send cards because
      she has reduced the friction of doing so.

      For years, I was the opposite. Someone would have a baby and I
      would think, “I should send a card.” But then weeks would pass and
      by the time I remembered to pick one up at the store, it was too
      late. The habit wasn’t easy.

      There are many ways to prime your environment so it’s ready for
      immediate use. If you want to cook a healthy breakfast, place the
      skillet on the stove, set the cooking spray on the counter, and lay
      out any plates and utensils you’ll need the night before. When you
      wake up, making breakfast will be easy.

      Here are some more:

      
      	Want to draw more? Put your pencils, pens, notebooks, and
      drawing tools on top of your desk, within easy reach.

      	Want to exercise? Set out your workout clothes, shoes, gym bag,
      and water bottle ahead of time.

      	Want to improve your diet? Chop up a ton of fruits and
      vegetables on weekends and pack them in containers, so you have
      easy access to healthy, ready-to-eat options during the week.

      

      These are simple ways to make the good habit the path of least
      resistance.

      The Path of Most Resistance

      You can also invert this principle and prime the environment to
      make bad behaviors difficult.

      If you find yourself watching too much television, for example,
      then unplug it after each use. Only plug it back in if you can say
      out loud the name of the show you want to watch. (Which prevents
      you from turning on Netflix and “just finding something” to watch.)
      This setup creates just enough friction to prevent mindless
      viewing.

      If that doesn’t do it, you can take it a step further. Unplug
      the television and take the batteries out of the remote after each
      use, so it takes an extra ten seconds to turn it back on. And if
      you’re really hard-core, move the television out of the living room
      and into a closet after each use. You can be sure you’ll only take
      it out when you really want to watch something. The greater the
      friction, the less likely the habit.

      Whenever possible, I leave my phone in a different room until
      lunch. When it’s right next to me, I’ll check it all morning for no
      reason at all. But when it is in another room, I rarely think about
      it. And the friction is high enough that I won’t go get it without
      a reason. As a result, I get three to four hours each morning when
      I can work without interruption.

      If sticking your phone in another room doesn’t seem like enough,
      tell a friend or family member to hide it from you for a few hours.
      Ask a coworker to keep it at their desk in the morning and give it
      back to you at lunch.

      It is remarkable how little friction is required to prevent bad
      behavior. When I hide beer in the back of the fridge where I can’t
      see it, I drink less. When I delete social media apps from my
      phone, it can be weeks before I download them again and log in.

      These tricks are unlikely to curb a true addiction, but for many
      of us, a little bit of friction can be the difference between
      sticking with a good habit or sliding into a bad one. Imagine the
      cumulative impact of making dozens of these changes and living in
      an environment designed to make the good behaviors easier and the
      bad behaviors harder.

      Where to Go From Here

      Whether we are approaching behavior change as an individual, a
      parent, a coach, or a leader, we should ask ourselves the same
      question: “How can we design a world where it’s easy to do what’s
      right?” Reset your rooms so that the actions that matter most are
      also the actions that are easiest to do.

      When you master habits of preparation, habits of execution
      become easy.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 12of my New
      York Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Habits Scorecard: Use This Simple Exercise to Discover
      Which Habits You Should Change

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      The Japanese railway system is regarded as one of the best in
      the world. If you ever find yourself riding a train in Tokyo,
      you’ll notice that the conductors have a peculiar habit.

      As each operator runs the train, they proceed through a ritual
      of pointing at different objects and calling out commands. When the
      train approaches a signal, the operator will point at it and say,
      “Signal is green.” As the train pulls into and out of each station,
      the operator will point at the speedometer and call out the exact
      speed. When it’s time to leave, the operator will point at the
      timetable and state the time. Out on the platform, other employees
      are performing similar actions. Before each train departs, staff
      members will point along the edge of the platform and declare, “All
      clear!” Every detail is identified, pointed at, and named
      aloud.

      This process, known as Pointing-and-Calling, is a safety system
      designed to reduce mistakes. It seems silly, but it works
      incredibly well. Pointing-and-Calling reduces errors by up to 85
      percent and cuts accidents by 30 percent. The MTA subway system in
      New York City adopted a modified version that is “point-only,” and
      “within two years of implementation, incidents of incorrectly
      berthed subways fell 57 percent.”

      Pointing-and-Calling Your Habits

      Pointing-and-Calling is so effective because it raises the level
      of awareness from a nonconscious habit to a more conscious level.
      Because the train operators must use their eyes, hands, mouth, and
      ears, they are more likely to notice problems before something goes
      wrong.

      My wife does something similar. Whenever we are preparing to
      walk out the door for a trip, she verbally calls out the most
      essential items in her packing list. “I’ve got my keys. I’ve got my
      wallet. I’ve got my glasses. I’ve got my husband.”

      The more automatic a behavior becomes, the less likely we are to
      consciously think about it. And when we’ve done something a
      thousand times before, we begin to overlook things. We assume that
      the next time will be just like the last. We’re so used to doing
      what we’ve always done that we don’t stop to question whether it’s
      the right thing to do at all. Many of our failures in performance
      are largely attributable to a lack of self-awareness.

      One of our greatest challenges in changing habits is maintaining
      awareness of what we are actually doing. This helps explain why the
      consequences of bad habits can sneak up on us. We need a
      “point-and-call” system for our personal lives. That’s the origin
      of the Habits Scorecard, which is a simple exercise you can use to
      become more aware of your behavior.

      The Habits Scorecard

      To create your own Habits Scorecard, start by making a list of
      your daily habits.

      Here’s a sample of where your list might start:

      
      	Wake up

      	Turn off alarm

      	Check my phone

      	Go to the bathroom

      	Weigh myself

      	Take a shower

      	Brush my teeth

      	Floss my teeth

      	Put on deodorant

      	Hang up towel to dry

      	Get dressed

      	Make a cup of tea

      

      … and so on.

      Once you have a full list, look at each behavior, and ask
      yourself, “Is this a good habit, a bad habit, or a neutral habit?”
      If it is a good habit, write “+” next to it. If it is a bad habit,
      write “–”. If it is a neutral habit, write “=”.

      For example, the list above might look like this:

      
      	Wake up =

      	Turn off alarm =

      	Check my phone –

      	Go to the bathroom =

      	Weigh myself +

      	Take a shower +

      	Brush my teeth +

      	Floss my teeth +

      	Put on deodorant +

      	Hang up towel to dry =

      	Get dressed =

      	Make a cup of tea +

      

      The marks you give to a particular habit will depend on your
      situation and your goals. For someone who is trying to lose weight,
      eating a bagel with peanut butter every morning might be a bad
      habit. For someone who is trying to bulk up and add muscle, the
      same behavior might be a good habit. It all depends on what you’re
      working toward.

      How Do I Know if a Habit is Good or Bad?

      Scoring your habits can be a bit more complex for another reason
      as well.

      The labels “good habit” and “bad habit” are slightly inaccurate.
      There are no good habits or bad habits. There are only effective
      habits. That is, effective at solving problems. All habits serve
      you in some way—even the bad ones—which is why you repeat them.

      When completing your Habits Scorecard, however, you can
      categorize your habits by how they will benefit you in the long
      run. Generally speaking, good habits will have net positive
      outcomes. Bad habits have net negative outcomes. Smoking a
      cigarette may reduce stress right now (that’s how it’s serving
      you), but it’s not a healthy long-term behavior.

      If you’re still having trouble determining how to rate a
      particular habit, here is a question I like to use: “Does this
      behavior help me become the type of person I wish to be? Does this
      habit cast a vote for or against my desired identity?” Habits that
      reinforce your desired identity are usually good. Habits that
      conflict with your desired identity are typically bad.

      Where to Go From Here

      As you create your Habits Scorecard, there is no need to change
      anything at first. The goal is to simply notice what is actually
      going on. Observe your thoughts and actions without judgment or
      internal criticism. Don’t blame yourself for your faults. Don’t
      praise yourself for your successes.

      If you eat a chocolate bar every morning, acknowledge it, almost
      as if you were watching someone else. Oh, how interesting that
      they would do such a thing. If you binge-eat, simply notice
      that you are eating more calories than you should. If you waste
      time online, notice that you are spending your life in a way that
      you do not want to.

      The process of behavior change always starts with awareness.
      Strategies like Pointing-and-Calling and the Habits Scorecard are
      focused on getting you to recognize your habits and acknowledge the
      cues that trigger them, which makes it easier to discover which
      habits you should change and respond in a way that benefits
      you.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 4 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Domino Effect: How to Create a Chain Reaction of Good
      Habits

      
      Human behaviors are often tied to one another.

      For example, consider the case of a woman named Jennifer Dukes
      Lee. For two and a half decades during her adult life, starting
      when she left for college and extending into her 40s, Lee never
      made her bed except for when her mother or guests dropped by the
      house.

      At some point, she decided to give it another try and managed to
      make her bed four days in a row—a seemingly trivial feat. However,
      on the morning of that fourth day, when she finished making the
      bed, she also picked up a sock and folded a few clothes lying
      around the bedroom. Next, she found herself in the kitchen, pulling
      the dirty dishes out of the sink and loading them into the
      dishwasher, then reorganizing the Tupperware in a cupboard and
      placing an ornamental pig on the counter as a centerpiece.

      She later explained, “My act of bed-making had set off a chain
      of small household tasks… I felt like a grown-up—a happy, legit
      grown-up with a made bed, a clean sink, one decluttered cupboard,
      and a pig on the counter. I felt like a woman who had miraculously
      pulled herself up from the energy-sucking Bermuda Triangle of
      Household Chaos.”

      She was experiencing the Domino Effect.

      [image: The Domino EffectThe Domino Effect]

      What is the Domino Effect?

      The Domino Effect states that when you make a
      change to one behavior it will activate a chain reaction and cause
      a shift in related behaviors as well.

      For example, a 2012 study from researchers at Northwestern
      University found that when people decreased their amount of
      sedentary leisure time each day, they also reduced their daily fat
      intake. The participants were never specifically told to eat less
      fat, but their nutrition habits improved as a natural side effect
      because they spent less time on the couch watching television and
      mindlessly eating. One habit led to another, one domino knocked
      down the next.

      You may notice similar patterns in your own life. As a personal
      example, if I stick with my habit of going to the
      gym, then I naturally find myself more focused at work and
      sleeping more soundly at night even though I never made a plan to
      specifically improve either behavior.

      The Domino Effect holds for negative
      habits as well. You may find that the habit of checking your
      phone leads to the habit of clicking social media notifications
      which leads to the habit of browsing social media mindlessly which
      leads to another 20 minutes of procrastination.

      In the words of Stanford professor BJ Fogg, “You can never
      change just one behavior. Our behaviors are interconnected, so when
      you change one behavior, other behaviors also shift.”

      Inside the Domino Effect

      As best I can tell, the Domino Effect occurs for two
      reasons.

      First, many of the habits and routines that make up our daily
      lives are related to one another. There is an astounding
      interconnectedness between the systems of life and human behavior
      is no exception. The inherent relatedness of things is a core
      reason why choices in one area of life can lead to surprising
      results in other areas, regardless of the plans you make.

      Second, the Domino Effect capitalizes on one of the core
      principles of human behavior: commitment and consistency. This
      phenomenon is explained in the classic book on human behavior,
      Influence by Robert
      Cialdini. The core idea is that if people commit to an idea or
      goal, even in a very small way, they are more likely to honor that
      commitment because they now see that idea or goal as being aligned
      with their self-image.

      Returning to the story from the beginning of this article, once
      Jennifer Dukes Lee began making her bed each day she was making a
      small commitment to the idea of, “I am the type of person who
      maintains a clean and organized home.” After a few days, she began
      to commit to this new self-image in other areas of her home.

      This is an interesting byproduct of the Domino Effect. It not
      only creates a cascade of new behaviors, but often a shift in
      personal beliefs as well. As each tiny domino falls, you start
      believing new things about yourself and building identity-based
      habits.

      The Rules of the Domino Effect

      The Domino Effect is not merely a phenomenon that happens to
      you, but something you can create. It is within your power to spark
      a chain reaction of good habits by building new behaviors that
      naturally lead to the next successful action.

      There are three keys to making this work in real life. Here are
      the three rules of the Domino Effect:

      
      	Start with the thing you are most motivated to do. Start with a
      small behavior and do it consistently. This will not only feel
      satisfying, but also open your eyes to the type of person you can
      become. It does not matter which domino falls first, as long as one
      falls. (For more on this, check out The Two-Minute
      Rule.)

      	Maintain momentum and
      immediately move to the next task you are motivated to finish. Let
      the momentum of finishing one task carry you directly into the next
      behavior. With each repetition, you will become more committed to
      your new self-image.

      	When in doubt, break things down into smaller chunks. As you
      try new habits, focus on keeping them small and manageable. The
      Domino Effect is about progress, not results. Simply maintain the
      momentum. Let the process repeat as one domino automatically knocks
      down the next.

      

      When one habit fails to lead to the next behavior, it is often
      because the behavior does not adhere to these three rules. There
      are many different paths to getting dominoes to fall. Focus on the
      behavior you are excited about and let it cascade throughout your
      life.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Scientific Argument for Mastering One Thing at a Time

      
      Many people, myself included, have multiple areas of life they
      would like to improve. For example, I would like to reach more
      people with my writing, to lift heavier weights at the gym, and to
      start practicing mindfulness more consistently. Those are just a
      few of the goals I find desirable and you probably have a long list
      yourself.

      The problem is, even if we are committed to working hard on our
      goals, our natural tendency is to revert back to our old habits at
      some point. Making a permanent lifestyle change is really
      difficult.

      Recently, I’ve come across a few research studies that (just
      maybe) will make these difficult lifestyle changes a little bit
      easier. As you’ll see, however, the approach to mastering many
      areas of life is somewhat counterintuitive.

      Too Many Good Intentions

      If you want to master multiple habits and stick to them for
      good, then you need to figure out how to be consistent. How can you
      do that?

      Well, here is one of the most robust findings from psychology
      research on how to actually follow through on your goals:

      Research has shown that you are 2x to 3x more likely to stick
      with your habits if you make a specific plan for when, where, and
      how you will perform the behavior. For example, in one study
      scientists asked people to fill out this sentence: “During the next
      week, I will partake in at least 20 minutes of vigorous exercise on
      [DAY] at [TIME OF DAY] at/in [PLACE].”

      Researchers found that people who filled out this sentence were
      2x to 3x
      more likely to actually exercise compared to a control group
      who did not make plans for their future behavior. Psychologists
      call these specific plans “implementation intentions” because they
      state when, where, and how you intend to implement a particular
      behavior.

      This finding is well proven and has been repeated in hundreds
      studies across a broad range of areas. For example, implementation
      intentions have been found to increase the odds that people will
      start exercising, begin recycling, stick with studying, and even
      stop smoking.

      However (and this is crucial to understand) follow-up research
      has discovered implementation intentions only work when you
      focus on one thing at a time. In fact, researchers found
      that people who tried to accomplish multiple goals were less
      committed and less likely to succeed than those who focused on a
      single goal.

      This is important, so let me repeat: developing a specific plan
      for when, where, and how you will stick to a new habit will
      dramatically increase the odds that you will actually follow
      through, but only if you focus on one thing.
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      What Happens When You Focus on One Thing

      Here is another science-based reason to focus on one thing at a
      time:

      When you begin practicing a new habit it requires a lot of
      conscious effort to remember to do it. After awhile, however, the
      pattern of behavior becomes easier. Eventually, your new habit
      becomes a normal routine and the process is more or less mindless
      and automatic.

      Researchers have a fancy term for this process called
      “automaticity.” Automaticity is the ability to perform a behavior
      without thinking about each step, which allows the pattern to
      become automatic and habitual.

      But here’s the thing: automaticity only occurs as the result of
      lots of repetition and practice. The more reps you put in,
      the more automatic a behavior becomes.

      For example, this chart shows how long it takes for people to
      make a habit out of taking a 10-minute walk after breakfast. In the
      beginning, the degree of automaticity is very low. After 30 days,
      the habit is becoming fairly routine. After 60 days, the process is
      about as automatic as it can become.
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      The most important thing to note is that there is some “tipping
      point” at which new habits become more or less automatic. The time
      it takes to build a habit depends on many factors including how
      difficult the habit is, what your environment is like, your
      genetics, and more.

      That said, the study cited above found the average habit takes about 66
      days to become automatic. (Don’t put too much stock in that
      number. The range in the study was very wide and the only
      reasonable conclusion you should make is that it will take months
      for new habits to become sticky.)

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      Change Your Life Without Changing Your Entire
      Life

      Alright, let’s review what I have suggested to you so far and
      figure out some practical takeaways.

      
      	You are 2x to 3x more likely to follow through with a habit if
      you make a specific plan for when, where, and how you are going to
      implement it. This is known as an implementation intention.

      	You should focus entirely on one thing. Research has found that
      implementation intentions do not work if you try to improve
      multiple habits at the same time.

      	Research has shown that any given habit becomes more automatic
      with more practice. On average, it takes at least two months for
      new habits to become automatic behaviors.

      

      This brings us to the punchline of this article…

      The counterintuitive insight from all of this research is that
      the best way to change your entire life is by not changing your
      entire life. Instead, it is best to focus on one specific habit,
      work on it until you master it, and make it an automatic part of
      your daily life. Then, repeat the process for the next habit.

      The way to master more things in the long-run is to simply focus
      on one thing right now.

      

    

  
    

    
      Motivation is Overvalued. Environment Often Matters More.

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      It can be tempting to blame failure on a lack of willpower or a scarcity of
      talent, and to attribute success to hard work, effort, and grit.

      To be sure, those things matter. What is interesting, however,
      is that if you examine how human behavior has been shaped over
      time, you discover that motivation (and even talent) is often
      overvalued. In many cases, the environment matters more.

      Let me share an example that surprised me when I first learned
      of it.

      The Shape of Human Behavior

      In his award-winning book, Guns, Germs, and
      Steel, anthropologist and biologist Jared Diamond points out a
      simple fact: different continents have different shapes. At first
      glance, this statement seems rather obvious and unimportant, but it
      turns out to have a profound impact on human behavior.

      The primary axis of the Americas runs from north to south. That
      is, the landmass of North and South America tends to be tall and
      thin rather than wide and fat. The same is generally true for
      Africa. Meanwhile, the landmass that makes up Europe, Asia, and the
      Middle East is the opposite. This massive stretch of land tends to
      be more east-west in shape. According to Diamond, this difference
      in shape played a significant role in the spread of agriculture
      over the centuries.[bookmark: _ednref1]
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      The Remarkable Power of Environment

      When agriculture began to spread around the globe, farmers had
      an easier time expanding along east-west routes than along
      north-south ones. This is because locations along the same latitude
      generally share similar climates, amounts of sunlight and rainfall,
      and changes in season. These factors allowed farmers in Europe and
      Asia to domesticate a few crops and grow them along the entire
      stretch of land from France to China.

      By comparison, the climate varies greatly when traveling from
      north to south. Just imagine how different the weather is in
      Florida compared to Canada. You can be the most talented farmer in
      the world, but it won’t help you grow Florida oranges in the
      Canadian winter. Snow is a poor substitute for soil. In order to
      spread crops along north-south routes, farmers would need to find
      and domesticate new plants whenever the climate changed.

      As a result, agriculture spread two to three times faster across
      Asia and Europe than it did up and down the Americas. Over the span
      of centuries, this small difference had a very big impact.
      Increased food production allowed for more rapid population growth.
      With more people, these cultures were able to build stronger armies
      and were better equipped to develop new technologies. The changes
      started out small—a crop that spread slightly farther, a population
      that grew slightly faster—but compounded into substantial
      differences over time.

      The Invisible Hand

      Environment is the invisible hand that shapes human behavior. We
      tend to believe our habits are a product of our
      motivation, talent, and effort. Certainly, these qualities matter.
      But the surprising thing is, especially over a long time period,
      your personal characteristics tend to get overpowered by your
      environment.

      There is no evidence that the farmers of Europe and Asia were
      more talented or more motivated than farmers in the rest of the
      world. Yet, they were able to spread agriculture 2x to 3x faster
      than their peers. If you want to maximize your odds of success,
      then you need to operate in an environment that accelerates your
      results rather than hinders them.

      How to Design a Better Environment

      There are many ways to design an
      environment that promotes success.

      Here are three strategies:

      First, automate good decisions. Whenever
      possible, design an environment that makes good decisions for you.
      For example, buying
      smaller plates can help you lose weight by deciding portion
      size for you. A study from Brian Wansink at Cornell University
      found that people eat 22 percent less food by switching from
      12-inch dinner plates to 10-inch plates. Similarly, using software to block social
      media sites can help overcome procrastination by putting your
      willpower on autopilot.

      Second, get in the flow. A few years ago,
      PetSmart changed their checkout process. After swiping their credit
      card, customers were shown a screen that asked if they wanted to
      donate to “help save homeless animals.” Through this single
      strategy, PetSmart Charities raised $40 million in a year.

      You can apply a similar strategy by designing an environment
      where good habits “get in the flow” of your normal behaviors. For
      example, if you want to practice a musical instrument, you could
      place it in the middle of your living room. Similarly, you are more
      likely to go to the gym if it is literally on the way home from
      work than if the gym is only five minutes away, but in the opposite
      direction of your commute. Whenever possible, design your habits so
      they fit in the flow of your current patterns.

      Third, subtract the negative influences.
      Ancient farmers didn’t have the opportunity to remove the barriers
      that held them back, but you do. For example, Japanese television
      manufacturers rearranged their workspaces to save time by
      eliminating unnecessary turning, bending, and swiveling. You can
      also reduce the negative influences in your environment. For
      example, you can make it easier to avoid unhealthy foods by storing
      them in less visible places. (Foods that are placed at eye level
      tend to be
      purchased and eaten more frequently.)

      For more on how our environment shapes our habits (and
      actionable strategies to design environments that make your goals
      easier), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits.

      The Luck of the Environment

      We are quick to blame our environment when things go poorly. If
      you lose a job, it’s because the economy sucks. If you lose a game,
      it’s because the officiating was bad. If you’re late to work, it’s
      because traffic was insane.

      When we win, however, we ignore the environment completely. If
      you land a job, it’s because you were talented and likable. If you
      win a game, it’s because you played better. If you’re early for a
      meeting, it’s because you are organized and prompt.

      It is important to remember that the environment drives our good
      behaviors as well as our bad ones. People who seem to stick to good
      habits with ease are often benefitting from an environment that
      makes those behaviors easier.

      Meanwhile, people who struggle to succeed could be fighting an
      uphill battle against their environment. What often looks like a
      lack of willpower is actually the result of a poor environment.

      Life is a game and if you want to guarantee better results over
      a sustained period of time, the best approach is to play the game
      in an environment that favors you. Winners often win because their
      environment makes winning easier.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 12 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Goldilocks Rule: How to Stay Motivated in Life and
      Business

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In 1955, Disneyland had just opened in Anaheim, California, when
      a ten-year-old boy walked in and asked for a job. Labor laws were
      loose back then and the boy managed to land a position selling
      guidebooks for $0.50 apiece.

      Within a year, he had transitioned to Disney’s magic shop, where
      he learned tricks from the older employees. He experimented with
      jokes and tried out simple routines on visitors. Soon he discovered
      that what he loved was not performing magic but performing in
      general. He set his sights on becoming a comedian.

      Beginning in his teenage years, he started performing in little
      clubs around Los Angeles. The crowds were small and his act was
      short. He was rarely on stage for more than five minutes. Most of
      the people in the crowd were too busy drinking or talking with
      friends to pay attention. One night, he literally delivered his
      stand-up routine to an empty club.

      It wasn’t glamorous work, but there was no doubt he was getting
      better. His first routines would only last one or two minutes. By
      high school, his material had expanded to include a five-minute act
      and, a few years later, a ten-minute show. At nineteen, he was
      performing weekly for twenty minutes at a time. He had to read
      three poems during the show just to make the routine long enough,
      but his skills continued to progress.

      He spent another decade experimenting, adjusting, and
      practicing. He took a job as a television writer and, gradually, he
      was able to land his own appearances on talk shows. By the
      mid-1970s, he had worked his way into being a regular guest on
      The Tonight Show and Saturday Night Live.

      Finally, after nearly fifteen years of work, the young man rose
      to fame. He toured sixty cities in sixty-three days. Then
      seventy-two cities in eighty days. Then eighty-five cities in
      ninety days. He had 18,695 people attend one show in Ohio. Another
      45,000 tickets were sold for his three-day show in New York. He
      catapulted to the top of his genre and became one of the most
      successful comedians of his time.

      His name is Steve Martin.
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      How to Stay Motivated

      I recently finished Steve Martin’s wonderful autobiography,
      Born
      Standing Up.

      Martin’s story offers a fascinating perspective on what it takes
      to stick with habits for the long run. Comedy is not for the timid.
      It is hard to imagine a situation that would strike fear into the
      hearts of more people than performing alone on stage and failing to
      get a single laugh. And yet Steve Martin faced this fear every week
      for eighteen years. In his words, “10 years spent learning, 4 years
      spent refining, and 4 years as a wild success.”

      Why is it that some people, like Martin, stick with their
      habits—whether practicing jokes or drawing cartoons or playing
      guitar—while most of us struggle to stay motivated? How do we
      design habits that pull us in rather than ones that fade away?
      Scientists have been studying this question for many years. While
      there is still much to learn, one of the most consistent findings
      is that the way to maintain motivation and achieve peak levels of
      desire is to work on tasks of “just manageable difficulty.”

      The Goldilocks Rule

      The human brain loves a challenge, but only if it is
      within an optimal zone of difficulty. If you love tennis and try to
      play a serious match against a four-year-old, you will quickly
      become bored. It’s too easy. You’ll win every point. In contrast,
      if you play a professional tennis player like Roger Federer or
      Serena Williams, you will quickly lose motivation because the match
      is too difficult.

      Now consider playing tennis against someone who is your equal.
      As the game progresses, you win a few points and you lose a few.
      You have a good chance of winning, but only if you really try. Your
      focus narrows, distractions fade away, and you find yourself fully
      invested in the task at hand. This is a challenge of just
      manageable difficulty and it is a prime example of the
      Goldilocks Rule.

      The Goldilocks Rule states that humans experience peak
      motivation when working on tasks that are right on the edge of
      their current abilities. Not too hard. Not too easy. Just
      right.

      Martin’s comedy career is an excellent
      example of the Goldilocks Rule in practice. Each year, he expanded
      his comedy routine—but only by a minute or two. He was always
      adding new material, but he also kept a few jokes that were
      guaranteed to get laughs. There were just enough victories to keep
      him motivated and just enough mistakes to keep him working
      hard.
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      Measure Your Progress

      If you want to learn how to stay motivated to
      reach your goals, then there is a second piece of the motivation
      puzzle that is crucial to understand. It has to do with achieving
      that perfect blend of hard work and happiness.

      Working on challenges of an optimal level of difficulty has been
      found to not only be motivating, but also to be a major source of
      happiness. As psychologist Gilbert Brim put it, “One of the
      important sources of human happiness is working on tasks at a
      suitable level of difficulty, neither too hard nor too easy.”

      This blend of happiness and peak performance is sometimes
      referred to as flow, which is what athletes and performers
      experience when they are “in the zone.” Flow is the mental state
      you experience when you are so focused on the task at hand that the
      rest of the world fades away.

      In order to reach this state of peak performance, however, you
      not only need to work on challenges at the right degree of
      difficulty, but also measure your immediate progress. As
      psychologist Jonathan Haidt explains, one of the keys to reaching a
      flow state is that “you get immediate feedback about how you are
      doing at each step.”

      Seeing yourself make progress in the moment is
      incredibly motivating. Steve Martin would tell a joke and
      immediately know if it worked based on the laughter of the crowd.
      Imagine how addicting it would be to create a roar of laughter. The
      rush of positive feedback Martin experienced from one great joke
      would probably be enough to overpower his fears and inspire him to
      work for weeks.

      In other areas of life, measurement looks different but is just
      as critical for achieving a blend of motivation and happiness. In
      tennis, you get immediate feedback based on whether or not you win
      the point. Regardless of how it is measured, the human brain needs
      some way to visualize
      our progress if we are to maintain motivation. We need to be
      able to see our wins.

      Two Steps to Motivation

      If we want to break down the mystery of how to stay motivated
      for the long-term, we could simply say:

      
      	Stick to The Goldilocks Rule and work on tasks of just
      manageable difficulty.

      	Measure your progress and receive immediate feedback whenever
      possible.

      

      Wanting to improve your life is easy. Sticking with it is a
      different story. If you want to stay motivated for good, then start
      with a challenge that is just manageable, measure your progress,
      and repeat the process.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 19 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Evolution of Anxiety: Why We Worry and What to Do About
      It

      
      Let’s pretend for a moment that you are a giraffe.

      You live on the grasslands of the African savanna. You have a
      neck that is 7 feet long (2.1 meters). Every now and then, you spot
      a group of humans driving around on a safari taking pictures of
      you.

      But it’s not just your neck and their cameras that separates you
      from the humans. Perhaps the biggest difference between you and
      your giraffe friends and the humans taking your picture is that
      nearly every decision you make provides an immediate benefit to
      your life.

      
      	When you are hungry, you walk over and munch on a tree.

      	When a storm rolls across the plains, you take shelter under
      the brush.

      	When you spot a lion stalking you and your friends, you run
      away.

      

      On any given day, most of your choices as a giraffe—like what to
      eat or where to sleep or when to avoid a predator—make an immediate
      impact on your life.You are constantly focused on the present or
      the very near future. You live in what scientists call an
      immediate-return
      environment because your actions instantly deliver
      clear and immediate outcomes.
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      The Delayed Return Environment

      Now, let’s flip the script and pretend you are one of the humans
      vacationing on safari. Unlike the giraffe, humans live in what
      researchers call a Delayed Return Environment.

      Most of the choices you make today will not benefit you
      immediately. If you do a good job at work today, you’ll get a
      paycheck in a few weeks. If you save money now, you’ll have enough
      for retirement later. Many aspects of modern society are designed
      to delay rewards until some point in the future.

      This is true of our problems as well. While a giraffe is worried
      about immediate problems like avoiding lions and seeking shelter
      from a storm, many of the problems humans worry about are problems
      of the future.

      For example, while bouncing around the savanna in your Jeep, you
      might think, “This safari has been a lot of fun. It would be
      cool to work as a park ranger and see giraffes every day. Speaking
      of work, is it time for a career change? Am I really doing the work
      I was meant to do? Should I change jobs?”

      Unfortunately, living in a Delayed Return Environment tends to
      lead to chronic stress and anxiety for humans. Why? Because your
      brain wasn’t designed to solve the problems of a Delayed Return
      Environment.
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      Before we talk about how to get started, I wanted to let you
      know I discuss this topic in more depth in my book,Atomic
      Habits. If you’re interested in this topic (and
      learning how to build better habits and break bad ones), check it
      out.

      The Evolution of the Human Brain

      The human brain did not evolve for life in a delayed-return
      environment.

      The earliest remains of modern humans, known as Homo sapiens
      sapiens, are approximately two hundred thousand years old. These
      were the first humans to have a brain relatively similar to ours.
      In particular, the neocortex—the newest part of the brain and the
      region responsible for higher functions like language—was roughly
      the same size two hundred thousand years ago as today. You are
      walking around with the same hardware as your Paleolithic
      ancestors.

      Compared to the age of the brain, modern society is incredibly
      new. It is only recently—during the last 500 years or so—that our
      society has shifted to a predominantly Delayed Return Environment.
      The pace of change has increased exponentially compared to
      prehistoric times. In the last 100 years we have seen the rise of
      the car, the airplane, the television, the personal computer, the
      Internet, and Beyonce. Nearly everything that makes up your daily
      life has been created in a very small window of time.

      A lot can happen in 100 years. From the perspective of
      evolution, however, 100 years is nothing. The modern human brain
      spent hundreds of thousands of years evolving for one type of
      environment (immediate returns) and in the blink of an eye the
      entire environment changed (delayed returns). Your brain was designed to value
      immediate returns.
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      The Evolution of Anxiety

      The mismatch between our old brain and our new environment has a
      significant impact on the amount of chronic stress and anxiety we
      experience today.

      Thousands of years ago, when humans lived in an Immediate Return
      Environment, stress and anxiety were useful emotions because they
      helped us take action in the face of immediate problems.

      For example:

      
      	A lion appears across the plain > you feel stressed > you
      run away > your stress is relieved.

      	A storm rumbles in the distance > you worry about finding
      shelter > you find shelter > your anxiety is relieved.

      	You haven’t drunk any water today > you feel stressed and
      dehydrated > you find water > your stress is relieved.

      

      This is how your brain evolved to use worry, anxiety, and
      stress. Anxiety was an emotion that helped protect humans in an
      Immediate Return Environment. It was built for solving short-term,
      acute problems. There was no such thing as chronic stress because
      there aren’t really chronic problems in an Immediate Return
      Environment.

      Wild animals rarely experience chronic stress. As Duke
      University professor Mark Leary put it, “A deer may be startled by
      a loud noise and take off through the forest, but as soon as the
      threat is gone, the deer immediately calms down and starts grazing.
      And it doesn’t appear to be tied in knots the way that many people
      are.” When you live in an Immediate Return Environment, you only
      have to worry about acute stressors. Once the threat is gone, the
      anxiety subsides.

      Today we face different problems. Will I have enough money to
      pay the bills next month? Will I get the promotion at work or
      remain stuck in my current job? Will I repair my broken
      relationship? Problems in a Delayed Return Environment can rarely
      be solved right now in the present moment.

      What to Do About It

      One of the greatest sources of anxiety in a Delayed Return
      Environment is the constant uncertainty. There is no guarantee that
      working hard in school will get you a job. There is no promise that
      investments will go up in the future. There is no assurance that
      going on a date will land you a soulmate. Living in a Delayed
      Return Environment means you are surrounded by uncertainty.

      So what can you do? How can you thrive in a Delayed Return
      Environment that creates so much stress and anxiety?

      The first thing you can do is measure something. You can’t
      know for certain how much money you will have in retirement, but
      you can remove some uncertainty from the situation by measuring how
      much you save each month. You can’t be sure that you’ll get a job
      after graduation, but you can track how often you reach out to
      companies about internships. You can’t predict when you find love,
      but you can pay attention to how many times you introduce yourself
      to someone new.

      The act of measurement takes an unknown quantity and makes it
      known. When you measure something, you immediately become more
      certain about the situation. Measurement won’t magically solve your
      problems, but it will clarify the situation, pull you out of the
      black box of worry and uncertainty, and help you get a grip on what
      is actually happening.

      Furthermore, one of the most important distinctions between an
      Immediate Return Environment and a Delayed Return Environment is
      rapid feedback. Animals are constantly getting feedback about the
      things that cause them stress. As a result, they actually know
      whether or not they should feel stressed. Without measurement you
      have no feedback.

      If you’re looking for good measurement strategies, I suggest
      using something simple like The Paper Clip Strategy
      for tracking repetitive, daily actions and something like The
      Seinfeld Strategy for tracking long-term behaviors.

      Shift Your Worry

      The second thing you can do is “shift your worry” from the
      long-term problem to a daily routine that will solve that
      problem.

      
      	Instead of worrying about living longer, focus on taking a walk
      each day.

      	Instead of worrying about whether your child will get a college
      scholarship, focus on how much time they spend studying today.

      	Instead of worrying about losing enough weight for the wedding,
      focus on cooking a healthy dinner tonight.

      

      The key insight that makes this strategy work is making sure
      your daily routine both rewards you right away (immediate return)
      and resolves your future problems (delayed return).

      Here are the three examples from my life:

      
      	Writing. When I publish an article, the
      quality of my life is noticeably higher. Additionally, I know that
      if I write consistently, then my business will grow, I will publish
      books, and I will make enough money to sustain my life. By focusing
      my attention on writing each day, I increase my well-being
      (immediate return) while also working toward earning future income
      (delayed return).

      	Lifting. I experienced a huge shift in
      well-being when I learned to fall in love with exercise. The act of
      going to the gym brings joy to my life (immediate return) and it
      also leads to better long-term health (delayed return).

      	Reading. Last year, I posted my public reading list and
      began reading 20 pages
      per day. Now, I get a sense of accomplishment whenever I do my
      daily reading (immediate return) and the practice helps me develop
      into an interesting person (delayed return).

      

      Our brains didn’t evolve in a Delayed Return Environment, but
      that’s where we find ourselves today. My hope is that by measuring
      the things that are important to you and shifting your worry to
      daily practices that pay off in the long-run, you can reduce some
      of the uncertainty and chronic stress that is inherent in modern
      society.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Akrasia Effect: Why We Don’t Follow Through on What We Set
      Out to Do and What to Do About It

      
      This article is an excerpt fromAtomic
      Habits.

      In the summer of 1830, Victor Hugo was
      facing an impossible deadline. Twelve months earlier, the French
      author had promised his publisher a new book. But instead of
      writing, he spent that year pursuing other projects, entertaining
      guests, and delaying his work. Frustrated, Hugo’s publisher
      responded by setting a deadline less than six months away. The book
      had to be finished by February 1831.

      Hugo concocted a strange plan to beat his
      procrastination. He collected all of his clothes and asked an
      assistant to lock them away in a large chest. He was left with
      nothing to wear except a large shawl. Lacking any suitable clothing
      to go outdoors, he remained in his study and wrote furiously during
      the fall and winter of 1830. The Hunchback of Notre Dame was
      published two weeks early on January 14, 1831.
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      The Ancient Problem of Akrasia

      Human beings have been procrastinating for centuries. Even
      prolific artists like Victor Hugo are not immune to the
      distractions of daily life. The problem is so timeless, in fact,
      that ancient Greek philosophers like Socrates and Aristotle
      developed a word to describe this type of behavior:
      Akrasia.

      Akrasia is the state of acting against your better
      judgment. It is when you do one thing even though you know you
      should do something else. Loosely translated, you could say that
      akrasia is procrastination or a lack of self-control.
      Akrasia is what prevents you from following through on
      what you set out to do.

      Why would Victor Hugo commit to writing a book and then put it
      off for over a year? Why do we make plans, set deadlines, and
      commit to goals, but then fail to follow through on them?

      Why We Make Plans, But Don’t Take Action

      One explanation for why akrasia rules our lives and
      procrastination pulls us in has to do with a behavioral economics
      term called “time inconsistency.” Time inconsistency refers to the
      tendency of the human brain to value immediate rewards more highly
      than future rewards.

      When you make plans for yourself — like setting a goal to lose
      weight or write a book or learn a language — you are actually
      making plans for your future self. You are envisioning what you
      want your life to be like in the future and when you think about
      the future it is easy for your brain to see the value in taking
      actions with long-term benefits.

      When the time comes to make a decision, however, you are no
      longer making a choice for your future self. Now you are in the
      moment and your brain is thinking about the present self. And
      researchers have discovered that the present self really likes
      instant gratification, not long-term payoff. This is one reason why
      you might go to bed feeling motivated to make a change in your
      life, but when you wake up you find yourself falling into old
      patterns. Your brain values long-term benefits when they are in the
      future, but it values immediate gratification when it comes to the
      present moment.

      This is one reason why the ability to delay
      gratification is such a great predictor of success in life.
      Understanding how to resist the pull of instant gratification—at
      least occasionally, if not consistently—can help you bridge the gap
      between where you are and where you want to be.

      The Framework You Need to Beat
      Procrastination

      Here are three ways to overcome akrasia, beat procrastination,
      and follow through on what you set out to do.

      Strategy 1: Design your future actions.

      When Victor Hugo locked his clothes away so he could focus on
      writing, he was creating what psychologists refer to as a
      “commitment device.” A commitment device is a choice you make in
      the present that controls your actions in the future. It is a way
      to lock in future behavior, bind you to good habits, and restrict
      you from bad ones.

      There are many ways to create a commitment
      device. You can reduce overeating by purchasing food in individual
      packages rather than in bulk size. You can voluntarily ask to be
      added to the banned list at casinos and online poker sites to
      prevent future gambling sprees. I’ve even heard of athletes who
      have to “make weight” for a competition choosing to leave their
      wallets at home during the week before weigh-in so they won’t be
      tempted to buy fast food.

      The circumstances differ, but the message is the same:
      commitment devices can help you design your future actions. Find
      ways to automate your behavior beforehand rather than relying on
      willpower in the moment. Be the architect of your future actions,
      not the victim of them.

      Strategy 2: Reduce the friction of
      starting.

      The guilt and frustration of procrastinating is usually worse
      than the pain of doing the work. In the words of Eliezer Yudkowsky,
      “On a moment-to-moment basis, being in the middle of doing the work
      is usually less painful than being in the middle of
      procrastinating.”

      So why do we still procrastinate? Because it’s not being
      in the work that is hard, it’s starting the work.
      The friction that prevents us from taking action is usually
      centered around starting the behavior. Once you begin, it’s often
      less painful to do the work. This is why it is often more important
      to build the habit
      of getting started when you’re beginning a new behavior than it
      is to worry about whether or not you are successful at the new
      habit.

      You have to constantly reduce the size of your
      habits. Put all of your effort and energy into building a ritual and make
      it as easy as possible to get started. Don’t worry about the
      results until you’ve mastered the art of showing up.

      Strategy 3: Utilize implementation
      intentions.

      An implementation intention is when you state your intention to
      implement a particular behavior at a specific time in the future.
      For example, “I will exercise for at least 30 minutes on [DATE] in
      [PLACE] at [TIME].”

      There are hundreds of successful studies showing how
      implementation intentions positively impact everything from
      exercise habits to flu shots. In the flu shot study, researchers
      looked at a group of 3,272 employees at a Midwestern company and
      found that employees who wrote down the specific date and time they
      planned to get their flu shot were significantly more likely to
      follow through weeks later.

      It seems simple to say that scheduling things ahead of time can
      make a difference, but as I have covered previously, implementation
      intentions can make you 2x to 3x more
      likely to perform an action in the future.

      Fighting Akrasia

      Our brains prefer instant rewards to long-term payoffs. It’s
      simply a consequence of how our minds work. Given this tendency, we
      often have to resort to crazy strategies to get things done—like
      Victor Hugo locking up all of his clothes so he could write a book.
      But I believe it is worth it to spend time building these
      commitment devices if your goals are important to you.

      Aristotle coined the term enkrateia as the antonym of
      akrasia. While akrasia refers to our tendency to
      fall victim to procrastination, enkrateia means to be “in
      power over oneself.” Designing your future actions, reducing the
      friction of starting good behaviors, and using implementation
      intentions are simple steps that you can take to make it easier to
      live a life of enkrateia rather than one of
      akrasia.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 14 of my
      bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Master the Invisible Hand That Shapes Our Lives

      
      Looking back, the most surprising thing about Robert Wadlow was
      his normal height and weight at birth. When he was born on February
      22, 1918, Wadlow weighed 8 lbs 6 ounces (3.8 kg) and was 20 inches
      tall (0.51 m).

      There was nothing normal about what happened next.

      

      Within six months, Wadlow had doubled in height and quadrupled in
      weight. As a one-year-old, he was over 3 feet tall and weighed the
      same as the five-year-olds in his neighborhood. By the age of five,
      Wadlow had exploded to 5 feet 6 inches tall. On his first day of
      kindergarten he wore clothes made for a seventeen-year-old.

      Wadlow suffered from an overproduction of human growth hormone
      caused by hyperplasia of his pituitary gland. To put it more
      simply: most humans have an internal feedback loop that regulates
      the production of growth hormone, but Wadlow’s feedback loop was
      broken.

      Instead of regulating and balancing the production of growth
      hormone, Wadlow’s pituitary gland reinforced the production of the
      chemical. The more he grew, the more his body released growth
      hormone. It was like a car going downhill without a brake. His
      growth kept picking up speed.

      By the age of 12, Wadlow was over 7 feet tall (2.18 m) and
      weighed nearly 300 pounds (130 kg). When his uncontrolled growth
      propelled him over 8 feet (2.54 m) at the age of 18, he went on a
      tour around the United States with Ringling Brothers Circus.

      Sadly, but not unexpectedly, the rest of his body could not keep
      pace. Wadlow outgrew his nervous system and began to lose feeling
      in his legs and feet. His immune system began to shut down. When
      Wadlow died at the age of 22, he was the tallest human in recorded
      history at 8 feet and 11.1 inches (2.72 m) and by all indications
      he was still growing.
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      The Hidden Power of Feedback Loops

      The human body is governed by a wide range of feedback loops.
      These systems maintain a careful balance of everything from the
      amount of water in your cells to the amount of hormones released
      into your bloodstream.

      Feedback loops are always running in the background of our
      lives, but they influence our bodies and minds in profound ways.
      When each process works as intended, our bodies function properly
      and we remain balanced. When something in the system breaks, we
      steadily slip away from equilibrium. In extreme cases, things
      spiral out of control — like the growth of Robert Wadlow.

      Here’s the important part:

      Feedback loops are not only at the core of human biology, but
      also at the center of human behavior. Like the biological processes
      mentioned above, psychological feedback loops often run unnoticed
      in the background of our daily lives. They can influence everything
      from how fast we drive to how frequently we take our medications to
      how often we check social media. In fact, I would say that feedback
      loops are the invisible forces that shape human behavior.

      In this article, we’re going to talk about how you can harness
      the hidden power of these systems and use feedback loops to
      stick with good habits and
      break bad ones.

      The Two Types of Feedback Loops

      “Feedback loops provide people with information about their
      actions in real time, then give them a chance to change those
      actions, pushing them toward better behaviors.”

      —Thomas Goetz

      We can divide feedback loops into two different types:

      
      	Balancing Feedback Loops: we will use these to moderate bad
      habits.

      	Reinforcing Feedback Loops: we will use these to build good
      habits.

      

      Generally speaking, balancing feedback loops are associated with
      maintaining equilibrium or oscillating around a desired level.
      Meanwhile, reinforcing feedback loops are associated with
      continuous increases or decreases. Let’s break down each type and
      discuss how to use it to improve your habits.

      1. Balancing Feedback Loops

      Balancing feedback loops pull behavior back on track and help to
      stabilize a system around a desired level. These systems can be
      very effective at both moderating bad habits and kickstarting good
      habits.

      Here’s a common example:

      Let’s say you are driving just a little too fast and you pass a
      digital radar sign that says, “Your Speed Is…” and displays the
      current speed of your car as you pass.

      You might not expect it, but these signs are incredibly reliable
      and effective ways to change the behavior of drivers. On average,
      “Your Speed” signs decrease the driving speed by 10 percent. Not
      only that, but drivers continue to drive more slowly for miles down
      the road.

      These signs are one example of a balancing feedback loop. The
      output of your current behavior (driving too fast) becomes the
      input for your new behavior (slowing down).

      The thermostat is another example:

      Imagine that you set your thermostat to 68 degrees Fahrenheit
      (20 degrees Celsius). When the temperature of the room dips below
      your setting, the heater comes on and warms up the room. When the
      temperature rises above your setting, the air conditioning kicks on
      and cools the room. The thermostat acts as a balancing feedback
      loop and keeps the temperature oscillating between a narrow
      range.

      How can we apply balancing feedback loops to governing bad
      habits and building good ones?

      Here are a few examples:

      
      	Want to spend less time staring at a screen?
      Buy an outlet
      timer and set it to turn off one hour before your desired
      bedtime each night. When the power shuts down, this feedback loop
      is reminding you not to spend too much time staying up late and
      staring at your computer screen or television.

      	Want to improve your posture? Assume an
      upright stance and place a piece of tape across your shoulder so
      that it tugs on your shirt if your shoulders sag. This simple
      balancing feedback loop will trigger a reminder to stand up
      straight each time you feel a tug.

      	Want to make more sales? The paper clip strategy is
      a simple way to build a feedback loop that will measure your
      progress on daily sales calls. (In fact, it can work for any
      repeated task.)

      

      Balancing feedback loops are fantastic at regulating bad habits
      because, similar to a thermostat, they can attack the problem from
      two sides. On one side, they can keep unproductive or unhealthy
      behaviors in check by making you aware of your mistakes (like
      displaying your speed or automatically shutting off your outlets).
      On the other side, they can remind you to perform good behaviors
      rather than slipping back into old patterns (like a piece of tape
      pulling on your slumping shoulder or a paper clip sitting in a bin
      on your desk).

      2. Reinforcing Feedback Loops

      Reinforcing feedback loops increase the effect of a particular
      system or process. These systems can be great for building good habits and
      achieving peak
      performance because they naturally amplify and strengthen their
      own behavior.

      Here’s one example from my own life:

      I am the happy owner of a Honda Accord. On the dashboard of my
      car, there is a light that circles the speedometer. This light
      changes color based on how I am driving. If I drive aggressively
      and accelerate quickly, the light is white. If I accelerate
      moderately, the color changes to light green. If I drive in a fuel
      efficient manner, the light turns bright green. Whenever I see the
      green light around my speedometer, I know that I’m saving gas and
      driving in the most fuel efficient way possible.

      When I first bought the car, I didn’t think much of it, but now
      this simple light has essentially turned driving into a game where
      I am constantly trying to live in the green zone. The light is a
      reinforcing feedback loop that emphasizes many good behaviors: I
      save gas, I save money, and I probably drive safer and more slowly
      as well.

      Compound interest is another example of a reinforcing feedback
      loop:

      Let’s say you start with $1.00 and get paid 10 percent interest
      each year. After one year, you have $1.10. The next time around,
      you get paid 10 percent interest on $1.10 and now you have $1.21.
      And so the cycle continues with each run through the feedback loop
      compounding into larger and larger growth. Of course, reinforcing
      feedback loops can amplify the impact of harmful behaviors as well.
      The more people hear an untrue rumor, the more the rumor spreads.
      Gossip is a self-reinforcing feedback loop.

      How to Build Your Own Feedback Loops

      I would like to offer a simple three-step method for building
      feedback loops in your life.

      
      	Measure

      	Compare

      	Adjust

      

      Let’s break down each step of this framework.

      Measurement is the foundation of every feedback
      loop. All feedback loops have one key characteristic: the
      output from one cycle becomes the input for the next cycle. In
      other words, all feedback loops measure something and that
      measurement becomes the starting point for the next cycle of
      behavior. Data improves awareness and awareness is the first step
      to behavior change.

      Comparison is essential for making sense of your
      feedback loop. Measuring something is useless if it’s not
      relevant to you. Remember the “Your Speed Is…” sign from earlier?
      That reading of your current speed is only relevant when compared
      to the actual speed limit. It is the comparison between where
      measurement says you are and where you want to be that makes the
      next step clear. Effective feedback loops help you make comparisons
      that are personal and relevant.

      Adjustment is the action that closes the feedback
      loop. Adjustments should be made as quickly as possible.
      The more rapid the change, the tighter the feedback loop. In the
      words of Seth Godin, “The best way to change long-term behavior is
      with short-term feedback.”
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      Why Some Feedback Loops Work While Others
      Fail

      One bad habit that commonly frustrates physicians is when a
      patient doesn’t take their medications as frequently as prescribed.
      A few years ago, a company called Vitality launched a new product
      called the GlowCap, which
      was intended to help solve this problem.

      Here’s how WIRED Magazine described the product:

      “The device is simple. When a patient is prescribed a
      medication, a physician or pharmacy provides a GlowCap to go on top
      of the pill bottle, replacing the standard childproof cap. The
      GlowCap … connects to a database that knows the patient’s
      particular dosage directions—say, two pills twice a day, at 8 am
      and 8 pm. When 8 am rolls around, the GlowCap and the night-light
      start to pulse with a gentle orange light. A few minutes later, if
      the pill bottle isn’t opened, the light pulses a little more
      urgently. A few minutes more and the device begins to play a
      melody—not an annoying buzz or alarm. Finally, if more time elapses
      (the intervals are adjustable), the patient receives a text message
      or a recorded phone call reminding them to pop the GlowCap. The
      overall effect is a persistent feedback loop urging patients to
      take their meds.”

      —WIRED

      When feedback loops fail, it is often because of one of these
      three problems:

      
      	Measurement isn’t automatic.

      	Comparison is irrelevant.

      	Feedback is slow.

      

      The GlowCap solves all three of these problems and that makes it
      an excellent feedback loop. First, it tracks your consumption and
      reminds you when to take your pills automatically, so you don’t
      have to worry about measurement. Second, it is specifically
      tailored to your prescription, which makes it instantly relevant to
      your needs. Third, it provides feedback quickly when you get off
      track: first the light, then the music, and finally the text
      message or phone call. Solving these three problems is essential to
      building an effective feedback loop.

      Rapid Feedback Leads to Rapid Change

      Here’s a simple fact: most people, most of the time, don’t know
      where they stand on the issues that are important to them.

      People want to lose weight, but don’t know how many calories
      they eat each day. People want to learn a new language, but they
      don’t know how many hours they practiced last month. People want to
      write a best-selling book, but don’t know how many words they wrote
      last week. People want to build a successful business, but don’t
      know how many sales calls their team made yesterday. People want to
      get stronger, but don’t know how much weight they lifted at the gym
      last week. Most people don’t measure things, and a feedback loop
      can’t happen without measurement.

      My argument is that we should spend less time letting feedback
      loops shape our lives in invisible ways and more time designing the
      feedback loops we want and need.

      In the unexamined life, it can be easy to slide into a downward
      spiral of bad habits and unproductive behaviors because of poorly
      designed feedback loops that trigger us to eat more, smoke often,
      and worry too much. Thankfully, the reverse is true as well.
      Carefully designed feedback loops can help us stick with good
      habits and regulate behaviors that would be unhealthy if they
      spiraled out of control.

      Feedback loops influence everything from the bodies we live in
      to the choices we make on a daily basis, but most of the time we
      are victims of the feedback loops that surround us not the
      architects of them.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Diderot Effect: Why We Want Things We Don’t Need

      
      The famous French philosopher Denis Diderot lived nearly his
      entire life in poverty, but that all changed in 1765.

      Diderot was 52 years old and his daughter was about to be
      married, but he could not afford to provide a dowry. Despite his
      lack of wealth, Diderot’s name was well-known because he was the
      co-founder and writer of Encyclopédie, one of the most
      comprehensive encyclopedias of the time.

      

      When Catherine the Great, the Empress of Russia, heard of Diderot’s
      financial troubles she offered to buy his library from him for
      £1000 GBP, which is approximately $50,000 USD in 2015 dollars.
      Suddenly, Diderot had money to spare.

      Shortly after this lucky sale, Diderot acquired a new scarlet
      robe. That’s when everything went wrong.

      The Diderot Effect

      Diderot’s scarlet robe was beautiful. So beautiful, in fact,
      that he immediately noticed how out of place it seemed when
      surrounded by the rest of his common possessions. In his words,
      there was “no more coordination, no more unity, no more beauty”
      between his robe and the rest of his items. The philosopher soon
      felt the urge to buy some new things to match the beauty of his
      robe.

      He replaced his old rug with a new one from Damascus. He
      decorated his home with beautiful sculptures and a better kitchen
      table. He bought a new mirror to place above the mantle and his
      “straw chair was relegated to the antechamber by a leather
      chair.”

      These reactive purchases have become known as the Diderot
      Effect.

      The Diderot Effect states that obtaining a new possession often
      creates a spiral of consumption which leads you to acquire more new
      things. As a result, we end up buying things that our previous
      selves never needed to feel happy or fulfilled.
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      Why We Want Things We Don’t Need

      Like many others, I have fallen victim to the Diderot Effect. I
      recently bought a new car and I ended up purchasing all sorts of
      additional things to go inside it. I bought a tire pressure gauge,
      a car charger for my cell phone, an extra umbrella, a first aid
      kit, a pocket knife, a flashlight, emergency blankets, and even a
      seatbelt cutting tool.

      Allow me to point out that I owned my previous car for nearly 10
      years and at no point did I feel that any of the previously
      mentioned items were worth purchasing. And yet, after getting my
      shiny new car, I found myself falling into the same consumption
      spiral as Diderot.

      You can spot similar behaviors in many other areas of life:

      
      	You buy a new dress and now you have to get shoes and earrings
      to match.

      	You buy a CrossFit membership and soon you’re paying for foam
      rollers, knee sleeves, wrist wraps, and paleo meal plans.

      	You buy your kid an American Girl doll and find yourself
      purchasing more accessories than you ever knew existed for
      dolls.

      	You buy a new couch and suddenly you’re questioning the layout
      of your entire living room. Those chairs? That coffee table? That
      rug? They all gotta go.

      

      Life has a natural tendency to become filled with more. We are
      rarely looking to downgrade, to simplify, to eliminate, to reduce.
      Our natural inclination is always to accumulate, to add, to
      upgrade, and to build upon.

      In the words of sociology professor Juliet Schor, “the pressure
      to upgrade our stock of stuff is relentlessly unidirectional,
      always ascending.”

      Mastering the Diderot Effect

      The Diderot Effect tells us that your life is only going to have
      more things fighting to get in it, so you need to understand how to
      curate, eliminate, and focus on the things that matter.

      Reduce exposure. Nearly every habit is
      initiated by a trigger or cue. One of the quickest ways to reduce
      the power of the Diderot Effect is to avoid the habit triggers that
      cause it in the first place. Unsubscribe from commercial emails.
      Call the magazines that send you catalogs and opt out of their
      mailings. Meet friends at the park rather than the mall. Block your
      favorite shopping websites using tools like Freedom.

      Buy items that fit your current system. You
      don’t have to start from scratch each time you buy something new.
      When you purchase new clothes, look for items that work well with
      your current wardrobe. When you upgrade to new electronics, get
      things that play nicely with your current pieces so you can avoid
      buying new chargers, adapters, or cables.

      Set self-imposed limits. Live a carefully constrained life
      by creating limitations for you to operate within. Juliet Schor
      provides a great example with this quote…

      “Imagine the following. A community group in your town
      organizes parents to sign a pledge agreeing to spend no more than
      $50 on athletic shoes for their children. The staff at your child’s
      day-care center requests a $75 limit on spending for birthday
      parties. The local school board rallies community support behind a
      switch to school uniforms. The PTA gets 8o percent of parents to
      agree to limit their children’s television watching to no more than
      one hour per day.

      Do you wish someone in your community or at your children’s
      school would take the lead in these or similar efforts? I think
      millions of American parents do. Television, shoes, clothes,
      birthday parties, athletic uniforms-these are areas where many
      parents feel pressured into allowing their children to consume at a
      level beyond what they think is best, want to spend, or can
      comfortably afford.”

      —Juliet Schor, The Overspent
      American

      Buy One, Give One. Each time you make a new
      purchase, give something away. Get a new TV? Give your old one away
      rather than moving it to another room. The idea is to prevent your
      number of items from growing. Always be curating your life to
      include only the things that bring you joy and happiness.

      Go one month without buying something new.
      Don’t allow yourself to buy any new items for one month. Instead of
      buying a new lawn mower, rent one from a neighbor. Get your new
      shirt from the thrift store rather than the department store. The
      more we restrict ourselves, the more
      resourceful we become.

      Let go of wanting things. There will never be a
      level where you will be done wanting things. There is always
      something to upgrade to. Get a new Honda? You can upgrade to a
      Mercedes. Get a new Mercedes? You can upgrade to a Bentley. Get a
      new Bentley? You can upgrade to a Ferrari. Get a new Ferrari? Have
      you thought about buying a private plane? Realize that wanting is
      just an option your mind provides, not an order you have to
      follow.

      How to Overcome the Consumption Tendency

      Our natural tendency is to consume more, not less. Given this
      tendency, I believe that taking active steps to reduce the flow of
      unquestioned consumption makes our lives better.

      Personally, my goal is not to reduce life to the fewest amount
      of things, but to fill it with the optimal amount of things. I hope
      this article will help you consider how to do the same.

      In Diderot’s words, “Let my example teach you a lesson. Poverty
      has its freedoms; opulence has its obstacles.”

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Common Mental Errors That Sway You From Making Good
      Decisions

      
      I like to think of myself as a rational person, but I’m not one.
      The good news is it’s not just me — or you. We are all irrational,
      and we all make mental errors.

      For a long time, researchers and economists believed that humans
      made logical, well-considered decisions. In recent decades,
      however, researchers have uncovered a wide range of mental errors
      that derail our thinking. Sometimes we make logical decisions, but
      there are many times when we make emotional, irrational, and
      confusing choices.

      Psychologists and behavioral researchers love to geek out about
      these different mental mistakes. There are dozens of them and they
      all have fancy names like “mere exposure effect” or “narrative
      fallacy.” But I don’t want to get bogged down in the scientific
      jargon today. Instead, let’s talk about the mental errors that show
      up most frequently in our lives and break them down in
      easy-to-understand language.

      Here are five common mental errors that sway you from making good decisions.
      

      1. Survivorship Bias.

      Nearly every popular online media outlet is filled with
      survivorship bias these days. Anywhere you see articles with titles
      like “8 Things Successful People Do Everyday” or “The
      Best Advice Richard Branson Ever Received” or “How LeBron
      James Trains in the Off-Season” you are seeing survivorship
      bias in action.

      Survivorship bias refers to our tendency to focus on the winners
      in a particular area and try to learn from them while completely
      forgetting about the losers who are employing the same
      strategy.

      There might be thousands of athletes who train in a very similar
      way to LeBron James, but never made it to the NBA. The problem is
      nobody hears about the thousands of athletes who never made it to
      the top. We only hear from the people who survive. We mistakenly
      overvalue the strategies, tactics, and advice of one survivor while
      ignoring the fact that the same strategies, tactics, and advice
      didn’t work for most people.

      Another example: “Richard Branson, Bill Gates, and Mark
      Zuckerberg all dropped out of school and became billionaires! You
      don’t need school to succeed. Entrepreneurs just need to stop
      wasting time in class and get started.”

      It’s entirely possible that Richard Branson succeeded in
      spite of his path and not because of it. For every
      Branson, Gates, and Zuckerberg, there are thousands of other
      entrepreneurs with failed projects, debt-heavy bank accounts, and
      half-finished degrees. Survivorship bias isn’t merely saying that a
      strategy may not work well for you, it’s also saying that we don’t
      really know if the strategy works well at all.

      When the winners are remembered and the losers are forgotten it
      becomes very difficult to say if a particular strategy leads to
      success.
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      2. Loss Aversion.

      Loss aversion refers to our tendency to strongly prefer avoiding
      losses over acquiring gains. Research has shown that if someone
      gives you $10 you will experience a small boost in satisfaction,
      but if you lose $10 you will experience a dramatically higher loss
      in satisfaction. Yes, the responses are opposite, but they are not
      equal in magnitude.

      Our tendency to avoid losses causes us to make silly decisions
      and change our behavior simply to keep the things that we already
      own. We are wired to feel protective of the things we own and that
      can lead us to overvalue these items in comparison with the
      options.

      For example, if you buy a new pair of shoes it may provide a
      small boost in pleasure. However, even if you never wear the shoes,
      giving them away a few months later might be incredibly painful.
      You never use them, but for some reason you just can’t stand
      parting with them. Loss aversion.

      Similarly, you might feel a small bit of joy when you breeze
      through green lights on your way to work, but you will get
      downright angry when the car in front of you sits at a green light
      and you miss the opportunity to make it through the intersection.
      Losing out on the chance to make the light is far more painful than
      the pleasure of hitting the green light from the beginning.

      3. The Availability Heuristic.

      The Availability Heuristic refers to a common mistake that our
      brains make by assuming that the examples which come to mind easily
      are also the most important or prevalent things.

      For example, research by Steven Pinker at Harvard University has
      shown that we are currently living in the least violent time in
      history. There are more people living in peace right now than ever
      before. The rates of homicide, rape, sexual assault, and child
      abuse are all falling.

      Most people are shocked when they hear these statistics. Some
      still refuse to believe them. If this is the most peaceful time in
      history, why are there so many wars going on right now? Why do I
      hear about rape and murder and crime every day? Why is everyone
      talking about so many acts of terrorism and destruction?

      Welcome to the availability heuristic.

      The answer is that we are not only living in the most peaceful
      time in history, but also the best reported time in history.
      Information on any disaster or crime is more widely available than
      ever before. A quick search on the Internet will pull up more
      information about the most recent terrorist attack than any
      newspaper could have ever delivered 100 years ago.

      The overall percentage of dangerous events is decreasing, but
      the likelihood that you hear about one of them (or many of them) is
      increasing. And because these events are readily available in our
      mind, our brains assume that they happen with greater frequency
      than they actually do.

      We overvalue and overestimate the impact of things that we can
      remember and we undervalue and underestimate the prevalence of the
      events we hear nothing about.
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      4. Anchoring.

      There is a burger joint close to my hometown that is known for
      gourmet burgers and cheeses. On the menu, they very boldly state,
      “LIMIT 6 TYPES OF CHEESE PER BURGER.”

      My first thought: This is absurd. Who gets six types of
      cheese on a burger?

      My second thought: Which six am I going to get?

      I didn’t realize how brilliant the restaurant owners were until
      I learned about anchoring. You see, normally I would just pick one
      type of cheese on my burger, but when I read “LIMIT 6 TYPES OF
      CHEESE” on the menu, my mind was anchored at a much higher number
      than usual.

      Most people won’t order six types of cheese, but that anchor is
      enough to move the average up from one slice to two or three pieces
      of cheese and add a couple extra bucks to each burger. You walk in
      planning to get a normal meal. You walk out wondering how you paid
      $14 for a burger and if your date will let you roll the windows
      down on the way home.

      This effect has been replicated in a wide range of research
      studies and commercial environments. For example, business owners
      have found that if you say “Limit 12 per customer” then people will
      buy twice as much product compared to saying, “No limit.”

      In one research study, volunteers were asked to guess the
      percentage of African nations in the United Nations. Before they
      guessed, however, they had to spin a wheel that would land on
      either the number 10 or the number 65. When volunteers landed on
      65, the average guess was around 45 percent. When volunteers landed
      on 10, the average estimate was around 25 percent. This 20 digit
      swing was simply a result of anchoring the guess with a higher or
      lower number immediately beforehand.

      Perhaps the most prevalent place you hear about anchoring is
      with pricing. If the price tag on a new watch is $500, you might
      consider it too high for your budget. However, if you walk into a
      store and first see a watch for $5,000 at the front of the display,
      suddenly the $500 watch around the corner seems pretty reasonable.
      Many of the premium products that businesses sell are never
      expected to sell many units themselves, but they serve the very
      important role of anchoring your mindset and making mid-range
      products appear much cheaper than they would on their own.

      5. Confirmation Bias.

      The Grandaddy of Them All. Confirmation bias refers to our
      tendency to search for and favor information that confirms our
      beliefs while simultaneously ignoring or devaluing information that
      contradicts our beliefs.

      For example, Person A believes climate change is a serious issue
      and they only search out and read stories about environmental
      conservation, climate change, and renewable energy. As a result,
      Person A continues to confirm and support their current
      beliefs.

      Meanwhile, Person B does not believe climate change is a serious
      issue, and they only search out and read stories that discuss how
      climate change is a myth, why scientists are incorrect, and how we
      are all being fooled. As a result, Person B continues to confirm
      and support their current beliefs.

      Changing your mind is harder than it looks. The more you believe
      you know something, the more you filter and ignore all information
      to the contrary.

      You can extend this thought pattern to nearly any topic. If you
      just bought a Honda Accord and you believe it is the best car on
      the market, then you’ll naturally read any article you come across
      that praises the car. Meanwhile, if another magazine lists a
      different car as the best pick of the year, you simply dismiss it
      and assume that the editors of that particular magazine got it
      wrong or were looking for something different than what you were
      looking for in a car.

      It is not natural for us to formulate a hypothesis and then test
      various ways to prove it false. Instead, it is far more likely that
      we will form one hypothesis, assume it is true, and only seek out
      and believe information that supports it. Most people don’t want new
      information, they want validating information.
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      Where to Go From Here

      Once you understand some of these common mental errors, your
      first response might be something along the lines of, “I want to
      stop this from happening! How can I prevent my brain from doing
      these things?”

      It’s a fair question, but it’s not quite that simple. Rather
      than thinking of these miscalculations as a signal of a broken
      brain, it’s better to consider them as evidence that the shortcuts
      your brain uses aren’t useful in all cases. There are many areas of
      everyday life where the mental processes mentioned above are
      incredibly useful. You don’t want to eliminate these thinking
      mechanisms.

      The problem is that our brains are so good at performing these
      functions — they slip into these patterns so quickly and
      effortlessly — that we end up using them in situations where they
      don’t serve us.

      In cases like these, self-awareness
      is often one of our best options. Hopefully this article will help
      you spot these errors next time you make them.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Be Happy When Everything Goes Wrong

      
      In the summer of 2010, Rachelle Friedman was preparing for one
      of the best periods of her life. She was recently engaged,
      surrounded by her best friends, and enjoying her bachelorette
      party.

      Friedman and her friends were spending the day at the pool when
      one of them playfully pushed her into the shallow end of the water.
      Friedman floated slowly to the top of the pool until her face
      emerged. It was immediately obvious that something was wrong. “This
      isn’t a joke,” she said.

      Her head had struck the bottom of the pool and shattered two
      vertebrae. In particular, the fracture of her C6 vertebra severed
      her spinal cord and left her permanently paralyzed from the chest
      down. She would never walk again.

      

      “We are just so happy…”

      One year later, Rachelle Friedman became Rachelle Chapman as she
      married her new husband. She decided to share some of her own
      thoughts on the whole experience during an online
      question-and-answer session in 2013.

      She started by discussing some of the challenges you might
      expect. It was hard to find a job that could accommodate her
      physical disabilities. It could be frustrating and uncomfortable to
      deal with the nerve pain.

      But she also shared a variety of surprisingly positive answers.
      For example, when asked if things changed for the worse she said,
      “Well things did change, but I can’t say in a bad way at all.”
      Then, when asked about her relationship with her husband she said,
      “I think we are just so happy because my injury could have been
      worse.”

      How is it possible to be happy when everything in life seems to
      go wrong? As it turns out, Rachelle’s situation can reveal a lot
      about how our brains respond to traumatic events and what actually
      makes us happy.

      The Surprising Truth About Happiness

      There is a social psychologist at Harvard University by the name
      of Dan Gilbert. Gilbert’s best-selling book, Stumbling on
      Happiness, discusses the many ways in which we miscalculate how
      situations will make us happy or sad, and reveals some
      counterintuitive insights about how to be happy.

      One of the primary discoveries from researchers like Gilbert is
      that extreme inescapable situations often trigger a response from
      our brain that increases positivity and happiness.

      For example, imagine your house is destroyed in an earthquake or
      you suffer a serious injury in a car accident and lose the use of
      your legs. When asked to describe the impact of such an event most
      people talk about how devastating it would be. Some people even say
      they would rather be dead than never be able to walk again.

      But what researchers find is that when people actually suffer a
      traumatic event like living through an earthquake or becoming a
      paraplegic their happiness levels are nearly identical six months
      after the event as they were the day before the event.

      How can this be?

      The Impact Bias

      Traumatic events tend to trigger what Gilbert refers to as our
      “psychological immune systems.” Our psychological immune systems
      promote our brain’s ability to deliver a positive outlook and
      happiness from an inescapable situation. This is the opposite of
      what we would expect when we imagine such an event. As Gilbert
      says, “People are not aware of the fact that their defenses are
      more likely to be triggered by intense rather than mild suffering.
      Thus, they mis-predict their own emotional reactions to misfortunes
      of different sizes.”

      This effect works in a similar way for extremely positive
      events. For example, consider how it would feel to win the lottery.
      Many people assume that winning the lottery would immediately
      deliver long-lasting happiness, but research has found the
      opposite.

      In a very famous study published by researchers at Northwestern
      University in 1978 it was discovered that the happiness levels of
      paraplegics and lottery winners were essentially the same
      within a year after the event occurred. You read that correctly.
      One person won a life-changing sum of money and another person lost
      the use of their limbs and within one year the two people were
      equally happy.

      It is important to note this particular study has not been
      replicated in the years since it came out, but the general trend
      has been supported again and again. We have a strong tendency to
      overestimate the impact that extreme events will have on our lives.
      Extreme positive and extreme negative events don’t actually
      influence our long-term levels of happiness nearly as much as we
      think they would.

      Researchers refer to this as The Impact Bias because we tend to
      overestimate the length or intensity of happiness that major events
      will create. The Impact Bias is one example of affective
      forecasting, which is a social psychology phenomenon that refers to
      our generally terrible ability as humans to predict our future
      emotional states.

      How to Be Happy: Where to Go From Here

      There are two primary takeaways from The Impact Bias about how
      to be happy.

      First, we have a tendency to focus on the thing that
      changes and forget about the things that don’t change.
      When thinking about winning the lottery, we imagine that event and
      all of the money that it will bring in. But we forget about the
      other 99 percent of life and how it will remain more or less the
      same.

      We’ll still feel grumpy if we don’t get enough sleep. We still
      have to wait in rush hour traffic. We still have to work out if we
      want to stay in shape. We still have to send in our taxes each
      year.

      It will still hurt when we lose a loved one. It will still feel
      nice to relax on the porch and watch the sunset. We imagine the
      change, but we forget the things that stay the same.

      Second, a challenge is an impediment to a particular
      thing, not to you as a person. In the words of Greek
      philosopher Epictetus, “Going lame is an impediment to your leg,
      but not to your will.” We overestimate how much negative events
      will harm our lives for precisely the same reason that we overvalue
      how much positive events will help our lives. We focus on the thing
      that occurs (like losing a leg), but forget about all of the other
      experiences of life.

      Writing thank you
      notes to friends, watching football games on the weekend,
      reading a good
      book, eating a tasty meal. These are all pieces of the good
      life you can enjoy with or without a leg. Mobility issues represent
      but a small fraction of the experiences available to you. Negative
      events can create task-specific challenges, but the human
      experience is broad and varied.

      There is plenty of room for happiness in a life that may seem
      very foreign or undesirable to your current imagination.

      For more on how to be happy and the fascinating ways in which
      our brain creates happiness, read Dan Gilbert’s book Stumbling on
      Happiness (ebook |
      audiobook).

      

    

  
    

    
      The Chemistry of Building Better Habits

      
      There is a concept in chemistry known as activation energy.

      Here’s how it works:

      Activation energy is the minimum amount of energy that must be
      available for a chemical reaction to occur. Let’s say you are
      holding a match and that you gently touch it to the striking strip
      on the side of the match box. Nothing will happen because the
      energy needed to activate a chemical reaction and spark a fire is
      not present.

      However, if you strike the match against the strip with some
      force, then you create the friction and heat required to light the
      match on fire. The energy you added by striking the match was
      enough to reach the activation energy threshold and start the
      reaction.

      Chemistry textbooks often explain activation energy with a chart
      like this:

      [image: Use Activation Energy to start a simple habit (The Chemistry of Building Better Habits)]

      It’s sort of like rolling a boulder up a hill. You have to add
      some extra energy to the equation to push the boulder to the top.
      Once you’ve reached the peak, however, the boulder will roll the
      rest of the way by itself. Similarly, chemical reactions require
      additional energy to get started and then proceed the rest of the
      way.

      Alright, so activation energy is involved in chemical reactions
      all around us, but how is this useful and practical for our
      everyday lives and building better habits?

      The Activation Energy of Building Better
      Habits

      Similar to how every chemical reaction has an activation energy,
      we can think of every habit or behavior as having an activation
      energy as well.

      This is just a metaphor of course, but no matter what habit you
      are trying to build there is a certain amount of effort required to
      start the habit. In chemistry, the more difficult it is for a
      chemical reaction to occur, the bigger the activation energy. For
      habits, it’s the same story. The more difficult or complex a
      behavior, the higher the activation energy required to start
      it.

      For example, sticking to the habit of doing 1 pushup per day
      requires very little energy to get started. Meanwhile, doing 100
      pushups per day is a habit with a much higher activation energy.
      It’s going to take more motivation, energy, and grit to start
      complex habits day after day.

      [image: Activation Energy of Habits (The Chemistry of Building Better Habits)]

      The Disconnect Between Goals and Habits

      Here’s a common problem that I’ve experienced when trying to
      build new habits:

      It can be really easy to get motivated and hyped up about a big
      goal that you want to achieve. This big goal leads you to think
      that you need to revitalize and change your life with a new set of
      ambitious habits. In short, you get stuck dreaming
      about life-changing outcomes rather than making lifestyle
      improvements.

      The problem is that big goals often require big activation
      energies. In the beginning, you might be able to find the energy to
      get started each day because you’re motivated and excited about
      your new goal, but pretty soon (often within a few weeks) that
      motivation starts to
      fade and suddenly you’re lacking the energy you need to
      activate your habit each day.

      This is lesson one: Smaller habits require
      smaller activation energies and that makes them more sustainable.
      The bigger the activation energy is for your habit, the more
      difficult it will be to remain consistent over the long-run. When
      you require a lot of energy to get started there are bound to be
      days when starting never happens.

      Finding a Catalyst for Your Habits

      Everyone is on the lookout for tactics and hacks that can make
      success easier. Chemists are no different. When it comes to dealing
      with chemical reactions, the one trick chemists have up their
      sleeves is to use what is known as a catalyst.

      A catalyst is a substance that speeds up a chemical reaction.
      Basically, a catalyst lowers the activation energy and makes it
      easier for a reaction to occur. The catalyst is not consumed by the
      reaction itself. It’s just there to make the reaction happen
      faster.

      Here’s a visual example:

      [image: Habit catalyst (The Chemistry of Building Better Habits)]

      When it comes to building better habits, you also have a
      catalyst that you can use:

      Your environment.

      The most powerful catalyst for building better habits is
      environment
      design (what some researchers call choice
      architecture). The idea is simple: the environments where we
      live and work influence our behaviors, so how can we structure
      those environments to make good habits more likely and bad habits
      more difficult?

      Here is an example of how your environment can act as a catalyst
      for your habits:

      Imagine you are trying to build the habit of writing for 15
      minutes each evening after work. A noisy environment with loud
      roommates, rambunctious children, or constant television noise in
      the background will require a high activation energy to stick with
      your habit. With so many distractions, it’s likely that you’ll fall
      off track with your writing habit at some point. Meanwhile, if you
      stepped into a quiet writing environment—like a desk at the local
      library—your surroundings suddenly become a catalyst for your
      behavior and make it easier for the habit to proceed.

      Your environment can catalyze your habits in big and small ways.
      If you set your running shoes and workout clothes out the night
      before, you just lowered the activation energy required to go
      running the next morning. If you hire a meal service to deliver
      low-calorie meals to your door each week, you significantly lowered
      the activation energy required to lose weight. If you unplug your
      television and hide it in the closet, you just lowered the
      activation energy required to watch less television.

      This is lesson two: The right environment is
      like a catalyst for your habits and it lowers the activation energy
      required to start a good habit.

      The Intermediate States of Human Behavior

      Chemical reactions often have a reaction intermediate, which is
      like an in-between step that occurs before you can get to the final
      product. So, rather than going straight from A to B, you go from A
      to X to B. An intermediate step needs to occur before we go from
      starting to finishing.

      There are all sorts of intermediate steps with habits as
      well.

      Say you want to build the habit of
      working out. Well, this could involve intermediate steps like
      paying a gym membership, packing your gym bag in the morning,
      driving to the gym after work, exercising in front of other people,
      and so on.

      Here’s the important part:

      Each intermediate step has its own activation energy. When
      you’re struggling to stick with a new habit it can be important to
      examine each link in the chain and figure out which one is your
      sticking point. Put another way, which step has the activation
      energy that prevents the habit from happening?

      Some intermediate steps might be easy for you. To continue our
      fitness example from above, you might not care about paying for a
      gym membership or packing your gym bag in the morning. However, you
      may find that driving to the gym after work is frustrating because
      you end up hitting more rush hour traffic. Or you may discover that
      you don’t enjoy working out in public with strangers.

      Developing solutions that remove the intermediate steps and
      lower the overall activation energy required to perform your habit
      can increase your consistency in the long-run. For example, perhaps
      going to the gym in the morning would allow you to avoid rush hour
      traffic. Or maybe starting a home workout routine would be best
      since you could skip the traffic and avoid exercising in public.
      Without these two barriers, the two intermediate steps that were
      causing friction with your habit, it will be much easier to follow
      through.

      This is lesson three: Examine your habits
      closely and see if you can eliminate the intermediate steps with
      the highest activation energy (i.e. the biggest sticking
      points).

      The Chemistry of Building Better Habits

      The fundamental principles of chemistry reveal some helpful
      strategies that we can use to build better habits.

      
      	Every habit has an activation energy that is required to get
      started. The smaller the habit, the less energy you need to
      start.

      	Catalysts lower the activation energy required to start a new
      habit. Optimizing your environment is the best way to do this in
      the real world. In the right environment, every habit is
      easier.

      	Even simple habits often have intermediate steps. Eliminate the
      intermediate steps with the highest activation energy and your
      habits will be easier to accomplish.

      

      And that’s the chemistry of building better habits.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Two Harvard Professors Reveal One Reason Our Brains Love to
      Procrastinate

      
      Sometime around 2006, two Harvard professors began to study why
      we procrastinate. Why do we avoid doing the things we know we
      should do, even when it’s clear that they are good for us?

      To answer this question, the two professors — Todd Rogers and
      Max Bazerman — conducted 
      a study where participants were asked whether they would agree
      to enroll in a savings plan that automatically placed two percent
      of their paycheck in a savings account.

      Nearly every participant agreed that saving money was a good
      idea, but their behavior said otherwise:

      
      	One version of the question asked participants to enroll in the
      savings plan as soon as possible. In this scenario, only 30 percent
      of people said they would agree to enroll in the plan.

      	In another version of the question, participants were asked to
      enroll in a savings plan in the distant future (like a year from
      today). In this scenario, 77 percent of people said they would
      agree to enroll in the plan.

      

      Why did the timeline alter their responses so much?

      As it turns out, this little experiment can tell us a lot about
      why we procrastinate on behaviors that we know we should do.
      

      Why We Procrastinate: Present You vs. Future
      You

      We have a tendency to care too much about our present selves and
      not enough about our future selves. We like to enjoy immediate
      benefits in the present, especially if the costs of our choices
      don’t become apparent until far in the future.

      For example:

      
      	The payoff of eating a donut is immediate (sugar!) and the cost
      of skipping workouts won’t show up until you’ve skipped for
      months.

      	The payoff of spending money today is immediate (new iPhone!)
      and the cost of forgetting to save for retirement won’t show up
      until you’re years behind.

      	The payoff of unhindered fossil fuel usage is immediate (more
      energy! more heat! more electricity!) and the cost of climate
      change won’t reveal itself until decades of damage have been
      done.

      

      However, when we consider these problems in the distant future,
      our choices usually change. In one year, would you rather be
      overweight and eating donuts or healthy and exercising
      consistently? In the long-run the choice is easy, but when it comes
      time to make the choice today, in this very moment, we discount the
      long-term costs and overvalue the immediate benefits of
      unproductive behaviors.

      Behavioral economists refer to this concept “time inconsistency”
      because when we think about the future we want to make choices that
      lead to long-term benefits (“Yes, I’ll save more!”), but when we
      think about today, we want to make choices that lead to short-term
      benefits (“I’ll spend it right now.”).

      I like to call this the Present You vs. Future You problem.
      Future You knows you should do things that lead to the highest
      benefit in the long-term, but Present You tends to overvalue things
      that lead to immediate benefit right now.

      Alright, so we know why we procrastinate. What can we do about
      all of this?

      The Answer to Inconsistency

      If you want to beat procrastination and make better long-term
      choices, then you have to find a way to make your present self act
      in the best interest of your future self.

      You have three primary options:

      
      	Make the rewards of long-term behavior more immediate.

      	Make the costs of procrastination more immediate.

      	Remove procrastination triggers from your environment.

      

      Let’s break down each one.

      1. Make the rewards of long-term behavior more
      immediate. The reason why we procrastinate is because our
      mind wants an immediate benefit. If you can find a way to make the
      benefits of good long-term choices more immediate, then it becomes
      easier to avoid procrastination. One way to do this is to simply
      imagine the benefits your future self will enjoy. Visualize what
      your life will be like if you lose those 30 pounds. Think about why
      saving money now is important to your future. Pull the future
      payoff into the present moment in your mind’s eye.

      2. Make the costs of procrastination more
      immediate. There are many ways to force you to pay the
      costs of procrastination sooner rather than later. For example, if
      you are exercising alone, skipping your workout next week won’t
      impact your life much at all. Your health won’t deteriorate
      immediately because you missed that one workout. The cost of
      procrastinating on exercise only becomes painful after weeks and
      months of lazy behavior. However, if you pre-commit to working out
      with a friend at 7 a.m. next Monday, then the cost of skipping your
      workout becomes more immediate. Miss this one workout and you look
      like a jerk.

      Here are some other ways to make procrastination more
      costly:

      
      	Set a public
      deadline for your behavior. (“I am going to publish a new
      article every Monday.”)

      	Place an expensive bet on your behavior. (“For each workout I
      miss, I will pay my friend $50.)

      	Make a physical consequence for your behavior. (“For each dish
      I leave unwashed in the sink, I have to do 25 pushups.”)

      

      3. Remove procrastination triggers from your
      environment. The most powerful way to change your behavior
      is to change your environment. It doesn’t take much guesswork to
      figure out why this is true. In a normal situation, you might
      choose to eat a cookie rather than eat vegetables. What if the
      cookie wasn’t there to begin with? It is much easier to make the
      right choice if you’re surrounded by better choices. Remove the
      distractions from your environment and create a space with better
      choice
      architecture.

      Want to take it a step further? You can add triggers to your
      environment that prompt the good behaviors. Check out the Paper Clip Strategy as an
      example.

      The Way Forward

      
      “We’ll increasingly be defined by what we say no to.”

      -Paul Graham

      

      Each day, we are faced with hundreds of tiny decisions. The
      option to either take the easy way out and jump at instant
      gratification or to say no to temptation and commit to a long-term
      behavior.

      These daily choices end up defining our reality. It is
      increasingly the distractions we avoid that define our capacity for
      success.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Procrastinating and Boost Your Willpower by Using
      “Temptation Bundling"

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Ronan Byrne, an electrical engineering student in Dublin,
      Ireland, enjoyed watching Netflix, but he also knew that he should
      exercise more often than he did. Putting his engineering skills to
      use, Byrne hacked his stationary bike and connected it to his
      laptop and television. Then he wrote a computer program that would
      allow Netflix to run only if he was cycling at a certain
      speed. If he slowed down for too long, whatever show he was
      watching would pause until he started pedaling again. He was, in
      the words of one fan, “eliminating obesity one Netflix binge at a
      time.”

      He was also employing temptation bundling to make his exercise
      habit more attractive. Temptation bundling works by linking an
      action you want to do with an action you need do. In Byrne’s case,
      he bundled watching Netflix (the thing he wanted to do) with riding
      his stationary bike (the thing he needed to do).

      Businesses are masters at temptation bundling. For instance,
      when the American Broadcasting Company, more commonly known as ABC,
      launched its Thursday night television lineup for the 2014–2015
      season, they promoted temptation bundling on a massive scale.

      Every Thursday, the company would air three shows created by
      screenwriter Shonda Rhimes—Grey’s Anatomy, Scandal, and How to Get
      Away with Murder. They branded it as “TGIT on ABC” (TGIT stands for
      Thank God It’s Thursday). In addition to promoting the shows, ABC
      encouraged viewers to make popcorn, drink red wine, and enjoy the
      evening.

      Andrew Kubitz, head of scheduling for ABC, described the idea
      behind the campaign: “We see Thursday night as a viewership
      opportunity, with either couples or women by themselves who want to
      sit down and escape and have fun and drink their red wine and have
      some popcorn.” The brilliance of this strategy is that ABC was
      associating the thing they needed viewers to do (watch
      their shows) with activities their viewers already wanted
      to do (relax, drink wine, and eat popcorn).

      Over time, people began to connect watching ABC with feeling
      relaxed and entertained. If you drink red wine and eat popcorn at 8
      p.m. every Thursday, then eventually “8 p.m. on Thursday” means
      relaxation and entertainment. The reward gets associated with the
      cue, and the habit of turning on the television becomes more
      attractive.

      You’re more likely to find a behavior attractive if you get to
      do one of your favorite things at the same time. Perhaps you want
      to hear about the latest celebrity gossip, but you need to get in
      shape. Using temptation bundling, you could only read the tabloids
      and watch reality shows at the gym. Maybe you want to get a
      pedicure, but you need to clean out your email inbox. Solution:
      only get a pedicure while processing overdue work emails.

      Temptation bundling is one way to apply a psychology theory
      known as Premack’s Principle. Named after the work of professor
      David Premack, the principle states that “more probable behaviors
      will reinforce less probable behaviors.” In other words, even if
      you don’t really want to process overdue work emails you’ll become
      conditioned to do it if it means you get to do something you really
      want to do along the way.

      How to Create Your Temptation Bundle

      There is a simple exercise you can use to boost your willpower
      and figure out your own temptation bundling strategy.

      You’re going to create a two-column list:

      
      	In column one, write down the pleasures you enjoy and the
      temptations that you want to do.

      	In column two, write down the tasks and behaviors you should be
      doing, but often procrastinate on.

      

      Take your time and write down as many behaviors as possible.
      Then, browse your list and see if you can link one of your
      instantly gratifying “want” behaviors with something you “should”
      be doing.

      Here are a few common examples of temptation bundling:

      
      	Only listen to audiobooks or podcasts you love while
      exercising.

      	Only get a pedicure while processing overdue work emails.

      	Only watch your favorite show while ironing or doing household
      chores.

      	Only eat at your favorite restaurant when conducting your
      monthly meeting with a difficult colleague.

      

      [image: The Temptation Bundling concept by Katy Milkman can help you stop procrastinating and boost your willpower.]

      You can even combine temptation bundling with habit stacking to
      create a set of rules to guide your behavior.

      The habit stacking + temptation bundling formula is:

      
      	After [CURRENT HABIT], I will [HABIT I NEED].

      	After [HABIT I NEED], I will [HABIT I WANT].

      

      If you want to read the news, but you need to express more
      gratitude:

      
      	After I get my morning coffee, I will say one thing I’m
      grateful for that happened yesterday (need).

      	After I say one thing I’m grateful for, I will read the news
      (want).

      

      If you want to watch sports, but you need to make sales
      calls:

      
      	After I get back from my lunch break, I will call three
      potential clients (need).

      	After I call three potential clients, I will check ESPN
      (want).

      

      If you want to check Facebook, but you need to exercise
      more:

      
      	After I pull out my phone, I will do ten burpees (need).

      	After I do ten burpees, I will check Facebook (want).

      

      The hope is that eventually you’ll look forward to calling three
      clients or doing ten burpees because it means you get to check
      Facebook or read the latest sports news. Doing the thing you need
      to do means you get to do the thing you want to do.

      Always Important, Never Urgent

      There are many factors that contribute to success, but you can
      make a strong argument that consistently accomplishing tasks which
      are important, but not urgent is the one ability that separates top
      performers from everyone else.

      Consider how many tasks are important to our progress, but not
      urgent in our daily lives.

      
      	Getting a workout in will never feel like an urgent task on any
      particular day, but exercising consistently will change your health
      and your life.

      	Cleaning your office space or kitchen will rarely feel like an
      immediate need, but reducing clutter can clear your mind and reduce
      chronic stress.

      	Practicing the fundamentals of your craft is often boring, but
      when you master these core skills you begin to separate yourself
      from your competitors.

      

      The tasks that
      are important are rarely urgent.

      Temptation bundling offers a simple way to accomplish these
      tasks that are always important, but never feel urgent. By using
      your guilty pleasures pull you in, you make it easier to follow
      through on more difficult habits that pay off in the long-run.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 8of my New
      York Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Optimize Your Daily Decisions

      
      You might assume that humans buy products because of what they
      are, but the truth is that we often buy things because of where
      they are. For example, items on store shelves that are at eye level
      tend to be purchased more than items on less visible shelves.

      In the best-selling book Nudge (Kindle
      | Audiobook), authors
      Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein explain a variety of ways that our
      everyday decisions are shaped by the world around us. The effect
      that eye-level shelves have on our purchase habits is just one
      example.

      Here’s another:

      The ends of aisles are money-making machines for retailers.
      According to data cited by the New York Times, 45 percent of
      Coca-Cola sales come specifically from end-of-the-aisle racks.

      
      Here’s why this is important:

      Something has to go on the shelf at eye level.
      Something has to be placed on the rack at the end of the
      aisle. Something must be the default choice. Something must be the
      option with the most visibility and prominence. This is true not
      just in stores, but in nearly every area of our lives. There are
      default choices in your office and in your car, in your kitchen and
      in your living room.

      My argument is this:

      If you design for default in your life, rather than accepting
      whatever is handed to you, then it will be easier to live a better
      life.

      Let’s talk about how to do that right now.

      Design for Default

      Although most of us have the freedom to make a wide range of
      choices at any given moment, we often make decisions based on the
      environment we find ourselves in.

      For example, if I wanted to do so, I could drink a beer as I
      write this article. However, I am currently sitting at my desk with
      a glass of water next to me. There are no beers in sight. Although
      I possess the capability to get up, walk to my car, drive to the
      store, and buy a beer, I probably won’t because I surrounded by
      easier alternatives—namely, drinking water. In this case, taking a
      sip of water is the default decision, the easy decision.

      Consider how your default decisions are designed throughout your
      personal and professional life. For example:

      
      	If you sleep with your phone next to your bed, then checking
      social media and email as soon as you wake up is likely to be the
      default decision.

      	If you walk into your living room and your couches and chairs
      all face the television, then watching television is likely to be
      the default decision.

      	If you keep alcohol in your kitchen, then drinking consistently
      is more likely to be the default decision.

      

      Of course, defaults can be positive as well.

      
      	If you keep a dumbbell next to your desk at work, then pumping
      out some quick curls is more likely to be the default
      decision.

      	If you keep a water bottle with you throughout the day, then
      drinking water rather than soda is more likely to be the default
      decision.

      	If you place floss in a visible location (like next to your
      toothbrush), then flossing is more likely to be the default
      decision.

      

      Researchers have referred to the impact that environmental
      defaults can have on our decision making as choice
      architecture. It is important to realize that you can be the
      architect of your choices. You can design for default.

      How to Optimize Your Default Decisions

      Here are a few strategies I have found useful when trying to
      design for default in my life:

      Simplicity. It is hard to focus on the signal
      when you’re constantly surrounded by noise. It is more difficult to
      eat healthy when your kitchen is filled with junk food. It is more
      difficult to focus on reading a blog post when you have 10 tabs
      open in your browser. It is more difficult to accomplish your most
      important task when you fall into the myth of
      multitasking. When in doubt, eliminate options.

      Visual Cues. In the supermarket, placing items
      on shelves at eye level makes them more visual and more likely to
      be purchased. Outside of the supermarket, you can use visual cues
      like the Paper Clip Method or
      the Seinfeld
      Strategy to create an environment that visually nudges your
      actions in the right direction.

      Opt-Out vs. Opt-In. There is a famous
      organ donation study that revealed how multiple European
      countries skyrocketed their organ donation rates: they required
      citizens to opt-out of donating rather than opt-in to donating. You
      can do something similar in your life by opting your future self
      into better habits ahead of time. For example, you could schedule
      your yoga session for next week while you are feeling motivated
      today. When your workout rolls around, you have to justify
      opting-out rather than motivating yourself to opt-in.

      Designing for default comes down to a very simple premise: shift
      your environment so that the good behaviors are easier and the bad
      behaviors are harder.

      Designed For You vs. Designed By You

      Default choices are not inherently bad, but the entire world was
      not designed with your goals in mind. In fact, many companies have
      goals that directly compete with yours (a food company may want you
      to buy their bag of chips, while you want to lose weight). For this
      reason, you should be wary of accepting every default as if it is
      supposed to be the optimal choice.

      I have found more success by living a life that I design rather
      than accepting the standard one that has been handed to me.
      Question everything. You need to alter, tweak, and shift your
      environment until it matches what you want out of life.

      Yes, the world around you shapes your habits and choices, but
      there is something important to realize: someone had to shape that
      world in the first place. Now, that someone can be you.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Declutter Your Mind and Unleash Your Willpower by Using
      Bright-Line Rules

      
      
      “You have the right to remain silent. Anything
      you say or do can and will be used against you in a court of law.
      You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an
      attorney, one will be appointed to you. Do you understand these
      rights as they have been read to you?”

      —The Miranda Warning

      IN THE SPRING of 1966, a man named Ernesto
      Miranda was arrested in Phoenix. The police had very little to go
      on, but they suspected Miranda of kidnapping and raping an
      18-year-old woman ten days earlier. The officers interrogated
      Miranda for two hours and were rewarded for their effort: Miranda
      admitted to the rape charge and signed a confession paper.

      There was just one problem. During the interrogation, Miranda
      had been alone and at no point was he informed that he had the
      right to legal counsel.

      
      When the case went to trial, Miranda’s written confession was
      used as evidence. He was quickly convicted, but his lawyer appealed
      because Miranda had never been informed of his rights and thus,
      according to his lawyer, the confession was not voluntary. The
      Arizona Supreme Court upheld the decision, but eventually the case
      made it to the United States Supreme Court.

      The United States Supreme Court overturned the Miranda
      ruling by a vote of 5 to 4 because “The person in custody
      must, prior to interrogation, be clearly informed that he has the
      right to remain silent, and that anything he says will be used
      against him in court; he must be clearly informed that he has the
      right to consult with a lawyer and to have the lawyer with him
      during interrogation, and that, if he is indigent, a lawyer will be
      appointed to represent him.”

      The Supreme Court had just created a bright-line rule.

      The Power of Bright-Line Rules

      A bright-line rule refers to a clearly defined rule or standard.
      It is a rule with clear interpretation and very little wiggle room.
      It establishes a bright line for what the rule is saying and what
      it is not saying.

      The Miranda ruling is one example. If a police officer fails to
      inform a defendant in custody of their rights, then the suspect’s
      statements are not admissible in court. Plain and simple. Clear and
      bright.

      Most of us, myself included, could benefit from setting brighter
      lines in our personal and professional lives. Consider some common
      examples:

      
      	We might say that we want to check email less frequently.

      	We might say that we want to drink moderately.

      	We might say that we want to save more for retirement.

      	We might say that we want to eat healthier.

      

      But what do these statements really mean?

      
      	What does it mean to check email less
      frequently? Are you going to “try to be better about it” and
      hope that works? Will you set specific days or certain times when
      you will be unavailable? Will you check email on weekends? Will you
      process email only on your computer?

      	What, exactly, is moderate drinking? Is it one drink per week?
      Five drinks per week? Ten drinks per week? We haven’t defined it,
      so how will we know if we are making progress?

      	What does it mean to save more? More is not a number. How much
      is more? When will you save? Every month? Every paycheck?

      	What does eating
      healthier look like on a daily basis? Does that mean you eat
      more servings of vegetables? If so, how many more? Do you want to
      start by eating a healthy meal once per day? Twice per day? Every
      meal?

      

      It can be easy to make promises like this to yourself, but they
      do not create bright lines. Fuzzy statements make progress hard to
      measure, and the things we measure are the
      things we improve.

      Now, do we need to measure every area of our lives? Of course
      not. But if something is important to you, then you should
      establish a bright line for it. Consider the following
      alternatives:

      
      	I only process email between 11AM and 6PM.

      	I enjoy a maximum of 2 drinks per night.

      	I save $500 per month for retirement.

      	I eat at least two types of vegetables per day.

      

      These statements establish bright lines. These statements make
      action steps precise and obvious. Vague promises will never lead to
      clear results.

      Using Bright Lines to Break Bad Habits

      The examples I outlined above focused primarily on building new
      behaviors, but bright-line rules can be used just as effectively to
      break bad habits or
      eliminate old behaviors.

      My friend Nir Eyal proposes a similar strategy that he calls
      “Progressive
      Extremism.” To explain the concept, Nir uses the example of
      being a vegetarian. If you were interested in becoming a
      vegetarian, you might start by saying, “I don’t eat red meat.” The
      goal is not to change everything at once, but to take a very clear
      and extreme stand in one small area. You are establishing a bright
      line on that topic.

      Over time, you can progressively move your bright line forward
      and add other behaviors to the mix. (i.e. “I don’t eat red meat or
      fish.” And so on.)

      How Bright Lines Unleash Your Hidden
      Willpower

      Establishing bright lines in your life can provide a huge boost
      in daily willpower.

      Here are two reasons why:

      First, bright lines shift the conversation in your head
      from one of sacrifice to one of empowerment. When you
      don’t have a bright line established and you choose not to do
      something, the tendency is to say, “Oh, I can’t do it this time.”
      Conversely, when you do have a bright line clearly set, your
      response can simply be, “No thanks, I don’t do that.” Bright lines
      help you avoid making just-this-once exceptions. Instead, you are
      following a new identity
      that you have created for yourself.

      Second, by establishing clear decisions in your life,
      you conserve willpower for other important choices. Here’s
      the problem with trying to make daily decisions in muddy water:
      Without bright lines, you must decide whether a situation fits your
      standards every time. With bright lines, the decision is made ahead
      of time. Because of this, you are less likely to suffer from
      decision
      fatigue and more likely to have willpower left over for work,
      relationships, and other health habits.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stick With Good Habits Every Day by Using the "Paper
      Clip Strategy"

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In 1993, a bank in Abbotsford, Canada,
      hired a twenty-three-year-old stockbroker named Trent Dyrsmid.
      Abbotsford was a relatively small suburb, tucked away in the shadow
      of nearby Vancouver, where most of the big business deals were
      being made. Given the location, and the fact that Dyrsmid was a
      rookie, nobody expected too much of him. But he made brisk progress
      thanks to a simple daily habit.

      The Paper Clip Strategy

      Dyrsmid began each morning with two jars on his desk. One was
      filled with 120 paper clips. The other was empty. As soon as he
      settled in each day, he would make a sales call. Immediately after,
      he would move one paper clip from the full jar to the empty jar and
      the process would begin again. “Every morning I would start with
      120 paper clips in one jar and I would keep dialing the phone until
      I had moved them all to the second jar,” he told me.

      Within eighteen months, Dyrsmid was bringing in $5 million to
      the firm. By age twenty-four, he was making $75,000 per year—the
      equivalent of $125,000 today. Not long after, he landed a
      six-figure job with another company.

      Good Habits That Stick vs. Habits That Fail

      When I asked Dyrsmid about the details of his habit, he simply
      said, “I would start calling at 8 a.m. every day. I never looked at
      stock quotes or analyst research. I also never read the newspaper
      for the entire time. If the news was really important, it would
      find me from other ways.”

      Trent Dyrsmid’s story is evidence of a simple truth: Success is
      often a result of committing to the fundamentals over and over
      again.

      Compare Trent’s results to where you and I often find ourselves.
      We want to be consistent with our workouts, but
      struggle to make it into the gym. We know we should write more Thank You
      notes or eat
      healthier meals or read more books, but can’t
      seem to find the motivation to get it done. We’d like to achieve
      our goals, but still procrastinate on them.

      What makes the difference? Why do some good habits stick while
      others fail? Why did Trent’s paper clip strategy work so well and
      what can we learn from it?

      The Power of a Visual Cue

      I believe the “Paper Clip Strategy” works particularly well
      because it creates a visual trigger that can
      help motivate you to perform a habit with more consistency. I’ve
      heard from readers who have employed it in a variety of ways. One
      woman shifted a hairpin from one container to another whenever she
      wrote a page of her book. Another man moved a marble from one bin
      to the next after each set of push-ups.

      Making progress is satisfying, and visual measures—like moving
      paperclips or hairpins or marbles—provide clear evidence of your
      progress. As a result, they reinforce your behavior and add little
      bit of immediate satisfaction to any activity.

      Here are a few reasons visual cues work well for building new
      good habits…

      Visual cues remind you to start a behavior. We
      often lie to ourselves about our ability to remember to perform a
      new habit. (“I’m going to start eating healthier. For real this
      time.”) A few days later, however, the motivation fades and
      the busyness of life begins to take over again. Hoping you will
      simply remember to do a new habit is usually a recipe for failure.
      This is why a visual stimulus, like a bin full of paper clips, can
      be so useful. It is much easier to stick with good habits when your environment
      nudges you in the right direction.

      Visual cues display your progress on a
      behavior. Everyone knows consistency is an essential
      component of success, but few people actually measure how consistent
      they are in real life. The Paper Clip Strategy avoids that
      pitfall because it is a built-in measuring system. One look at your
      paper clips and you immediately have a measure of your
      progress.

      Visual cues can have an additive effect on
      motivation. As the visual evidence of your progress
      mounts, it is natural to become more motivated to continue the
      habit. The more paperclips you place in the bin, the more motivated
      you will become to finish the task. There are a variety of popular
      behavioral economics studies that refer to this as the Endowed Progress
      Effect, which essentially says we place more value on things
      once we have them. In other words, the more paper clips you move to
      the “Completed” bin, the more valuable completing the habit becomes
      to you.

      Visual cues can be used to drive short-term and
      long-term motivation. The Paper Clip Strategy can provide
      daily motivation, but you start from scratch each day. However,
      another type of visual cue, like the “Don’t Break the Chain”
      Calendar that I described in my
      article on the Seinfeld Strategy can be used to showcase your
      consistency over longer periods of time. By stacking these two
      methods together, you can create a set of visual cues that motivate
      and measure your habits over the short-run and the long-run.

      Creating Your Own Paper Clip Strategy

      There are all sorts of ways to use the paper clip strategy for
      your own goals.

      
      	Hoping to do 100 pushups each day? Start with 10 paper clips
      and move one over each time you drop down and do a set of 10
      throughout the day.

      	Need to send 25 sales emails every day? Start with 25 paper
      clips and toss one to the other side each time you press Send.

      	Want to drink 8 glasses of water each day? Start with 8 paper
      clips and slide one over each time you finish a glass.

      	Not sure if you’re taking your medication three times per day?
      Set 3 paper clips out and flip one into the bin each time you
      swallow your pills.

      

      Best of all, the entire strategy will cost you less than
      $10.

      
      	Grab a box of standard paper clips (here is a cheap
      set).

      	Get two standard paper clip holders (here you go).

      	Pick your habit and start moving those bad boys from one side
      to the other.

      

      Trent Dyrsmid decided that success in his field came down to one
      core task: making more sales calls. He discovered that mastering
      the fundamentals is what makes the difference.

      The same is true for your goals. There is no secret sauce. There
      is no magic bullet. Good habits are the magic bullet.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 16 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why We Act Irrationally: A Harvard Psychologist Reveals the One
      Word That Drives Our Senseless Habits

      
      It was 1977 and—although nobody knew it at the time—psychologist
      Ellen Langer and her research team at Harvard University were about
      to conduct a study that would change our understanding of human
      behavior.

      It all started when Langer asked her research assistants to cut
      in front of innocent people waiting in line at the photocopiers in
      the library.

      

      The Copy Machine Study

      This is how the research study worked…

      A researcher would spot someone waiting at the library copy
      machine and walk over with the intention of cutting the person in
      line. Then, the researcher would look at the innocent bystander and
      ask them one of three questions.

      
      	Version 1 (request only): “Excuse me, I have 5
      pages. May I use the Xerox machine?”

      	Version 2 (request with a real reason):
      “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the xerox machine, because
      I’m in a rush?”

      	Version 3 (request with a fake reason):
      “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the xerox machine, because I
      have to make copies?”

      

      You’ll notice that Version 3 didn’t make much sense. Using the
      phrase “because I have to make copies” was a fairly useless reason
      for skipping the line. Everyone waiting at the photocopier needed
      to make copies. The phrase contained no new information, but the
      researcher was trying to use it to justify the favor anyway.

      Surprisingly, this senseless reason performed well. When the
      researchers analyzed the data, they found the following.

      
      	Version 1: 60 percent of people let the
      researcher skip the line.

      	Version 2: 94 percent of people let the
      researcher skip ahead in line.

      	Version 3: 93 percent of people let the
      researcher skip ahead in line.

      

      Langer’s research, which soon became known as The Copy Machine
      study, was published in the Journal of Personality and Social
      Psychology (source).

      The study became famous because it uncovered one of the most
      powerful words we use to drive our behavior: because.
      Langer’s work proved that as long as we could justify a behavior in
      our brains (“I’m doing this because…”), we would perform
      the behavior even if the reason didn’t make sense.

      In his best-selling book, Influence, Robert
      Cialdini explained this phenomenon by saying, “A well-known
      principle of human behavior says that when we ask someone to do us
      a favor we will be more successful if we provide a reason. People
      simply like to have reasons for what they do.”

      [image: The Copy Machine study by Ellen Langer]

      Why We Do What We Do

      I once conducted the Habits Seminar in the middle of the year.
      Previously, I had only run it around the New Year and I told
      myself, “Oh, I only run one seminar per year because people tend to
      build new habits at the start of the year.”

      After the seminar finished, I asked for feedback from the
      attendees. One of the first messages I received said, “Suggestion:
      maybe offer the seminar twice a year?”

      Similar feedback came from other attendees and the pervading
      wisdom was that people want to build better habits all the
      time and it can be easy to fall off track with your goals. Hosting
      a habits seminar multiple times throughout the year could be a good
      way to pull everyone back on track.

      As soon as I heard the feedback, I realized that it was logical.
      And yet, I’ve been justifying my behavior of only conducting one
      seminar per year with reasoning that didn’t make sense. I never
      questioned myself simply because I had a reason.

      I’d venture to say that we do this to ourselves in many areas of
      life.

      
      	Fitness: How are you justifying not exercising
      consistently?

      	Writing: What is your reason for why you can’t
      write each day?

      	Business: How is your mindset preventing you
      from reaching the next level?

      

      The reasons that we use to guide our behavior are just stories
      that we tell ourselves. Sometimes, those stories are true and
      accurate. We all have reasons for why now isn’t the right time for
      that bold move, why we slip up on habits that we say are important
      to us, and, yes, why we do favors for strangers. What we often fail
      to realize, however, is that our behaviors can just as easily be
      driven by irrational reasons as logical ones.

      The Bottom Line

      There are two important lessons we can take away from Langer’s
      study.

      
      	If you’re going to ask someone for a favor, be sure to use the
      word because and give the person a reason to fulfill the
      favor.

      	We use reasons—both logical and illogical—to justify our own
      behavior.

      

      Be aware of that. Take stock of the reasons you use in your
      life. You might be surprised with the type of story you’re telling
      yourself.

      

    

  
    

    
      The 5 Triggers That Make New Habits Stick

      
      In my book New York Times bestselling bookAtomic Habits, I explain
      that the process of building a habit can be divided into four
      simple steps: cue, craving, response, and reward.

      The Habit Loop

      The image below shows the habit loop and how these four factors
      work together to build new habits.

      [image: ]
      Each phase of the habit loop is important for building new
      habits, but today I’d like to discuss the first factor:
      habit cues(or triggers).

      There are five primary ways that a new habit can be triggered.
      If you understand each of them, then you can select the right one
      for the particular habit that you are working on.

      Here’s what you need to know about each habit cue…

      

      Cue 1: Time

      Time is perhaps the most common way to trigger a new habit.
      Common morning habits are just one example. Waking up in the
      morning usually triggers a cascade of habits: go to the bathroom,
      take a shower, brush your teeth, get dressed, make a cup of coffee,
      etc.

      There are also less commonly recognized ways that time triggers
      our behavior. For example, if you pay attention you may notice that
      you repeat certain tasks mindlessly at different points during the
      day: heading off to get a snack at the same time each afternoon,
      taking a smoking break at the same time each morning, and so
      on.

      If these patterns are bad habits, then you may want to take
      stock of how you feel at this time of day. In many cases, your
      habits are a signal of how you feel. Bored? Maybe your afternoon
      snacking habit is a way of breaking up the monotony of the day.
      Feeling lonely? Maybe your smoking break is a way to connect with
      fellow co-workers. The point is, if you understand the reason why
      these habits pop up at the same time each day, then it can become
      easier to find a new habit to fill the void. Bad habits are
      replaced, not eliminated.

      How I use it: Time-based cues can also be used
      to stick with routines over and over again. This is my preferred
      method. For example, every Monday and Thursday I write a new
      article and post it on JamesClear.com. The time and date drive this
      pattern. It doesn’t matter how good or how bad I feel about the
      article. It doesn’t matter how long or how short the article is.
      All that matters is that I stick to the schedule.
      The time triggers the habit loop.

      Cue 2: Location

      If you have ever walked into your kitchen, seen a plate of
      cookies on the counter, and eaten them just because they are there
      in front of you, then you understand the power of location on our
      behavior.

      In my opinion, location (i.e. environment) is the most powerful
      driver of mindless habits and also the least recognized. In many
      cases, our habits and behaviors are simply a response to the
      environment that surrounds us. The famous study on water
      versus soft drink consumption is one example of how our
      environment can either promote good habits or lead us toward bad
      ones.

      However, location-based cues are not simply things we respond
      to, they can also be things we create. Multiple research studies by
      David Neal and Wendy Wood from Duke University have discovered that
      new habits are actually easier to perform in new locations.

      One theory is that we mentally assign habits to a particular
      location. This means that all of the current places that you’re
      familiar with (your home, your office, etc.) already have
      behaviors, habits, and routines assigned to them. If you want to
      build new habits in these familiar locations, then you need to
      overcome the cues that your brain has already assigned to that
      area. Meanwhile, building a new habit in a new location is like
      having a blank slate. You don’t have to overcome any pre-existing
      triggers.

      How I use it: When I arrive at the gym, I head
      to the same spot each time to get ready, change into my lifting
      gear, and start my warm up. This location in the gym is a simple
      habit cue that helps prompt my pre-workout routine (more on
      the power of a
      pre-game routine). There are bound to be some days when I don’t
      feel like exercising, but the location-based trigger helps me
      overcome that and get into my workout ritual as painlessly as
      possible.

      Cue 3: Preceding Event

      Many habits are a response to something else that happens in
      your life. Your phone buzzes, so you pick it up to check your
      latest text message. The little notification bar lights up on
      Facebook, so you click it to see what it signals. These are
      examples of habits that are triggered by a preceding event.

      When it comes to cues that are useful for building new habits, I
      find preceding events to be one of the most useful. Once you
      understand habit stacking you can
      develop all sorts of ways to tie new habits into preceding events.
      (Example: “When I make my morning cup of coffee, I will meditate
      for one minute.”)

      How I use it: For over two years, I have used a
      preceding event to stick with a daily gratitude habit.
      Each night, when I sit down to eat dinner, I say one thing that I
      was grateful for that day. (It’s worth noting, one reason I believe
      I have been able to stick with this habit so consistently is
      because it is so small. The smaller the habit,
      the easier it is to build into your life.)

      Cue 4: Emotional State

      In my experience, emotional state is a common cue for bad
      habits. For example, you may have a habit of eating when you feel
      depressed. Or, you may default to online shopping when you feel
      bored. The emotional states of depression or boredom are triggers
      for these negative habits.

      Unfortunately, although emotions are very common cues for our
      behavior, I find that they are harder to control and utilize for
      building good habits. Mostly, I think this is because if you want
      an emotion to trigger a positive habit, then you often need to be
      consciously aware of the emotion as you are experiencing it. In
      other words, you have to be emotional and aware at the same time …
      and that can be hard to do. Paying
      attention is a powerful, but difficult, way to build better
      habits.

      How I use it: I’m trying to get better about
      noticing when I am holding tension in my body and experiencing
      stress. When I do notice that I’m feeling particularly stressed,
      I’ll use this emotional state to cue a deep breathing habit.

      I like to follow a 3-1-5 breathing pattern: three seconds in,
      pause for one second, five seconds out. I’ll usually repeat this
      sequence three to five times. I find this little breathing exercise
      to be a great instant stress reliever. It’s particularly useful
      because you can literally do it anywhere.

      Cue 5: Other People

      It is probably no surprise to you that the people you surround
      yourself with can play a role in your habits and behaviors. What
      may be a surprise is just how big of an impact these people can
      make. One study in the New England
      Journal of Medicine found that if your friend becomes obese,
      then your risk of obesity increases by 57 percent — even if your
      friend lives hundreds of miles away.

      As far as I can tell, the best way to make use of this
      information is to surround yourself with people who have the habits
      you want to have yourself. As Jim Rohn says, “You are the average
      of the five people you spend the most time with.”

      How I use it: I’m not a heavy drinker, but
      nearly every time I go out with friends, I get a drink. Why is
      that? If I’m not yearning for a beer, why get one? It’s simply a
      response to the environment that I am in and the people I am
      around.

      Before You Choose Your Habit Cue

      No matter what cue you choose for your new habit, there is one
      important thing to understand. The key to choosing a
      successful cue is to pick a trigger that is very specific and
      immediately actionable.

      For example, let’s say you want to build a new habit of doing 10
      pushups each day at lunch time. You might start by choosing a
      time-based cue and saying something like, “During my lunch break
      each day, I’ll do 10 pushups.” This might work, but it’s not very
      specific. Do you do your pushups at the beginning of your lunch
      break? At the end? Any time?

      Alternatively, you could create a cue around a very specific
      preceding event that happens right around your lunch break. For
      example, “When I close my laptop to leave for lunch, I’ll do 10
      pushups.” In this case, the very specific action of “closing the
      laptop” is a perfect trigger for what to do next (your 10 pushups).
      There is no mistaking when you should do the new habit and kick off
      the habit loop.

      As always, self-experimentation is the only real answer. Play
      around with these five habit cues and see what works for you.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 3 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why Stores Place Candy by the Checkout Counter (And Why New
      Habits Fail)

      
      Selling candy bars can teach you a lot about building better
      habits.

      Before I tell you why, let’s start at the beginning.

      

      The Science of Candy Bars and Impulse Buying

      In 1952, an economist by the name of Hawkins Stern was working
      at the Stanford Research Institute in Southern California where he
      spent his time analyzing consumer behavior. During that same year
      he published a little-known paper titled, “The Significance of
      Impulse Buying Today.”

      In that paper, Stern described a phenomenon he called Suggestion
      Impulse Buying, which “is triggered when a shopper sees a product
      for the first time and visualizes a need for it.”

      Suggestion Impulse Buying says that customers buy things not
      necessarily because they want them, but because of how they are
      presented to them. This simple idea—that where products are placed
      can influence what customers will buy—has fascinated retailers and
      grocery stores ever since the moment Stern put the concept into
      words.

      How to Sell Candy Bars

      Candy sales are very seasonal. Bulk candy purchases tend to be
      made around Halloween and other holidays, which means during the
      majority of the year candy never makes it onto the grocery list.
      Obviously, this isn’t what candy companies want since they would
      prefer to have sales continue throughout the year.

      Because candy isn’t an item you are going to seek out during
      most trips to the grocery store, it is placed in a highly visible
      place where you’ll see it even if you aren’t looking for it: the
      checkout line.

      But why the checkout line? If it was just about visibility, the
      store could put candy right by the front door so that everyone saw
      it as soon as they walked inside.

      The second reason candy is at the checkout line is because of a
      concept called decision
      fatigue. The basic idea is that your willpower is like a
      muscle. Like any muscle, it gets fatigued with use. The more
      decisions you ask your brain to make, the more fatigued your
      willpower
      becomes.

      If you saw a box of candy bars at the front door, you would be
      more likely to resist grabbing one. By the time you get to the
      checkout counter, however, the number of choices about what to buy
      and what not to buy has drained your willpower enough that you give
      in and make the impulse purchase. This is why grocery stores place
      candy at the checkout counter and not the front door.

      Ok, but what does a Kit Kat bar have
      to do with building better habits?

      3 Ways to Change Your Habits

      At a basic level, a store that wants to sell more candy wants to
      change human behavior. And whether you’re trying to lose weight,
      become more productive, create art on a more consistent basis, or
      otherwise build a new habit, you want to change human behavior too.
      Let’s take a look at what the grocery store did to drive additional
      impulse buying of candy bars and talk about how those concepts
      apply to your life.

      First, grocery stores removed the friction that
      prevented a certain behavior. They realized that people
      were only buying candy in bulk around the holidays, so they cut
      down the size of the purchase and sold candy bars one at a
      time.

      You can do the same thing with your habits. What are the points
      of friction that prevent you from taking a behavior right now? Does
      the task seem overwhelming (like the equivalent of buying 40 pieces
      of candy when you only want 1 piece?), then start with a small
      habit. Examples include: doing 10 pushups per day rather than
      50 per day, writing 1 post per week rather than 1 per day, running
      for 5 minutes rather than 5 miles, and so on. Starting small is
      valuable because objects in motion
      tend to stay in motion.

      Second, grocery stores created an environment that
      promoted the new behavior. Retailers recognized that
      unless the holidays were around the corner, people were unlikely to
      browse the store and seek out candy bars, so they moved the candy
      bars to a place where people didn’t have to seek them out: the
      checkout line.

      How can you change your environment, so that you don’t have to
      seek out your new habits? How can you adjust your kitchen so that
      you can eat healthy
      without thinking? How can you shift your workspace so that
      digital distractions are minimized? How can you create a space that
      promotes the good behaviors and prevents the bad ones? Surround
      yourself with better choices and you’ll make
      better choices.

      Third, grocery stores stacked the new behavior at a time
      when the energy was right for it. As we’ve already
      covered, you’re more likely to give in and buy the candy bar at the
      checkout line because decision fatigue has set in. Of course, it’s
      not just decision fatigue that saps our willpower and motivation.
      There are a variety of positive and negative daily tasks that drain
      your brain. Periods of intense focus, frustration, self-control,
      and confusion are all examples of how you can deplete your mental
      battery.

      When it comes to building better habits, you can deal with this
      issue in two ways.

      
      	You can take active steps to reduce the areas that deplete your
      willpower. In the words of Kathy Sierra, you have to “manage your
      cognitive leaks.” This means eliminating
      distractions and focusing on the
      essential. It’s much easier to stick with good habits if you
      subtract the negative
      influences. Self-control has a cost. Every time you use it, you
      pay. Make sure you’re paying for the things that matter to you, not
      the stuff that is useless or provides marginal value to your
      life.

      	You can perform your habit a time when your energy is right for
      it. Stores ask you to buy candy bars when you are most likely to
      say yes. Similarly, you should ask yourself to perform new habits
      when you are most likely to succeed. Your motivation ebbs and flows
      throughout the day, so make sure the difficulty of your habit
      matches your current level of your motivation. Big habits are
      usually best if attempted early in the day when your motivation and
      willpower are high (or after a lunch break when you’ve had a chance
      to eat and rejuvenate).

      

      [image: start small habits]

      Your Environment Drives Your Habits

      We like to think that we are in control of our behavior. If we
      buy a candy bar, we assume it is because we wanted a candy bar. The
      truth, however, is that many of the actions we take each day are
      simply a response to the environment we find ourselves in. We
      impulse buy candy bars because the store is designed to get us to
      buy candy bars.

      Similarly, we stick to good habits (or repeat bad habits)
      because the environments that we live in each day—our kitchens and
      bedrooms, our offices and workspaces‐are designed to promote these
      behaviors. Change your environment and your behavior will
      follow.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Common Mistakes That Cause New Habits to Fail

      
      Depending on where you get your numbers, somewhere between 81
      percent and 92 percent of New Year’s Resolutions fail.

      Translation: At least 8 times out of 10, you are more likely to
      fall back into your old habits and patterns than you are to stick
      with a new behavior.

      Behavior change is hard. No doubt about it.

      Why is that? What are the biggest reasons new habits fail to
      stick? And what can we do to make positive changes easier?

      I don’t claim to have all the answers, but after two years of
      researching and writing about the science of behavior change, let
      me share the most practical insights I’ve learned so far.
      

      PROBLEM 1: Trying to Change Everything at
      Once

      SOLUTION: Pick one thing and do it well.

      The general consensus among behavior change researchers is that
      you should focus on changing a very small number of habits at the
      same time.

      The highest number you’ll find is changing three habits at once
      and that suggestion comes from BJ Fogg at Stanford University.
      Let’s be clear: Dr. Fogg is talking about incredibly tiny
      habits.

      How tiny? His suggested habits include flossing one tooth, doing
      one pushup per day, or saying “It’s going to be a great day” when
      you get out of bed in the morning. So, even if you keep your new
      habits that small, you should work on no more than three habits at
      a time. (Sidenote: I think BJ Fogg’s Tiny Habits program is great. I
      believe it is also free, so you can’t beat the price.)

      Personally, I prefer to focus on building one new behavior into
      my life at a time. Once that habit becomes routine, then I move on
      to the next one. For example, I spent six months focusing on going
      to the gym every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Once that felt like
      a routine, then I moved on to my next habit, which was writing a
      new article every Monday and Thursday. This time, I spent eight
      months focusing on the new habit until it became part of my
      lifestyle. Next, I moved on to flossing every day. And so on. You
      get the idea.

      BONUS SOLUTION: Pick a keystone habit.

      Still struggling? When in doubt, pick something that could
      potentially be a keystone habit.

      A keystone habit is a behavior or routine that naturally pulls
      the rest of your life in line. For example, weightlifting is my
      keystone habit. If I get to the gym, then it creates a ripple
      effect in other areas of my life. Not only do I get the benefits of
      working out, I enjoy a wide range of secondary benefits. I focus
      better after the workout. I tend to eat better when I’m working out
      consistently. I sleep better at night and wake up with more energy
      in the morning.

      Notice that I didn’t try to build better habits for my focus, my
      nutrition, my sleep, or my energy. I just did my keystone habit and
      those other areas were improved as well. This is why keystone
      habits are powerful. They cascade into other areas of your life.
      You’ll have to figure out what your keystone habit is for you, but
      some popular examples include exercise, meditation, or budgeting
      your monthly finances.

      Further reading: Keystone Habits: The
      Simple Way to Improve All Aspects of Your Life

      PROBLEM 2: Starting With a Habit That is Too
      Big

      SOLUTION: As Leo Babauta says, “Make it so easy
      you can’t say no.”

      If you were to map out the motivation needed to perform a habit,
      you would find that for many behaviors it looks like this:

      [image: habit motivation]

      In other words, the most difficult part of a new habit is
      starting the behavior. It takes a lot of motivation to head to the
      gym for a workout after an exhausting day at work, but once you
      actually begin the workout it doesn’t take much willpower to finish
      it. For this reason, one of the best things you can do for building
      a new behavior is to start with a remarkably small habit.

      New habits should be non-threatening. Start with a behavior that
      is so small it seems easy and reasonable to do it each day.

      
      	Want to do 50 pushups per day? Start with something easy like 5
      or 10.

      	Wish you would read more books? Start by reading two pages
      every night.

      	Want to finally start meditating? Meditate for one minute each
      morning. After a month, you can move up to two minutes.

      

      Further reading: How to Build a New Habit. This
      is Your Strategy Guide.

      PROBLEM 3: Seeking a Result, Not a Ritual

      SOLUTION: Focus on the behavior, not the
      outcome.

      Nearly every conversation about goals and resolutions is focused
      on some type of result. What do you want to achieve? How much
      weight do you want to lose? How much money do you want to save? How
      many books do you want to read? How much less do you want to
      drink?

      Naturally, we are outcome focused because we want our new
      behaviors to deliver new results.

      Here’s the problem: New goals don’t deliver new results. New
      lifestyles do. And a lifestyle is not an outcome, it is a process.
      For this reason, all of your energy should go into building better
      rituals, not chasing better results.

      Rituals are what turn behaviors into habits. In the words of
      Tony Schwartz, “A ritual is a highly precise behavior you do at a
      specific time so that it becomes automatic over time and no longer
      requires much conscious intention or energy.”

      If you want a new habit, you have to fall in love with a new
      ritual.

      Further reading: Forget About Setting Goals.
      Focus on This Instead.

      PROBLEM 4: Not Changing Your Environment

      SOLUTION: Build an environment that promotes
      good habits.

      I have never seen a person consistently stick to positive habits
      in a negative environment. You can frame this statement in many
      different ways:

      
      	It is nearly impossible to eat healthy all of the time if you
      are constantly surrounded by unhealthy food.

      	It is nearly impossible to remain positive all of the time if
      you are constantly surrounded by negative people.

      	It is nearly impossible to focus on a single task if you are
      constantly bombarded with text messages, notifications, emails,
      questions, and other digital distractions.

      	It is nearly impossible to not drink if you are constantly
      surrounded by alcohol.

      	And so on.

      

      We rarely admit it (or even realize it), but our behaviors are
      often a simple response to the environment we find ourselves
      in.

      In fact, you can assume that the lifestyle you have today (all
      of your habits) is largely a product of the environment you live in
      each day. The single biggest change that will make a new habit
      easier is performing it in an environment that is designed to make
      that habit succeed. For example, let’s say that your New Year’s
      resolution is to reduce stress in your life and live in a more
      focused manner.

      Here is the current situation:

      Every morning, the alarm on your phone goes off. You pick up the
      phone, turn off the alarm, and immediately start checking email and
      social media. Before you have even made it out of bed, you are
      already thinking about a half dozen new emails. Maybe you’ve
      already responded to a few. You also browsed the latest updates on
      Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, so those messages and headlines
      are swimming around in your mind too. You haven’t even dressed yet,
      but your mind is already distracted and stressed.

      If this scene sounds familiar and you want to change your habit,
      then the easiest way to do it is to change your environment. Don’t
      keep your phone in your room. The phone is the thing that causes
      all of the problems, so change the environment. Buy a regular alarm
      clock (shockingly old school, I know) and charge your phone in
      another room (or, at least, across the room away from your
      bed).

      You can change the digital environment too. Turn off all push
      notifications on your phone. You can even remove your email and
      social media apps from the home screen and hide them somewhere else
      on the phone. I deleted all of my apps from my phone for a month
      just to see how it would go. I missed them very little.

      If your environment doesn’t change, you probably won’t
      either.

      Further reading: This Simple Equation
      Reveals How Habits Shape Your Health, Happiness, and Wealth

      PROBLEM 5: Assuming Small Changes Don’t Add
      Up.

      SOLUTION: Get one percent better each day.

      If you listen to nearly anyone talk about their goals, you’ll
      hear them describe the minimum that they want to achieve.

      
      	“I want to save at least $5,000 this year.”

      	“I want to read at least 30 books this year.”

      	“I want to lose at least 20 pounds before summer.”

      

      The underlying assumption is that your achievements need to be
      big to make a difference. Because of this, we always talk ourselves
      into chasing a big habit. “If I want to lose at least 20 pounds, I
      need to start busting my butt and working out for 90 minutes a
      day!”

      If you look at your current habits, however, you’ll see a
      different picture. Nearly every habit you have today, good or bad,
      is the result of many small choices made over time. It is the
      repeated pattern of small behaviors that leads to significant
      results. Each day we make the choice to become one percent better
      or one percent worse, but so often the choices are small enough
      that we miss them.

      If you’re serious about building a new habit, then start with
      something small. Start with something you can stick with for good.
      Then, once you’ve repeated it enough times, you can worry about
      increasing the intensity.

      Build the behavior first. Worry about the results later.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      4 Reasonable Ways to Achieve Overnight Success

      
      Most of the time, I think our constant quest for overnight
      success is a trap.

      We get so obsessed on the goal that we forget that the
      system is what matters. We get so obsessed with the outcome
      that we overlook the repetitions we need to do
      to get there. We become so focused on the short-term results
      that we forget to build the long-term habits
      that make the real difference.

      However, there are a few strategies—four of them at least—that
      will actually accelerate the results you enjoy without ignoring the
      importance of building
      better habits. I call these strategies “Behavior Multipliers”
      because theymultiply and enhance your ability to take the
      right action on a consistent basis.

      Let’s talk about these multipliers, how they work, and how they
      can get you closer to achieving overnight success.
      

      The Behavior Multipliers

      1. Rapid Feedback.

      As Seth Godin says, “The best way to change long-term behavior
      is with short-term feedback.” The more immediate the feedback that
      you get, the quicker you can make adjustments to your behavior.
      (This is why it’s important to measure
      backward.)

      My friend Ben Altman
      shared a good example with me recently. He had a client who wanted
      to improve his posture. That’s a hard thing to do because typically
      the only feedback you get on posture is if someone tells you that
      you are slouching or if you see yourself in the mirror. That’s very
      slow and inconsistent feedback.

      Instead, his client stood in an upright position with good
      posture and placed a piece of tape across his shoulder. When he
      slouched, the tape pulled just enough on his shirt so that he
      noticed the change. Suddenly, he had immediate feedback whenever
      his posture changed and it became much easier to maintain good
      posture throughout the day.

      The most foundational aspect of a new habit is awareness. If
      you’re not aware of your habits, how can you expect to change them?
      This is why feedback is so important. Faster feedback leads to
      faster results.

      2. Simplicity.

      The best productivity
      strategy is to eliminate the things that derail your
      productivity. If you live a life with fewer distractions, it
      becomes much easier to take effective action.

      The Pareto
      Principle, often called the 80-20 rule, is a commonly shared
      idea that 80 percent of the results in a given endeavor come from
      20 percent of the work. (i.e. 80 percent of your revenue comes from
      the best 20 percent of your clients.)

      Most of the time, people bring this rule up as a way to point
      out that you should focus on that top 20 percent. “Put all of your
      energy into the things that provide the biggest benefit!” This is
      excellent advice, but what we often forget is that even if you know
      what the top 20 percent is, you still need to avoid the pitfall of
      wasting time on the remaining 80 percent of tasks.

      In many cases, the danger isn’t knowing what the most important
      task is for the day. The danger is doing the 7th-most important
      thing before you do the most important thing.

      Don’t just identify the 20 percent of strategies that are most
      effective, eliminate the 80 percent of strategies that are
      wasteful. When the distractions are taken away from you, it becomes
      much easier to stay focused.

      3. Environment.

      In my opinion, this is the greatest success “hack” there is. If
      you live in an environment that nudges you toward the right
      decision and if you surround yourself with people who make your new
      behavior seem normal, then you’ll find success is almost an
      afterthought.

      The world around us shapes our behavior. Consider the home you
      live in, for example. There are many cues built into your home,
      probably hundreds or thousands, that shape your behavior in small
      ways.

      
      	Is there food sitting on the counter? You’re more likely to
      pick it up and eat it.

      	Do your couches and chairs face the television? You’re more
      likely to sit down and turn it on.

      

      And it works the other way too…

      
      	Are your running shoes and gym shorts laid out the night
      before? You’ll be more likely to suit up and go for a run
      tomorrow.

      	Do you work at an office with healthy and fit people? If so,
      you’ll be more likely to see exercise and activity as a normal way
      of life.

      

      Every environment promotes some behaviors and prevents others.
      The key is to be in an environment
      that supports the results you want to achieve.

      The people and places that surround us fill our days with little
      cues and triggers that can make our habits easier to follow or
      harder to build. Are you fighting your environment to make change
      happen? Or does your environment make your new behavior
      effortless?

      4. Ability.

      If your skills in a particular area are better, then making
      sustained progress will be easier.

      For example, if you can already do 100 pushups in a row, then
      developing a habit of doing 10 pushups per day seems relatively
      easy. If, however, your maximum is 10 pushups in a row, then doing
      10 pushups per day is far more taxing.

      This is also where talent and genetic potential come into the
      picture. It is far easier to become an overnight success in
      basketball if you are 7 feet tall rather than if you are 5 feet
      tall. Play a game that rewards your skill set and success will come
      faster.

      Overnight Success

      I still think overnight success is a myth. There’s no way to
      avoid one simple fact: you have to put in the work.

      That said, these four strategies make rapid success more
      reasonable:

      
      	Get short-term feedback.

      	Simplify and eliminate distractions.

      	Surround yourself with an environment that promotes your new
      behavior.

      	Play a game that leverages your skill set.

      

      

    

  
    

    
      How Smart Do You Have to Be to Succeed?

      
      How smart do you have to be to succeed? How intelligent do you
      need to be to become a successful entrepreneur? How good does your
      training program need to be to become an elite athlete?

      Most people don’t ask these questions specifically, but the
      ideas are built into the way we behave in many areas of life. We
      often think that the reason we aren’t succeeding is because we
      haven’t found the right strategy or because we weren’t born with
      the right talents.

      Perhaps that is true. Or, perhaps there is an untold side of the
      story…

      “The Termites”

      In 1921, there was a psychologist at Stanford University named
      Lewis Terman who
      set out on a mission to conduct a research study unlike any before
      it.

      Terman began by finding the 1,000 smartest students in
      California between the third grade and eighth grade as measured by
      IQ.After much testing and searching, Terman gathered a final
      sample of 856 boys and 672 girls. The children became known as “The
      Termites.”

      Terman and his team began testing the children in nearly every
      way you could imagine. They tracked their IQ, analyzed how many
      books each student had in their homes, took their medical
      histories, and on and on. But that was just the beginning.

      What made Terman’s study unique is that it was the first
      longitudinal research study, which meant that Terman continued to
      track and test his subjects for years afterward. The study, which
      is now famously known as Genetic Studies of Genius,
      collected data from the students throughout their entire lives.
      Terman collected additional data in 1928, 1936, 1940, 1945, 1950,
      and 1955. After Terman died in 1956, his colleagues continued
      tracking The Termites in 1960, 1972, 1977, 1982, and 1986.

      To summarize, the study started with the smartest group of
      children in the entire state of California and then tracked their
      success throughout their entire lives. Decades later, the
      researchers had discovered something very interesting.

      Threshold Theory

      The surprising discovery that came out of Terman’s study is best
      described by creativity researcher and physician, Nancy Andreasen
      as Threshold Theory…

      “Although many people continue to equate intelligence with
      genius, a crucial conclusion from Terman’s study is that having a
      high IQ is not equivalent to being highly creative. Subsequent
      studies by other researchers have reinforced Terman’s conclusions,
      leading to what’s known as the threshold theory, which holds that
      above a certain level, intelligence doesn’t have much effect on
      creativity: most creative people are pretty smart, but they don’t
      have to be that smart, at least as measured by conventional
      intelligence tests. An IQ of 120, indicating that someone is very
      smart but not exceptionally so, is generally considered sufficient
      for creative genius.”

      Being in the top one percent of intelligence has no correlation
      with being fantastically creative. Rather, there is a minimum
      threshold of intelligence that you need to have, and after that it
      comes down to a lot of deliberate
      practice, putting in your reps, and
      developing your skill
      set.

      Some psychology professors like to use the analogy of an NFL
      football player to explain the role of intelligence and success. If
      you were to analyze the productivity and effectiveness of all
      offensive lineman in the NFL and compare it to their weight, you
      would probably see results all over the board. It is very unlikely
      that the heaviest lineman in the NFL is also the best lineman.
      Productivity does not increase linearly with weight.

      But nearly every lineman in the NFL is over 300 pounds. There is
      a threshold that you have to cross to get the job. After that, it’s
      anyone’s guess as to who will be the best. We can think of
      intelligence in a similar fashion.
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      Threshold Theory in Everyday Life

      If you look around, you’ll see that Threshold Theory applies to
      many things in life. There is a minimum threshold of competence
      that you need to develop in nearly any endeavor. Success is rarely
      as simple as “just work harder.”

      Beyond that threshold, however, the difference is between those
      who put in the work and those who get distracted. Once you have a
      basic grasp of the right things to do, it becomes about the
      consistency of doing the right things more often. Once you
      understand the fundamentals, it comes down to your habits.

      Some examples…

      Weightlifting: Assuming you’ve met some minimum
      threshold and are doing reasonably effective exercises (like these) with
      reasonably effective form, the details don’t really matter that
      much. Once you’ve passed this basic threshold, what makes 95% of
      the difference is this: Are you showing up to the gym and putting
      in your reps?

      Writing: Assuming you understand the core
      principles of writing and the basics of grammar, what determines
      your ability to write well more than anything else is writing a
      lot. Once you reach the threshold of writing a decent sentence, the
      thing that leads to success is writing more.

      Entrepreneurship: Assuming you know what the
      most important metric is for your business, what makes the biggest
      difference is focusing on that metric every day. Once you cross the
      basic threshold of knowing what to work on, the most important
      thing is continuing to work on that one thing and not something
      else.

      If you’re brand new to an area, then it’s possible you haven’t
      learned enough to cross the threshold yet. But for most of us, we
      know what works and we have enough knowledge to make progress. It’s
      not about being more intelligent or more skilled, it’s about
      overcoming distraction and doing the work that already works.

      

    

  
    

    
      This Simple Equation Reveals How Habits Shape Your Health,
      Happiness, and Wealth

      
      In 1936, a man named Kurt Lewin wrote a
      simple equation that changed the way we think about habits and
      human behavior.

      The equation makes the following statement: Behavior is a
      function of the Person in their Environment.
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      Known today as Lewin’s Equation, this tiny expression contains
      most of what you need to know about building good habits, breaking
      bad ones, and making progress in your life.

      Let’s talk about what we can learn from it and how to apply
      these ideas to master the habits that shape your health, happiness,
      and wealth.

      What Drives Our Behavior?

      Before Lewin’s Equation became famous, most experts believed
      that a person’s habits and actions were a result of the type of
      person they were, not the environment they were in at the time.

      You can still find many examples of this belief today. For
      instance, if you struggle to stick to a diet you might say, “I just
      don’t have any willpower.” Or, if you can’t seem to finish that big
      project like writing a book, you might say, “I’m a great starter,
      but a lousy finisher.” These statements imply that our habits and
      actions are determined by some set of characteristics that we are
      born with; that our habits are fixed based on who we are.

      Lewin, however, said something different. He said that it is not
      just your personal characteristics, but also your environment that
      drives your behavior. Your habits are highly dependent upon
      context. In many cases, your environment will
      drive your behavior even more than your personality. So, maybe
      you’re struggling to stick to that diet
      because you’re surrounded by bad options or unhealthy people, not
      because you were born with too little willpower.

      Let’s break down these two areas, personality and environment,
      and talk about how you can improve them to build good habits and break bad
      ones.

      The Elements of Personality

      We know more about our personal characteristics today than we
      did when Lewin was around. Perhaps most importantly, we know that
      your abilities are not fixed in stone. You can improve.

      The key, however, is to believe you can improve. Carol Dweck, a
      Stanford professor, has become well-known for her work analyzing
      the differences between the
      fixed mindset and the growth mindset. When you are using a
      fixed mindset, you believe that your abilities in a particular area
      are fixed. When you are using a growth mindset, you believe that
      you can improve, learn, and build upon your current abilities.

      While reading Dweck’s best-selling book, Mindset, I found it
      interesting that the same person can have a growth mindset in one
      area and a fixed mindset in another.

      In other words, your identity and
      beliefs play a role in your habits and if you’re looking to
      create a new identity, you have to cast a vote for that
      identity. As I have covered before, the best way to improve
      your abilities and skills is through deliberate
      practice.

      The Elements of Environment

      The second factor in Lewin’s Equation, environment, can often
      seem like something that happens to us rather than something we
      have control over. It can be difficult to change where you work,
      who you’re surrounded by, and where you live. That said, there are
      actually quite a few strategies that you can use to adjust your
      environment and build better habits.

      First, you can do what BJ Fogg calls “designing for laziness.”
      Fogg wanted to reduce the amount of popcorn he ate, so he took the
      bag of popcorn out of his kitchen, climbed the ladder in his
      garage, and put the popcorn on the highest shelf. If he
      really wanted popcorn, he could always go to the garage,
      get the ladder, and climb up to get it. But his default decision
      when he was feeling lazy would be to make a better choice. By
      designing his environment for laziness, Fogg made it easier to
      stick with healthier habits. I have mentioned a variety of other
      ways you can design for laziness in this article.

      Second, the physical space you live in and the arrangement of
      the things you come across can dramatically alter your behavior.
      For example, in his book Nudge, Richard Thaler talks
      about how grocery store products on shelves at eye level get
      purchased more than those down by the floor. Researchers Eric
      Johnson and Daniel Goldstein conducted
      a study that revealed dramatic differences in organ donation
      rates based simply on two different types of forms that were
      passed out. Finally, Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston
      discovered that they could instantly increase the amount of water
      people drank and decrease the amount of soda they drank simply by
      rearranging the way drinks were displayed in the cafeteria. This
      concept, which is known as choice
      architecture, refers to your ability to structure the physical
      space around you to prime good choices.

      Third, we have the digital environment. There are a wide range
      of digital triggers that prompt our behavior. When Facebook
      notifies you of a new action, you’re prompted to log back on. When
      someone emails you, you are prompted to respond. These digital
      triggers are simple ways of building habit-forming behaviors in
      online products and services. In many cases, these digital triggers
      become distractions that take you away from the work and habits
      that are actually important to you. As much as possible, I prefer
      to combat this distraction by simplifying and eliminating
      everything that isn’t necessary. Another option is to use a
      service like Freedom to reduce
      procrastination and distraction.

      Behavior, the Person, and the Environment

      Changing your behavior and sticking to new habits can be hard.
      No doubt about it. Thankfully, Lewin’s Equation keeps things
      simple.

      B = f(P,E). Behavior is a function of the Person in
      their Environment.

      Improve yourself and adjust your environment to make good habits
      easier and bad habits harder. If you can do those two things,
      sticking with better habits will be much easier.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Vietnam War Veterans Broke Their Heroin Addictions

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In 1971, as the Vietnam War was heading into its sixteenth year,
      congressmen Robert Steele from Connecticut and Morgan Murphy from
      Illinois made a discovery that stunned the American public. While
      visiting the troops, they had learned that over 15 percent of U.S.
      soldiers stationed there were heroin addicts. Follow up research
      revealed that 35 percent of service members in Vietnam had tried
      heroin and as many as 20 percent were addicted—the problem was even
      worse than they had initially thought.

      The discovery led to a flurry of activity in Washington,
      including the creation of the Special Action Office of Drug Abuse
      Prevention under President Nixon, to promote prevention and
      rehabilitation and to track addicted service members when they
      returned home.

      Lee Robins was one of the researchers in charge. In a finding
      that completely upended the accepted beliefs about addiction,
      Robins found that when soldiers who had been heroin users returned
      home, only 5 percent of them became re-addicted within a year, and
      just 12 percent relapsed within three years. In other words,
      approximately nine out of ten soldiers who used heroin in Vietnam
      eliminated their addiction nearly overnight.

      To Change Your Behavior, Change Your
      Environment

      Robins’ finding contradicted the prevailing view at the time,
      which considered heroin addiction to be a permanent and
      irreversible condition. Instead, Robins revealed that addictions
      could spontaneously dissolve if there was a radical change in the
      environment. In Vietnam, soldiers spent all day surrounded by cues
      triggering heroin use: it was easy to access, they were engulfed by
      the constant stress of war, they built friendships with fellow
      soldiers who were also heroin users, and they were thousands of
      miles from home. Once a soldier returned to the United States,
      though, he found himself in an environment devoid of those
      triggers. When the context changed, so did the habit.

      Compare this situation to that of a typical drug user. Someone
      becomes addicted at home or with friends, goes to a clinic to get
      clean—which is devoid of all the environmental stimuli that prompt
      their habit—then returns to their old neighborhood with all of
      their previous cues that caused them to get addicted in the first
      place. It’s no wonder that usually you see numbers that are the
      exact opposite of those in the Vietnam study. Typically, 90 percent
      of heroin users become re-addicted once they return home from
      rehab.

      The Secret to Self Control

      The Vietnam studies ran counter to many of our cultural beliefs
      about bad habits because it challenged the conventional association
      of unhealthy behavior as a moral weakness. If you’re overweight, a
      smoker, or an addict, you’ve been told your entire life that it is
      because you lack self-control—maybe even that you’re a bad person.
      The idea that a little bit of discipline would solve all our
      problems is deeply embedded in our culture.

      Recent research, however, shows something different. When
      scientists analyze people who appear to have tremendous
      self-control, it turns out those individuals aren’t all that
      different from those who are struggling. Instead, “disciplined”
      people are better at structuring their lives in a way that does not
      require heroic willpower and self-control. In other words, they
      spend less time in tempting situations.

      The people with the best self-control are typically the ones who
      need to use it the least. It’s easier to practice self-restraint
      when you don’t have to use it very often. So, yes, perseverance,
      grit, and willpower are essential to success, but the way to
      improve these qualities is not by wishing you were a more
      disciplined person, but by creating a more disciplined
      environment.

      This counterintuitive idea makes even more sense once you
      understand what happens when a habit is formed in the brain. A
      habit that has been encoded in the mind is ready to be used
      whenever the relevant situation arises. When Patty Olwell, a
      therapist from Austin, Texas, started smoking, she would often
      light up while riding horses with a friend. Eventually, she quit
      smoking and avoided it for years. She had also stopped riding.
      Decades later, she hopped on a horse again and found herself
      craving a cigarette for the first time in forever. The cues were
      still internalized; she just hadn’t been exposed to them in a long
      time.

      Once a habit has been encoded, the urge to act follows whenever
      the environmental cues reappear. This is one reason behavior change
      techniques can backfire. Shaming obese people with weight loss
      presentations can make them feel stressed, and as a result many
      people return to their favorite coping strategy: overeating.
      Showing pictures of blackened lungs to smokers leads to higher
      levels of anxiety, which drives many people to reach for a
      cigarette. If you’re not careful about cues, you can cause the very
      behavior you want to stop.

      Bad habits are autocatalytic: the process feeds itself. They
      foster the feelings they try to numb. You feel bad, so you eat junk
      food. Because you eat junk food, you feel bad. Watching television
      makes you feel sluggish, so you watch more television because you
      don’t have the energy to do anything else. Worrying about your
      health makes you feel anxious, which causes you to smoke to ease
      your anxiety, which makes your health even worse and soon you’re
      feeling more anxious. It’s a downward spiral, a runaway train of
      bad habits.

      Researchers refer to this phenomenon as “cue-induced wanting”:
      an external trigger causes a compulsive craving to repeat a bad
      habit. Once you notice something, you begin to want it. This
      process is happening all the time—often without us realizing it.
      Scientists have found that showing addicts a picture of cocaine for
      just thirty-three milliseconds stimulates the reward pathway in the
      brain and sparks desire. This speed is too fast for the brain to
      consciously register—the addicts couldn’t even tell you what they
      had seen—but they craved the drug all the same.

      Here’s the punchline: You can break a habit, but you’re unlikely
      to forget it. Once the mental grooves of habit have been carved
      into your brain, they are nearly impossible to remove entirely—even
      if they go unused for quite a while. And that means that simply
      resisting temptation is an ineffective strategy. It is hard to
      maintain a Zen attitude in a life filled with interruptions. It
      takes too much energy. In the short-run, you can choose to
      overpower temptation. In the long-run, we become a product of the
      environment that we live in. To put it bluntly, I have never seen
      someone consistently stick to positive habits in a negative
      environment.

      A more reliable approach is to cut bad habits off at the source.
      One of the most practical ways to eliminate a bad habit is to
      reduce exposure to the cue that causes it.

      
      	If you can’t seem to get any work done, leave your phone in
      another room for a few hours.

      	If you’re continually feeling like you’re not enough, stop
      following social media accounts that trigger jealousy and
      envy.

      	If you’re wasting too much time watching television, move the
      TV out of the bedroom.

      	If you’re spending too much money on electronics, quit reading
      reviews of the latest tech gear.

      	If you’re playing too many video games, unplug the console and
      put it in a closet after each use.

      

      Self-control is a short-term strategy, not a
      long-term one. You may be able to resist temptation once or twice,
      but it’s unlikely you can muster the willpower to override your
      desires every time. Instead of summoning a new dose of willpower
      whenever you want to do the right thing, your energy would be
      better spent optimizing your environment. This is the secret to
      self-control. Make the cues of your good habits obvious and the
      cues of your bad habits invisible.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 7 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Build New Habits by Taking Advantage of Old Ones

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In 2007, researchers at Oxford University started peering into
      the brains of newborn babies. What they found was surprising.

      After comparing the newborn brains to the normal adult human,
      the researchers realized that the average adult had 41 percent
      fewer neurons than the average newborn.

      At first glance, this discovery didn’t make sense. If babies
      have more neurons, then why are adults smarter and more
      skilled?

      Let’s talk about what is going on here, why this is important,
      and what it has to do with building better habits and
      mastering your mental and physical performance.

      The Power of Synaptic Pruning

      There is a phenomenon that happens as we age called synaptic
      pruning. Synapses are connections between the neurons in your
      brain. The basic idea is that your brain prunes away connections
      between neurons that don’t get used and builds up connections that
      get used more frequently.

      For example, if you practice playing the piano for 10 years,
      then your brain will strengthen the connections between those
      musical neurons. The more you play, the stronger the connections
      become. Not only that, the connections become faster and more
      efficient each time you practice. As your brain builds stronger and
      faster connections between neurons, you can express your skills
      with more ease and expertise. It is a biological change that leads
      to skill development.

      Meanwhile, someone else who has never played the piano is not
      strengthening those connections in their brain. As a result, the
      brain prunes away those unused connections and allocates energy
      toward building connections for other life skills.

      This explains the difference between newborn brains and adult
      brains. Babies are born with brains that are like a blank canvas.
      Everything is a possibility, but they don’t have strong connections
      anywhere. The adults, however, have pruned away a good deal of
      their neurons, but they have very strong connections that support
      certain skills.

      Now for the fun part. Let’s talk about how synaptic pruning
      plays an important role in building new habits.

      Habit Stacking

      Synaptic pruning occurs with every habit you build. As we’ve
      covered, your brain builds a strong network of neurons to support
      your current behaviors. The more you do something, the stronger and
      more efficient the connection becomes.

      You probably have very strong habits and connections that you
      take for granted each day. For example, your brain is probably very
      efficient at remembering to take a shower each morning or to brew
      your morning cup of coffee or to open the blinds when the sun rises
      … or thousands of other daily habits. You can take advantage of
      these strong connections to build new habits.

      How?

      When it comes to building new habits, you can use the
      connectedness of behavior to your advantage. One of the best ways
      to build a new habit is to identify a current habit you already do
      each day and then stack your new behavior on top. This is called
      habit stacking.

      Habit stacking is a special form of an implementation
      intention. Rather than pairing your new habit with a particular
      time and location, you pair it with a current habit. This method,
      which was created by BJ Fogg as part of his Tiny Habits program,
      can be used to design an obvious cue for nearly any habit.

      Habit Stacking Examples

      The habit stacking formula
      is:

      
      After/Before [CURRENT HABIT], I will [NEW HABIT].

      

      For example:

      
      	After I pour my cup of coffee each morning, I will meditate for
      one minute.

      	After I take off my work shoes, I will immediately change into
      my workout clothes.

      	After I sit down to dinner, I will say one thing I’m grateful
      for that happened today.

      	After I get into bed at night, I will give my partner a
      kiss.

      	After I put on my running shoes, I will text a friend or family
      member where I am running and how long it will take.

      

      Again, the reason habit stacking works so well is that your
      current habits are already built into your brain. You have patterns
      and behaviors that have been strengthened over years. By linking
      your new habits to a cycle that is already built into your brain,
      you make it more likely that you’ll stick to the new behavior.

      Once you have mastered this basic structure, you can begin to
      create larger stacks by chaining small habits together. This allows
      you to take advantage of the natural momentum that comes from one
      behavior leading into the next.

      [image: ]
      Your morning routine habit stack might look like this:

      
      	After I pour my morning cup of coffee, I will meditate for
      sixty seconds.

      	After I meditate for sixty seconds, I will write my to-do list
      for the day.

      	After I write my to-do list for the day, I will immediately
      begin my first task.

      

      Or, consider this habit stack in the evening:

      
      	After I finish eating dinner, I will put my plate directly into
      the dishwasher.

      	After I put my dishes away, I will immediately wipe down the
      counter.

      	After I wipe down the counter, I will set out my coffee mug for
      tomorrow morning.

      

      You can also insert new behaviors into the middle of your
      current routines. For example, you may already have a morning
      routine that looks like this: Wake up > Make my bed > Take a
      shower. Let’s say you want to develop the habit of reading more
      each night. You can expand your habit stack and try something like:
      Wake up > Make my bed > Place a book on my pillow > Take a
      shower. Now, when you climb into bed each night, a book will be
      sitting there waiting for you to enjoy.

      Overall, habit stacking allows you to create a set of simple
      rules that guide your future behavior. It’s like you always have a
      game plan for which action should come next. Once you get
      comfortable with this approach, you can develop general habit
      stacks to guide you whenever the situation is appropriate:

      
      	When I see a set of stairs, I will take them instead of using
      the elevator.

      	Social skills. When I walk into a party, I will introduce
      myself to anyone I don’t know yet.

      	When I want to buy something over $100, I will wait 24 hours
      before purchasing.

      	Healthy eating. When I serve myself a meal, I will always put
      veggies on my plate first.

      	When I buy a new item, I will give something away. (“One in,
      one out.”)

      	When the phone rings, I will take one deep breath and smile
      before answering.

      	When I leave a public place, I will check the table and chairs
      to make sure I don’t leave anything behind.

      

      No matter how you use this strategy, the secret to creating a
      successful habit stack is selecting the right cue to kick things
      off. Unlike an implementation intention, which specifically states
      the time and location for a given behavior, habit stacking
      implicitly has the time and location built into it. When and where
      you choose to insert a habit into your daily routine can make a big
      difference. If you’re trying to add meditation into your morning
      routine but mornings are chaotic and your kids keep running into
      the room, then that may be the wrong place and time. Consider when
      you are most likely to be successful. Don’t ask yourself to do a
      habit when you’re likely to be occupied with something else.

      Your cue should also have the same frequency as your desired
      habit. If you want to do a habit every day, but you stack it on top
      of a habit that only happens on Mondays, that’s not a good
      choice.

      Finding the Right Trigger

      One way to find the right trigger for your habit stack is by
      brainstorming a list of your current habits. You can use your
      Habits
      Scorecard as a starting point. Alternatively, you can create a
      list with two columns. In the first column, write down the habits
      you do each day without fail.

      For example:

      
      	Get out of bed.

      	Take a shower.

      	Brush your teeth.

      	Get dressed.

      	Brew a cup of coffee.

      	Eat breakfast.

      	Take the kids to school.

      	Start the work day.

      	Eat lunch.

      	End the work day.

      	Change out of work clothes.

      	Sit down for dinner.

      	Turn off the lights.

      	Get into bed.

      

      Your list can be much longer, but you get the idea. In the
      second column, write down all of the things that happen to you each
      day without fail. For example:

      
      	The sun rises.

      	You get a text message.

      	The song you are listening to ends.

      	The sun sets.

      

      Armed with these two lists, you can begin searching for the best
      place to layer your new habit into your lifestyle.

      The Next Step

      Habit stacking works best when the cue is highly specific and
      immediately actionable. Many people select cues that are too vague.
      I made this mistake myself. When I wanted to start a push-up habit,
      my habit stack was, “When I take a break for lunch, I will do ten
      push-ups.” At first glance, this sounded reasonable. But soon, I
      realized the trigger was unclear. Would I do my push-ups before I
      ate lunch? After I ate lunch? Where would I do them? After a few
      inconsistent days, I changed my habit stack to: “When I close my
      laptop for lunch, I will do ten push-ups next to my desk.”
      Ambiguity gone.

      Habits like “read more” or “eat better” are worthy causes but
      far too vague. These goals do not provide instruction on how and
      when to act. Be specific and clear: After I close the door. After I
      brush my teeth. After I sit down at the table. The specificity is
      important. The more tightly bound your new habit is to a specific
      cue, the better the odds are that you will notice when the time
      comes to act.

      Happy habit stacking!

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 4 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Build a New Habit: This is Your Strategy Guide

      
      According to researchers at Duke University, habits account for
      about 40 percent of our behaviors on any given day. Understanding
      how to build new habits (and how your current ones work) is
      essential for making progress in your health, your happiness, and
      your life in general.

      But there can be a lot of information out there and most of it
      isn’t very simple to digest. To solve this problem and break things
      down in a very simple manner, I have created this strategy guide
      for how to build new habits that actually stick.

      Even more detailed information is available in my book,
      Atomic Habits.

      

      1. Start with an incredibly small habit.

      
      Make it so easy you can’t say no.

      —Leo Babauta

      

      [image: start small habits (build new habits)]

      When most people struggle to build new habits, they say
      something like, “I just need more motivation.” Or, “I wish I
      had as much willpower as you do.”

      This is the wrong approach. Research shows that willpower is
      like a muscle. It gets fatigued as you use it throughout the
      day. Another way to think of this is that your motivation ebbs and
      flows. It rises and falls. Stanford professor BJ Fogg calls this
      the “motivation
      wave.”

      Solve this problem by picking a new habit that is easy enough
      that you don’t need motivation to do it. Rather than starting with
      50 pushups per day, start with 5 pushups per day. Rather than
      trying to meditate for 10 minutes per day, start by meditating for
      one minute per day. Make it easy enough that you can get it done
      without motivation.

      Further reading: Identity-Based
      Habits: How to Actually Stick to Your Goals

      2. Increase your habit in very small ways.

      
      Success is a few simple disciplines, practiced every day; while
      failure is simply a few errors in judgment, repeated every
      day.

      —Jim Rohn

      

      [image: tiny gains with habits (build new habits)]

      One percent improvements add up surprisingly fast. So do one
      percent declines.

      Rather than trying to do something amazing from the beginning,
      start small and gradually improve. Along the way, your willpower
      and motivation will increase, which will make it easier to stick to
      your habit for good.

      Further reading: This Coach Improved
      Every Tiny Thing by 1 Percent and Here’s What Happened

      3. As you build up, break habits into chunks.
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      If you continue adding one percent each day, then you’ll find
      yourself increasing very quickly within two or three months. It is
      important to keep each habit reasonable, so that you can maintain momentum
      and make the behavior as easy as possible to accomplish.

      Building up to 20 minutes of meditation? Split it into two
      segments of 10 minutes at first.

      Trying to do 50 pushups per day? Five sets of 10 might be much
      easier as you make your way there.

      Further reading: I’m Using These 3 Simple
      Steps to Actually Stick with Good Habits

      4. When you slip, get back on track quickly.

      
      The best way to improve your self-control is to see how and why
      you lose control.

      —Kelly McGonigal

      

      [image: never miss habits twice (build new habits)]

      Top performers make mistakes, commit errors, and get off track
      just like everyone else. The difference is that they get back
      on track as quickly as possible.

      Research has shown that missing your habit once, no matter when
      it occurs, has no measurable impact on your long-term progress.
      Rather than trying to be perfect, abandon your all-or-nothing
      mentality.

      You shouldn’t expect to fail, but you should plan for failure. Take
      some time to consider what will prevent your habit from happening.
      What are some things that are likely to get in your way? What are
      some daily emergencies that are likely to pull you off course? How
      can you plan to work around these issues? Or, at least, how you can
      bounce back quickly from them and get back on track?

      You just need to be consistent, not perfect. Focus on building
      the identity of someone who never misses a habit
      twice.

      Further reading: How
      to Stop Procrastinating by Using the “Seinfeld Strategy”

      5. Be patient. Stick to a pace you can
      sustain.
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      Learning to be patient is perhaps the most critical skill of
      all. You can make incredible progress if you are consistent and
      patient.

      If you are adding weight in the gym, you should probably go
      slower than you think. If you are adding daily sales calls to your
      business strategy, you should probably start with fewer than you
      expect to handle. Patience is everything. Do things you can
      sustain.

      New habits should feel easy, especially in the beginning. If you
      stay consistent and continue increasing your habit it will get hard
      enough, fast enough. It always does.

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Be Motivated Every Day: Lessons Learned from Twyla
      Tharp

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Twyla Tharp was born in Indiana and was named after the local
      “Pig Princess” at the Annual Muncie Fair, who went by Twila.

      It wasn’t the prettiest of starts, but Tharp turned it into
      something beautiful.

      She is widely regarded as one of the greatest dancers and
      choreographers of the modern era. She is credited with
      choreographing the first crossover ballet and she has choreographed
      dances for the Paris Opera Ballet, The Royal Ballet, New York City
      Ballet, Boston Ballet, and many others. Her work has appeared on
      Broadway, on television, and in films. In 1992, she was awarded a
      MacArthur Fellowship, often referred to as the Genius Grant, and
      she has spent the bulk of her career touring the globe to perform
      her original works.

      To put it simply: Twyla Tharp is prolific. The question is, how
      does she do it?

      

      The Power of Ritual

      In her best-selling book, The Creative
      Habit (audiobook),
      Tharp discusses one of the secrets of her success:

      “I begin each day of my life with a ritual,” she writes. “I wake
      up at 5:30 A.M., put on my workout clothes, my leg warmers, my
      sweatshirts, and my hat. I walk outside my Manhattan home, hail a
      taxi, and tell the driver to take me to the Pumping Iron gym at
      91st street and First Avenue, where I work out for two hours.

      “The ritual is not the stretching and weight training I put my
      body through each morning at the gym; the ritual is the cab. The
      moment I tell the driver where to go I have completed the
      ritual.

      “It’s a simple act, but doing it the same way each morning
      habitualizes it—makes it repeatable, easy to do. It reduces the
      chance that I would skip it or do it differently. It is one more
      item in my arsenal of routines, and one less thing to think
      about.”

      Let’s talk about what makes Tharp’s morning routine so important
      and how we can use it to master our own habits.

      The Surprising Thing About Motivation

      If you have trouble sticking to good habits or fall victim to
      bad ones, then it can be easy to assume that you simply need to
      learn how to get
      motivated or that you don’t understand how
      willpower works.

      But here is the surprising thing about motivation: it often
      comes after starting a new behavior, not before. Getting
      started is a form of active
      inspiration that naturally produces momentum.

      You have probably experienced this phenomenon before. For
      example, going for a run may seem overwhelming or exhausting just
      to think about before you begin, but if you can muster up the
      energy to start jogging, you’ll often find that you become more
      motivated to finish as you go. In other words, it’s easier to
      finish the run than it was to start it in the first place.

      This is basically Newton’s First Law
      applied to habit formation: objects in motion tend to stay in
      motion. And that means getting started is the hardest part.

      I often find this to be true with my articles. Once I begin
      writing, it’s much easier for me to power through and finish.
      However, if I’m staring at a blank page, it can seem overwhelming
      and taxing to take the first step.

      And this, my friends, is where Twyla Tharp’s morning routine
      comes back into the picture.

      Rituals Are an On-Ramp for Your Behavior

      The power of a ritual, or what I like to call a pre-game routine,
      is that it provides a mindless way to initiate your behavior. It
      makes starting your habits easier and that means following through
      on a consistent basis is easier.

      Habits researchers agree. Benjamin Gardner, a researcher in the
      Department of Epidemiology and Public Health at University College
      London recently 
      published a paper in the Health Psychology Review that
      covered how we can use habits to initiate longer, more complex
      routines:

      A ‘habitual’ bicycle commuter, for example, may
      automatically opt to use a bicycle rather than alternative
      transport (so automatically enacting the first behaviour in a
      superordinate ‘bicycle commuting’ sequence, such as putting on a
      cycle helmet), but negotiating the journey may require higher-level
      cognitive input.

      In other words, getting started with a simple ritual like
      putting on a helmet or checking the air in the bike tires makes it
      easier to follow through on the bigger behavior (making the
      commute). If you focus on the ritual, the next step follows more
      automatically.

      Twyla Tharp’s morning routine is a perfect example of this idea
      in practice. Naturally, there are going to be days when she doesn’t
      feel like getting out of bed and exercising. There are bound to be
      times when the thought of starting the day with a two-hour workout
      seems exhausting.

      But her ritual of waking up and calling the taxi takes the
      emotion, motivation, and decision-making out of the process. Her
      brain doesn’t need to waste any energy deciding what to do next.
      She doesn’t have a debate with herself about what the first step
      should be. She simply follows the same pattern that she always
      does. And once the pattern is in motion, the rest of the sequence
      follows more easily.

      The key to any good ritual is that it removes the need to make a
      decision: What should I do first? When should I do this? How should
      I do this? Most people never get moving because they can’t decide
      how to get started. Having a ritual takes that burden off your
      shoulders.

      The Idea in Practice

      Here are some other examples of how you can apply ritual and
      routine to your habits and behaviors:

      
      	Exercise more consistently: Use the same
      warm-up routine in the gym

      	Become more creative: Follow a creative ritual
      before you start writing or painting or singing

      	Start each day stress-free: Create a
      five-minute morning meditation ritual

      	Sleep better: Follow a “power down” routine
      before bed

      

      Whatever it is, make it your own. Use your ritual as an on-ramp
      for the bigger behavior and habits you want to build into your
      life. When you master the ability to mindlessly initiate the tasks
      that are important to you, it’s not necessary to rely on motivation
      and willpower to make them happen.

      Where can you use a ritual or routine in your life? What
      behaviors do you want to do more consistently and
      automatically?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 13 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.
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      How to Change the Habits of 107,000 People

      
      It was 1995 and Pieter Ernst was battling a serious problem.

      Ernst was a physician with an interest in community-wide
      behavior modification and he was currently in Mozambique. For
      nearly twenty years, a brutal civil war had ravaged the population
      and landscape of the country.

      The war had ended three years earlier, but the entire healthcare
      system of the country had been crippled. Thousands of mothers and
      children were dying from preventable diseases.

      The biggest problem was the scale of the issue. Dr. Ernst needed
      to reach a population of 107,000 citizens with a staff of just 19
      people.

      Ernst realized that it was impossible for his team to do it
      alone. Furthermore, he knew that if they were going to reduce the
      incidence of preventable disease for good, then significant
      behavior change would need to occur within the community. His team
      couldn’t stay in Mozambique forever. These changes had to happen in
      the homes and minds of the community.

      Ernst came up with a plan.

      

      Changing the Habits of 107,000 People

      First, they found over 2,000 volunteers from the community.
      Then, each member of his 19-person staff was responsible for
      teaching groups of 10 to 15 volunteers from the surrounding
      community about the steps they could take to reduce the incidence
      of preventable diseases.

      Then, each volunteer would visit 10 to 15 households and share
      what they had learned. The volunteers repeated households every two
      weeks and continued to spread the ideas.

      But this was the part that made the plan brilliant: the support
      group for the volunteers was not the 19-person healthcare staff. It
      was the other 10 to 15 volunteers in their small group. Each group
      of volunteers talked among one another about what was working, what
      wasn’t working, and how to get people on board with the changes in
      their community.

      What happened?

      Not only did they reach the massive population, they also got
      the changes to take hold. The number of underweight children was
      cut by half. The mortality rate of children under five dropped.
      Pneumonia treatment was six times better than before the project
      began.

      In a followup survey taken 20 months after the project had
      officially ended, the volunteer groups were still operating with
      94% of the original volunteers and the health metrics continued to
      improve.

      The changes had stuck. For good.

      The public health victory of Ernst’s team is impressive, but
      this isn’t just a feel-good story. There is a deeper lesson about
      behavior modification here that we can all apply to our own
      lives.

      Here’s the deal.

      The Identity of the Group

      Most of our behaviors are driven by two things: our environment
      and our beliefs.

      And environment is perhaps the most powerful of those two
      because in many cases your environment can
      shape your beliefs. This is especially true when you consider
      your environment to include the people who surround you.

      I’ve written previously about identity-based
      habits — the power that your beliefs have to create better habits that actually
      stick over the long-term.

      But it’s not just your identity that impacts your beliefs. It’s
      also the identity of the groups that you surround yourself
      with.

      Consider the community in Mozambique. In the beginning, the
      community had a certain identity. After the war, many basic public
      health approaches simply weren’t part of daily life.

      But as the volunteers began expanding their reach, working with
      each other, and sharing news of what techniques were working, the
      community began to develop a new identity. New behaviors began to
      be seen as normal behaviors. And when a new behavior becomes the
      norm for any particular group, the change sticks for good.

      The lesson is simple: doing something is much easier when it’s
      the normal thing to do in your community.

      What is the Identity of Your Group?

      Every group has an identity.

      
      	Google employees have a set of actions and beliefs that are
      part of their cultural identity.

      	CrossFitters have a set of actions and beliefs that are part of
      their identity.

      	Investment bankers have a set of actions and beliefs that are
      part of their identity.

      

      The question is, do the groups you belong to have the identity
      you want?

      There were only 2,300 volunteers in the Mozambique project, but
      107,000 people began to take on new habits and behaviors when the
      identity of the group changed.

      This happens to all of us. We take on the behaviors of the
      groups in which we live and the communities to which we belong.

      
      	Want to workout more? Become part of a group where working out
      is normal. Not a goal. Not an event. Just part of the
      lifestyle.

      	Want to do better work? Surround yourself with people who make
      each day a work of art rather than seeing work as a reason to clock
      in and clock out.

      	Want to live a life of service? Step into a group where service
      is part of the day-to-day routine.

      

      Lasting behavior modification happens when it’s part of the
      cultural norm. As Jim Rohn says, “You are the average of the five
      people you spend the most time with.”

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      

    

  
    

    
      How the World Around You Shapes Your Thoughts and Actions

      
      In 1952, polio killed more children in America than any other
      communicable disease. Nearly 58,000 people were infected that year.
      The situation was on the verge of becoming an epidemic and the
      country desperately needed a vaccine.

      In a small laboratory at the University of Pittsburgh, a young
      researcher named Jonas Salk was working tirelessly to find a cure.
      (Years later, author Dennis Denenberg would write, “Salk worked
      sixteen hours a day, seven days a week, for years.”)

      Despite all his effort, Salk was stuck. His quest for a polio
      vaccine was meeting a dead end at every turn. Eventually, he
      decided that he needed a break. Salk left the laboratory and
      retreated to the quiet hills of central Italy where he stayed at a
      13th-century Franciscan monastery known as the Basilica of San
      Francesco d’Assisi.

      The basilica could not have been more different than the lab.
      The architecture was a beautiful combination of Romanesque and
      Gothic styles. White-washed brick covered the expansive exterior
      and dozens of semi-circular arches surrounded the plazas between
      buildings. Inside the church, the walls were covered with stunning
      fresco paintings from the 14th and 15th centuries and natural light
      poured in from tall windows.

      It was in this space that Jonas Salk would have the breakthrough
      discovery that led to the polio vaccine. Years later, he would
      say…

      “The spirituality of the architecture there was so inspiring
      that I was able to do intuitive thinking far beyond any I had done
      in the past. Under the influence of that historic place I
      intuitively designed the research that I felt would result in a
      vaccine for polio. I returned to my laboratory in Pittsburgh to
      validate my concepts and found that they were correct.”

      -Jonas Salk

      Today, the discovery that Salk made in that Italian monastery
      has impacted millions. Polio has been eradicated from nearly every
      nation in the world. In 2012, just 223 cases were reported
      globally.

      Did inspiration just happen to strike Jonas Salk while he was at
      the monastery? Or was he right in assuming that the environment
      impacted his thinking?

      And perhaps more importantly, what does science say about the
      connection between our environment and our thoughts and actions?
      And how can we use this information to live better lives?

      

      [image: basilica san francesco d'assisi (How the World Around You Shapes Your Thoughts and Actions)]Konrad
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      The Link Between Brains and Buildings

      Researchers have discovered a variety of ways that the buildings
      we live, work, and play in drive our behavior and our actions. The
      way we react and respond is often tied to the environment that we
      find ourselves in.

      For example, it has long been known that schools with more
      natural light provide a better learning environment for students
      and test scores often go up as a result. (Natural light and natural
      air are known to stimulate productivity in the
      workplace as well.)

      Additionally, buildings with natural elements built into them
      help reduce stress
      and calm us down (think of trees inside a mall or a garden in a
      lobby). Spaces with high ceilings and large rooms promote more
      expansive and creative thinking.

      So what does this link between design and behavior mean for you
      and me?

      Change Your Environment, Change Your Behavior

      Researchers have shown that any habit you have — good or bad —
      is often associated with some type of trigger or cue. Recent
      studies (like 
      this one) have shown that these cues often come from your
      environment.

      This is important because most of us live in the same home, go
      to the same office, and eat in the same rooms day after day. And
      that means you are constantly surrounded by the same environmental
      triggers and cues.

      If your behavior is often shaped by your environment and you
      keep working, playing, and living in the same environment, then
      it’s no wonder that it can be difficult to build new habits. (The
      research supports this. 
      Studies show that it is easier to change your behavior and
      build new habits when you change your environment.)

      If you’re struggling to think creatively, then going to a wide
      open space or moving to a room with more natural light and fresh
      air might help you solve the problem. (Like it seemingly did for
      Jonas Salk.)

      Meanwhile, if you need to focus and complete a task, research
      shows that it’s more beneficial to work in a smaller, more confined
      room with a lower ceiling (without making yourself feel
      claustrophobic, of course).

      And perhaps most important, simply moving to a new physical
      space — whether it’s a different room or halfway around the world —
      will change the cues that you encounter and thus your thoughts and
      behaviors.

      Quite literally, a new environment leads to new ideas.

      Putting This Into Practice

      In the future, I hope that architects and designers will use the
      connection between design and behavior to build hospitals where
      patients heal faster, schools where children learn better, and
      homes where people live happier.

      That said, you can start making changes right now. You don’t
      have to be a victim of your environment. You can also be the
      architect of it. Here’s my simple 2-step prescription for altering
      your environment so that you can stick with good habits and break
      bad habits:

      
      	To stick with a good habit, reduce the number of steps required
      to perform the behavior.

      	To break a bad habit, increase the number of steps required to
      perform the behavior.

      

      Here are some examples…

      
      	Want to watch less TV? Unplug it and put it in a closet. If you
      really want to watch a show, then you can take it out and plug it
      back in.

      	Want to drink more water? Fill up a few water bottles and place
      them around the house so that a healthy drink is always close
      by.

      	Want to start a business? Join a co-working space where you’re
      surrounded by dozens of other business owners.

      

      These are just a few examples, but the point is that shifting
      your behavior is much easier when you shift to the right
      environment. Stanford professor BJ Fogg refers to this approach as
      “designing for laziness.” In other words, change your environment
      so that your default or “lazy” decision is a better one.

      By designing
      your environment to encourage the good behaviors and prevent
      the bad behaviors, you make it far more likely that you’ll stick to
      long-term change. Your actions today are often a response the
      environmental cues that surround you. If you want to change your
      behavior, then you have to change those cues.

      

    

  
    

    
      I’m Using These 3 Simple Steps to Actually Stick with Good
      Habits

      
      I have been trying a new strategy for building habits and it is
      working incredibly well. This strategy is remarkably easy and it is
      governed by three simple rules.

      First I’ll tell you the three rules. Then, I’ll explain how I’m
      using this strategy and offer some other examples of how you can
      put these rules into practice.

      3 Rules For Actually Sticking to Good Habits

      Here are the rules:

      
      	You have to start with a version of the habit that is
      incredibly easy for you. It must be so easy that you can’t say no
      to doing it and so easy that it is not difficult at all in the
      beginning.

      	You have to increase your habit each day, but in an incredibly
      small way.

      	Even after increasing your habit, all repetitions must remain
      easy. The total habit should be broken down into easier pieces if
      needed.

      

      Now, let’s talk about what this looks like in real life. Here’s
      how I’m using these three rules.

      The Pushup Habit

      The more pushups I do, the leaner I get. For that reason, I
      recently decided to make pushups a daily habit. I decided to use
      the three rules I explained above to slowly and easily add more
      pushups to my routine.

      
      	The first day, I did 10 pushups, which only took 15 seconds or
      so. (Rule 1.)

      	The second day, I did 11 pushups. This was a very tiny
      improvement. (Rule 2.)

      	I’ve continued this pattern of adding 1 pushup per day, every
      single day. I did 21 this morning, which was still easy to do and
      took less than 30 seconds. (Rule 3.)

      

      Once I get to higher numbers, I will break them up into smaller,
      easier sets. For example, to do 50 pushups, I might do three sets:
      20, 20, 10. The next day, I’ll add one more and do 20, 20, 11.

      There are a few things happening here.

      First, because I started with a habit that was
      very easy in the beginning, I am building the capacity to do work.
      In other words, I’m focusing on volume first, which will allow me
      to handle the intensity of a bigger habit later.

      Second, because I am increasing by a very tiny
      amount each day, my body is able to recover and grow. Meanwhile, if
      I had started with a difficult or more impressive habit, then I
      would have hindered my ability to adapt as the habit grew.

      Third, because I am breaking the habit down
      into sets that are always easy, I am reducing the mental burden
      needed to accomplish the habit. In a way, these easy sets are
      simply fun to do and require very little motivation to finish.

      And most important, I am focusing on actually
      performing the habit rather than worrying about the outcome. I am
      developing the skill of being consistent and that is a skill that
      is valuable in nearly every area of life.

      How Can You Use This in Real Life?

      Here are some other ways you can use this strategy to build new
      habits.

      Meditation. Wish you would meditate
      consistently and be more mindful?

      
      	On day one, you’ll meditate for 60 seconds.

      	On day two, you’ll meditate for 70 seconds.

      	Continue this pattern, until you get to an amount of time that
      satisfies you or is too long to do at once. For example, 10 minutes
      of meditation might feel like a lot. Once you get to this point,
      break up your sessions into easier blocks. For example, meditate
      for 5 minutes in the morning and then 5 minutes in the
      evening.

      

      Walking. Get a device that can measure the
      amount of steps you take in a day (a pedometer, FitBit, app on your
      phone, etc.)

      
      	On day one, you’ll walk 1,000 steps, which most people already
      do each day.

      	On day two, you’ll add 100 steps and walk a total of 1,100
      steps. An additional 100 steps could be walking down to your
      mailbox and back — not far at all.

      	Continue this pattern until walking more each day becomes time
      prohibitive. Let’s say that this point is 10,000 steps in a day. At
      this point, you may want to break up your walking time into shorter
      jogging sessions.

      

      Reading. Wish you were reading more books?

      
      	On day one, you’ll read for one minute.

      	On day two, you’ll read for two minutes.

      	Continue this pattern until you’re reading for a period of time
      that either satisfies you or is too long to do at once. For
      example, maybe reading for more than 20 minutes at a time is a
      stretch for you. If you want to read for 30 minutes, you can simply
      break it down into smaller 10 minutes blocks.

      

      Flossing. Not in the habit of flossing?

      
      	On day one, floss just one tooth. You are not allowed to floss
      two teeth. (Hat tip to BJ Fogg.)

      	On day two, floss two teeth.

      	Continue this pattern. After one month, you’ll be flossing all
      of your teeth each day.

      

      Do Small Habits Actually Amount to Anything?

      I know these small gains can seem almost meaningless, especially
      in the beginning. But small habits can actually deliver incredible
      progress very quickly.

      If you performed the examples I listed above for one month,
      here’s what would happen.

      
      	If you started with 10 pushups and added 1 per day, you would
      do 775 pushups in 30 days.

      	If you started with 1 minute of reading and added 1 minute per
      day, you would have read for over 8 hours in 30 days (enough to
      finish a 400 page book every month).

      	If you started by walking 1,000 steps and added 100 per day,
      you would walk 77,500 steps (almost 39 miles) in 30 days.

      

      Small, consistent progress adds up really fast.

      Try the Three Rules for Yourself

      These three rules for sticking to good habits are simple, but
      they work.

      Here they are again:

      
      	You have to start with a version of the habit that is
      incredibly easy for you. It must be so easy that you can’t say no
      to doing it and so easy that it is not difficult at all in the
      beginning.

      	You have to increase your habit each day, but in an incredibly
      small way.

      	Even after increasing your habit, all sets must remain easy.
      The total habit should be broken down into easier pieces if
      needed.

      

      Give it a try and see what you think! As always, I’m open to any
      feedback or criticism. Sharing with one another helps us all grow
      and learn.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Long Does it Actually Take to Form a New Habit? (Backed by
      Science)

      
      Maxwell Maltz was a plastic surgeon in the 1950s when he began
      noticing a strange pattern among his patients.

      When Dr. Maltz would perform an operation — like a nose job, for
      example — he found that it would take the patient about 21 days to
      get used to seeing their new face. Similarly, when a patient had an
      arm or a leg amputated, Maxwell Maltz noticed that the patient
      would sense a phantom limb for about 21 days before adjusting to
      the new situation.

      These experiences prompted Maltz to think about his own
      adjustment period to changes and new behaviors, and he noticed that
      it also took himself about 21 days to form a new habit. Maltz wrote
      about these experiences and said, “These, and many other commonly
      observed phenomena tend to show that it requires a minimum of about
      21 days for an old mental image to dissolve and a new one to
      jell.”

      In 1960, Maltz published that quote and his other thoughts on
      behavior change in a book called Psycho-Cybernetics
      (audiobook).
      The book went on to become an blockbuster hit, selling more than 30
      million copies.

      And that’s when the problem started.

      You see, in the decades that followed, Maltz’s work influenced
      nearly every major “self-help” professional from Zig Ziglar to
      Brian Tracy to Tony Robbins. And as more people recited Maltz’s
      story — like a very long game of “Telephone” — people began to
      forget that he said “a minimum of about 21 days” and shortened it
      to, “It takes 21 days to form a new habit.”

      And that’s how society started spreading the common myth that it
      takes 21 days to form a new habit (or 30 days or some other magic
      number). It’s remarkable how often these timelines are quoted as
      statistical facts. Dangerous lesson: If enough people say something
      enough times, then everyone else starts to believe it.

      It makes sense why the “21 Days” Myth would spread. It’s easy to
      understand. The time frame is short enough to be inspiring, but
      long enough to be believable. And who wouldn’t like the idea of
      changing your life in just three weeks?

      But the problem is that Maxwell Maltz was simply observing what
      was going on around him and wasn’t making a statement of fact.
      Furthermore, he made sure to say that this was the minimum
      amount of time needed to adapt to a new change.

      So what’s the real answer? How long does it take to form a
      habit? How long does it take a break a bad habit? Is there any
      science to back this up? And what does all of this mean for you and
      me?

      

      How Long it Really Takes to Build a New Habit

      Phillippa Lally is a health psychology researcher at University
      College London. In a
      study published in the European Journal of Social
      Psychology, Lally and her research team decided to figure out
      just how long it actually takes to form a habit.

      The study examined the habits of 96 people over a 12-week
      period. Each person chose one new habit for the 12 weeks and
      reported each day on whether or not they did the behavior and how
      automatic the behavior felt.

      Some people chose simple habits like “drinking a bottle of water
      with lunch.” Others chose more difficult tasks like “running for 15
      minutes before dinner.” At the end of the 12 weeks, the researchers
      analyzed the data to determine how long it took each person to go
      from starting a new behavior to automatically doing it.

      The answer?

      On average, it takes more than 2 months before a new
      behavior becomes automatic — 66 days to be exact. And how
      long it takes a new habit to form can vary widely depending on the
      behavior, the person, and the circumstances. In Lally’s study, it
      took anywhere from 18 days to 254 days for people to form a new
      habit.

      In other words, if you want to set your expectations
      appropriately, the truth is that it will probably take you anywhere
      from two months to eight months to build a new behavior into your
      life — not 21 days.

      Interestingly, the researchers also found that “missing one
      opportunity to perform the behavior did not materially affect the
      habit formation process.” In other words, it doesn’t matter if you
      mess up every now and then. Building better habits is not an
      all-or-nothing process.

      Finding Inspiration in the Long Road

      Before you let this dishearten you, let’s talk about three
      reasons why this research is actually inspiring.

      First, there is no reason to get down on yourself if you try
      something for a few weeks and it doesn’t become a habit. It’s
      supposed to take longer than that! There is no need to judge
      yourself if you can’t master a behavior in 21 short days. Learn to
      love your 10 Years of
      Silence. Embrace the long, slow walk to greatness and focus on
      putting in your reps.

      Second, you don’t have to be perfect. Making a mistake once or
      twice has no measurable impact on your long-term habits. This is
      why you should treat failure like a
      scientist, give yourself permission to make mistakes, and
      develop strategies for getting back on track
      quickly.

      And third, embracing longer timelines can help us realize that
      habits are a process and not an event. All of the “21 Days” hype
      can make it really easy to think, “Oh, I’ll just do this and it’ll
      be done.” But habits never work that way. You have to embrace the
      process. You have to commit to the
      system.

      Understanding this from the beginning makes it easier to manage
      your expectations and commit to making small, incremental
      improvements — rather than pressuring yourself into thinking
      that you have to do it all at once.

      Where to Go From Here

      At the end of the day, how long it takes to form a particular
      habit doesn’t really matter that much. Whether it takes 50 days or
      500 days, you have to put in the work either way.

      The only way to get to Day 500 is to start with Day 1. So forget
      about the number and focus on doing the work.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      10 Simple Ways to Eat Healthy Without Thinking, Backed by
      Science

      
      Your environment has an incredible ability to shape your
      behavior.

      I have written previously about choice
      architecture and environment
      design, both of which are focused on the idea that, “By making
      small changes to the physical environment around you, it can become
      much easier to stick to good habits.”

      And while the research studies I have shared in those articles
      are interesting, I thought it might be useful to list some
      practical ways to apply environment design to your world and make
      it easier to live a healthy, happy, and adventurous life.

      With that in mind, here are 10 simple strategies for designing
      your environment to eat healthy without
      thinking and spend more of your time and energy on doing something
      awesome.

      Keep in mind, these ideas are just a start. You can apply these
      concepts for designing your environment and creating better “choice
      architecture” to almost any habit or behavior.

      How to Eat Healthy Without Thinking

      Before we begin, let’s give credit to the researcher behind many
      of these ideas. Brian Wansink is a professor at Cornell University
      and he has completed a variety of studies on how your environment
      shapes your eating decisions. Many of the ideas below come from his
      popular book, Mindless Eating
      (audiobook).

      1. Use smaller plates. Bigger plates mean
      bigger portions. And that means you eat more. According to a study
      conducted by Wansink and his research team, if you made a simple
      change and served your dinner on 10-inch plates instead of a
      12-inch plate, you would eat 22% less food over the course of the
      next year.

      On a related note, if you’re thinking “I’ll just put less food
      on my plate” … it’s not that simple. The picture below explains
      why. When you eat a small portion off of a large plate, your mind
      feels unsatisfied. Meanwhile, the same portion will feel more
      filling when eaten off of a small plate. The circles in the image
      below are the same size, but your brain (and stomach) doesn’t view
      them that way.

      [image: This image shows how small portion sizes can look filling on a small plate, but sparse on a large plate. This strategy is a good way to eat healthy without thinking. ]
      2. Make water more readily available. Most of
      us mindlessly take a swig of soda or a sip of coffee as we do other
      tasks. Try this instead: buy a large bottle water and set it
      somewhere close to you throughout your day. You’ll find that if
      it’s sitting next to you, you’ll often opt for water instead and
      avoid less healthy drink options naturally.

      Note: I love this Vapur water
      bottle because it holds a good amount of water and folds up
      small enough to fit in a backpack, purse, or pocket. It’s perfect
      for travel too.

      3. Want to drink less alcohol or soda? Use tall, slender
      glasses instead of short, fat ones.

      Take a look at the image below. Is the horizontal or vertical
      line longer?

      [image: Like the lines in this photo, vertical glasses will look bigger horizontal ones and will therefore naturally help you drink less. This strategy is a good way to eat healthy without thinking. ]
      As it turns out, both lines are the same length, but our brain
      has a tendency to overestimate vertical lines. In other words,
      taller drinks look bigger to our eyes than round, horizontal mugs
      do. And because height makes things look bigger than width, you’ll
      actually drink less from taller glasses. In fact, you will
      typically drink about 20% less from a tall, slender glass than you
      would from a short, fat glass. (Hat tip to Darya
      Pino for originally sharing this image and idea.)

      4. Use plates that have a high contrast color with your
      food. As I mentioned in this article, when the
      color of your plate matches the color of your food, you naturally
      serve yourself more because your brain has trouble distinguishing
      the portion size from the plate. Because of this, dark green and
      dark blue make great plate colors because they contrast with light
      foods like pasta and potatoes (which means you’re likely to serve
      less of them), but don’t contrast very much with leafy greens and
      vegetables (which means you’re likely to put more of them on your
      plate).

      5. Display healthy foods in a prominent place.
      For example, you could place a bowl of fruits or nuts near the
      front door or somewhere else that you pass by before you leave the
      house. When you’re hungry and in a rush, you are more likely to
      grab the first thing you see.

      6. Wrap unhealthy foods in tin foil. Wrap healthy foods
      in plastic wrap. The old saying, “out of sight, out of
      mind” turns out to have some truth to it. Eating isn’t just a
      physical event, but also an emotional one. Your mind often
      determines what it wants to eat based on what your eyes see. Thus,
      if you hide unhealthy foods by wrapping them up or tucking them
      away in less prominent places, then you are less likely to eat
      them.

      7. Keep healthy foods in larger packages and containers,
      and unhealthy foods in smaller ones. Big boxes and
      containers tend to catch your eye more, take up space in your
      kitchen and pantry, and otherwise get in your way. As a result,
      you’re more likely to notice them and eat them. Meanwhile, smaller
      items can hide in your kitchen for months. (Just take a look at
      what you have lying around right now. It’s probably small cans and
      containers.)

      Bonus tip: if you buy a large box of something unhealthy, you
      can re-package it into smaller Ziploc bags or containers, which
      should make it less likely that you’ll binge and eat a lot at
      once.

      8. Serve meals by using the “half plate” rule.
      You can design your eating environment as well. When you serve
      yourself dinner, start by making half of your plate fruits or
      vegetables. Then, fill the rest of the dish based on that
      constraint.

      9. Use the “Outer Ring” strategy to buy healthier
      foods. The concept is simple: when you go grocery
      shopping, don’t walk down the aisles. Only shop on the outer
      perimeter of the store. This is usually where the healthy food
      lives: fruits, vegetables, lean meats, fish, eggs, and nuts. If you
      only shop on the outer ring, then you’re more likely to buy healthy
      foods. And that, of course, means you’re more likely to eat healthy
      foods when you get home.

      10. And for the tenth strategy, let’s apply
      these concepts to some other areas of life…

      Applying Environment Design to the Rest of Your
      Life

      When you really break down each of these strategies, you’ll see
      that each one is a small tweak that puts more steps between you and
      the bad behaviors and fewer steps between you and the good
      behaviors.

      For example…

      
      	Wrapping unhealthy foods in tin foil adds another step. You
      have to see the dish, then open it to see what is inside, then
      decide to eat it. (Rather than just spotting some leftovers in
      plastic wrap and grabbing them.)

      	Using small plates adds another step between you and eating
      more. If you want more, you have to go back for seconds and fill up
      again.

      

      You can take this same approach to almost anything in life. If
      you want to make a bad behavior more difficult, then increase the
      number of steps between you and the behavior.

      Meanwhile, if you want to make a good behavior easier, reduce the number of steps
      between you and the behavior. For example, if you want to make
      it easier to go for a run then lay out your shoes and running gear
      the night before you exercise. One less step between you and your
      workout.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stick With Good Habits Even When Your Willpower is
      Gone

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Most people think that building better habits or
      changing your actions is all about willpower or motivation. But the more I
      learn, the more I believe that the number one driver of better
      habits and behavior change is the choice architecture of your
      environment.

      Let me drop some science into this article and show you what I
      mean…

      The Impact of Choice Architecture

      Anne Thorndike, a primary care physician at Massachusetts
      General Hospital in Boston, had a crazy idea. She believed she
      could improve the eating habits of thousands of hospital staff and
      visitors without changing their willpower or motivation in the
      slightest way. In fact, she didn’t plan on talking to them at
      all.

      Thorndike and her colleagues designed a six-month study to alter
      the “choice architecture” of the hospital cafeteria. They started
      by changing how drinks were arranged in the room. Originally, the
      refrigerators located next to the cash registers in the cafeteria
      were filled with only soda. The researchers added water as an
      option each one. Additionally, they placed baskets of bottled water
      next to the food stations throughout the room. Soda was still in
      the primary refrigerators, but water was now available at all drink
      locations.

      The image below depicts what the room looked like before the
      changes (Figure A) and after the changes (Figure B). The dark boxes
      indicate areas where bottled water is available.

      [image: choice architecture]
      What happened?

      Over the next three months, the number of soda sales at the
      hospital dropped by 11.4 percent. Meanwhile, sales of bottled water
      increased by 25.8 percent. They made similar adjustments—and saw
      similar results—with the food in the cafeteria. Nobody had said a
      word to anyone eating there.

      People often choose products not because of what they are, but
      because of where they are. If I walk into the kitchen and see a
      plate of cookies on the counter, I’ll pick up half a dozen and
      start eating, even if I hadn’t been thinking about them beforehand
      and didn’t necessarily feel hungry. If the communal table at the
      office is always filled with doughnuts and bagels, it’s going to be
      hard to not grab one every now and then. Your habits change
      depending on the room you are in and the cues in front of you.

      Environment is the invisible hand that shapes human behavior.
      Despite our unique personalities, certain behaviors tend to arise
      again and again under certain environmental conditions. In church,
      people tend to talk in whispers. On a dark street, people act wary
      and guarded. In this way, the most common form of change is not
      internal, but external: we are changed by the world around us.
      Every habit is context dependent.

      To Change Your Behavior, Change Your
      Environment

      Every habit is initiated by a cue, and we are
      more likely to notice cues that stand out. Unfortunately, the
      environments where we live and work often make it easy to
      not do certain actions because there is
      no obvious cue to trigger the behavior. It’s easy to
      not practice guitar when it’s
      tucked away in the closet. It’s easy to not read a book when the bookshelf is in the
      corner of the guest room. It’s easy to not take your vitamins when they are out of
      sight in the pantry. When the cues that spark a habit are subtle or
      hidden, they are easy to ignore.

      Thankfully, there is good news in this
      respect. You don’t have to be the victim of your environment. You
      can also be the architect of it.

      Here are a few ways you can redesign your environment and make
      the cues for your preferred habits more obvious:

      
      	If you want to remember to take your medication each night, put
      your pill bottle directly next to the faucet on the bathroom
      counter.

      	If you want to practice guitar more frequently, place your
      guitar stand in the middle of the living room.

      	If you want to remember to send more thank-you notes, keep a
      stack of stationery on your desk.

      	If you want to drink more water, fill up a few water bottles
      each morning and place them in common locations around the
      house.

      

      If you want to make a habit a big part of your life, make the
      cue a big part of your environment. The most persistent behaviors
      usually have multiple cues. Consider how many different ways a
      smoker could be prompted to pull out a cigarette: driving in the
      car, seeing a friend smoke, feeling stressed at work, and so
      on.

      The same strategy can be employed for good habits. By sprinkling
      triggers throughout your surroundings, you increase the odds that
      you’ll think about your habit throughout the day. Make sure the
      best choice is the most obvious one. Making a better decision is
      easy and natural when the cues for good habits are right in front
      of you.

      Environment design is powerful not only because it influences
      how we engage with the world but also because we rarely do it. Most
      people live in a world others have created for them. But you can
      alter the spaces where you live and work to increase your exposure
      to positive cues and reduce your exposure to negative ones.
      Environment design allows you to take back control and become
      the architect of your life. Be the designer of your world, and not
      merely the consumer of it.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 6 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      40 Years of Stanford Research Found That People With This One
      Quality Are More Likely to Succeed

      
      In the 1960s, a Stanford professor named Walter Mischel began
      conducting a series of important psychological studies.

      During his experiments, Mischel and his team tested hundreds of
      children — most of them around the ages of 4 and 5 years old — and
      revealed what is now believed to be one of the most important
      characteristics for success in health, work, and life.

      Let’s talk about what happened and, more importantly, how you
      can use it.

      The Marshmallow Experiment

      The experiment began by bringing each child into a private room,
      sitting them down in a chair, and placing a marshmallow on the
      table in front of them.

      At this point, the researcher offered a deal to the child.

      The researcher told the child that he was going to leave the
      room and that if the child did not eat the marshmallow while he was
      away, then they would be rewarded with a second marshmallow.
      However, if the child decided to eat the first one before the
      researcher came back, then they would not get a second
      marshmallow.

      So the choice was simple: one treat right now or two treats
      later.

      The researcher left the room for 15 minutes.

      As you can imagine, the footage of the children waiting alone in
      the room was rather entertaining. Some kids jumped up and ate the
      first marshmallow as soon as the researcher closed the door. Others
      wiggled and bounced and scooted in their chairs as they tried to
      restrain themselves, but eventually gave in to temptation a few
      minutes later. And finally, a few of the children did manage to
      wait the entire time.

      Published in
      1972, this popular study became known as The Marshmallow
      Experiment, but it wasn’t the treat that made it famous. The
      interesting part came years later.

      The Power of Delayed Gratification

      As the years rolled on and the children grew up, the researchers
      conducted follow up studies and tracked each child’s progress in a
      number of areas. What they found was surprising.

      The children who were willing to delay gratification and waited
      to receive the second marshmallow ended up having higher SAT
      scores, lower levels of substance abuse, lower likelihood of
      obesity, better responses to stress, better social skills as
      reported by their parents, and generally better scores in a range
      of other life measures. (You can see the followup studies here, here, and
      
      here.)

      The researchers followed each child for more than 40 years and
      over and over again, the group who waited patiently for the second
      marshmallow succeed in whatever capacity they were measuring. In
      other words, this series of experiments proved that the ability to
      delay gratification was critical for success in life.

      And if you look around, you’ll see this playing out
      everywhere…

      
      	If you delay the gratification of watching television and get
      your homework done now, then you’ll learn more and get better
      grades.

      	If you delay the gratification of buying desserts and chips at
      the store, then you’ll eat healthier when you get home.

      	If you delay the gratification of finishing your workout early
      and put in a few more reps, then you’ll be stronger.

      

      … and countless other examples.

      Success usually comes down to choosing the pain of discipline
      over the ease of distraction. And that’s exactly what delayed
      gratification is all about.

      This brings us to an interesting question: Did some children
      naturally have more self-control, and thus were destined for
      success? Or can you learn to develop this important trait?

      What Determines Your Ability to Delay
      Gratification?

      Researchers at the University of Rochester decided to replicate
      the marshmallow experiment, but with an important twist. (You can
      read the study here.)

      Before offering the child the marshmallow, the researchers split
      the children into two groups.

      The first group was exposed to a series of unreliable
      experiences. For example, the researcher gave the child a
      small box of crayons and promised to bring a bigger one, but never
      did. Then the researcher gave the child a small sticker and
      promised to bring a better selection of stickers, but never
      did.

      Meanwhile, the second group had very reliable
      experiences. They were promised better crayons and got
      them. They were told about the better stickers and then they
      received them.

      You can imagine the impact these experiences had on the
      marshmallow test. The children in the unreliable group had no
      reason to trust that the researchers would bring a second
      marshmallow and thus they didn’t wait very long to eat the first
      one.

      Meanwhile, the children in the second group were training their
      brains to see delayed gratification as a positive. Every time the
      researcher made a promise and then delivered on it, the child’s
      brain registered two things: 1) waiting for gratification is worth
      it and 2) I have the capability to wait. As a result, the second
      group waited an average of four times longer than the first
      group.

      In other words, the child’s ability to delay gratification and
      display self-control was not a predetermined trait, but rather was
      impacted by the experiences and environment that surrounded them.
      In fact, the effects of the environment were almost instantaneous.
      Just a few minutes of reliable or unreliable experiences were
      enough to push the actions of each child in one direction or
      another.

      What can you and I learn from all of this?

      How to Become Better at Delaying
      Gratification

      Before we go further, let’s clear one thing up: for one reason
      or another, the Marshmallow Experiment has become particularly
      popular. You’ll find it mentioned in nearly every major media
      outlet. But these studies are just one piece of data, a small
      insight into the story of success. Human behavior (and life in
      general) is a lot more complex than that, so let’s not pretend that
      one choice a four-year-old makes will determine the rest of his or
      her life.

      But…

      The studies above do make one thing clear: if you want to
      succeed at something, at some point you will need to find the
      ability to be disciplined and take action instead of becoming
      distracted and doing what’s easy. Success in nearly every field
      requires you to ignore doing something easier (delaying
      gratification) in favor of doing something harder (doing the work
      and putting in your reps).

      But the key takeaway here is that even if you don’t feel like
      you’re good at delaying gratification now, you can train yourself
      to become better simply by making a few small improvements. In the
      case of the children in the study, this meant being exposed to a
      reliable environment where the researcher promised something and
      then delivered it.

      You and I can do the same thing. We can train our ability to
      delay gratification, just like we can train our muscles in the gym.
      And you can do it in the same way as the child and the researcher:
      by promising something small and then delivering. Over and over
      again until your brain says, 1) yes, it’s worth it to wait and 2)
      yes, I have the capability to do this.

      Here are 4 simple ways to do exactly that:

      
      	Start incredibly small.
      Make your new habit “so easy you can’t say no.” (Hat tip to
      Leo
      Babauta.)

      	Improve one thing, by one
      percent. Do it again tomorrow.

      	Use
      the “Seinfeld Strategy” to maintain consistency.

      	Find a way to
      get started in less than 2 minutes.

      

      

    

  
    

    
      This Research Study Changed the Way We Think About Success
      (Here’s How You Can Use It)

      
      It was my freshman year of high school and our basketball team
      had started the season with a losing streak.

      One day at practice, as our team was struggling to find some
      confidence and get our first win of the season, our coach pulled us
      together and said something that has stuck with me ever since.

      He looked at our group and said, “Confidence is just displayed
      ability.”

      In other words, if we wanted to become the type of team that
      stepped onto the court and believed we would win every game, then
      we had to become the type of team that displayed our ability over
      and over again.

      It didn’t have to be in big ways — it could start by making a
      free throw or getting back on defense or boxing your man out and
      grabbing a rebound. But if we displayed our ability, then the
      confidence would come.

      Up until that time I had just assumed that sometimes you were
      confident, sometimes you weren’t, and that was that. But this was a
      totally different way of thinking about it.

      If you could display your ability to do something — whether that
      was making a free throw, solving a math problem, or selling a candy
      bar — then you would naturally become confident in your ability to
      do it again. I had never thought about using my actions to drive my
      mindset.

      In fact, it seemed like everyone was always saying the opposite.
      “You need to believe in yourself first, then you’ll achieve
      it.” Or, “If you could only learn to believe in yourself,
      then you’ll be unstoppable.”

      Instead, my coach was saying, “Display your ability first. Prove
      it to yourself and then you’ll believe it.”

      In other words, this was the first time I thought about
      confidence, willpower, determination, and perseverance as qualities
      that could be developed through your actions.

      And as it turns out, my coach wasn’t just tossing out an
      unproven idea. There is now a body of research that shows just how
      right this approach can be.

      Let’s talk about that research now and what it means for
      succeeding in work, sports, education, and life in general.

      Growth Mindset vs. Fixed Mindset

      Carol Dweck is a researcher at Stanford University and is the
      author of the hit book, Mindset: The New Psychology
      of Success (audiobook), which
      reveals the difference between a fixed mindset and a growth
      mindset.

      In the quote below, Dweck explains the difference between the
      two mindsets by using students as an example…

      “In a fixed mindset students believe their basic abilities,
      their intelligence, their talents, are just fixed traits. They have
      a certain amount and that’s that, and then their goal becomes to
      look smart all the time and never look dumb.

      In a growth mindset students understand that their talents
      and abilities can be developed through effort, good teaching and
      persistence. They don’t necessarily think everyone’s the same or
      anyone can be Einstein, but they believe everyone can get smarter
      if they work at it.”

      Dweck’s research has changed the way we think about success.
      Because of her studies, we know that much of your success hinges on
      whether you believe that your abilities can be developed versus
      believing that they are fixed.

      You Can Have Both Mindsets

      The typical response to this research is to compare the two
      mindsets and say, “Obviously, the growth mindset is better. And, of
      course, that’s what I have.”

      But there is a key distinction that is true for all of us: you
      can have a growth mindset in some areas and a fixed mindset in
      others.

      For example, you might be very growth-oriented in your career
      and believe in your ability to develop and improve at work.
      Meanwhile, you might display a fixed mindset with regards to your
      health and believe things like “I’m just not the type of person
      who works out” or, “I was never the athletic
      type.”

      But that’s just one example. The point is that it’s very easy
      for anyone to have a fixed mindset in a given area even if they
      display a growth mindset in others.

      How To Develop a Growth Mindset

      I’m not Carol Dweck, so I won’t pretend to speak for her here.
      (Carol, if you’re out there reading, I’d love to get your take on
      this.)

      That said, I do think that the advice of my high school
      basketball coach can be very useful if we want to develop a growth
      mindset.

      My coach said, “Confidence is just displayed ability.” Put
      another way: “Prove it to yourself in small ways and you’ll develop
      the confidence that you can improve.” In other words, small wins repeated over
      time can lead to a growth mindset.

      I can’t tell you how many times I’ve seen this in the gym.

      You can bring someone new into the gym — someone who doesn’t see
      themselves as a fit person or as a strong person in the beginning —
      and yet their confidence grows with each workout they finish, each
      rep they do, and every 5 pounds they add to the bar. They begin to
      believe they can grow. They begin to see their health as something
      that can develop. In other words, all of their tiny actions add up
      to a growth mindset.

      As an example, this is what my buddy 
      Chase Reeves said when he started lifting consistently…

      Here’s one thing I’ve learned from a year at the gym …
      I can grow, build up strength, whatever’s
      necessary. I’m not defective.

      There’s confidence that comes with that — wisdom enough to
      know when it’s too much weight, confidence enough to know what I
      can do. Confidence changes the kinds of thoughts you have.

      Chase’s actions drove his mindset. This is completely different
      than what most people talk about when they discuss believing in
      yourself or becoming confident. The usual approach is to “fake it
      until you make it.”

      Instead, we are talking about starting small, proving your
      ability to yourself in a thousand tiny ways, and letting the
      confidence and growth mindset naturally follow from there.
      Confidence is just displayed ability.

      

    

  
    

    
      What Happens to Your Brain When You Eat Junk Food

      
      Most of us know that junk food is unhealthy. We know that poor
      nutrition is related to heart problems, high blood pressure, and a
      host of other health ailments. You might even know that studies
      show that eating junk food has been linked to increases in
      depression.

      But if it’s so bad for us, why do we keep doing it?

      There is an answer. And the science behind it will surprise
      you.

      

      Why We Crave Junk Food

      Steven Witherly is a food scientist who has spent the last 20
      years studying what makes certain foods more addictive (and tasty)
      than others. Much of the science that follows is from his excellent
      report, 
      Why Humans Like Junk Food.

      According to Witherly, when you eat tasty food, there are two
      factors that make the experience pleasurable.

      First, there is the sensation of eating the food. This includes
      what it tastes like (salty, sweet, umami, etc.), what it smells
      like, and how it feels in your mouth. This last quality — known as
      “orosensation” — can be particularly important. Food companies will
      spend millions of dollars to discover the most satisfying level of
      crunch in a potato chip. Their scientists will test for the perfect
      amount of fizzle in a soda. These factors all combine to create the
      sensation that your brain associates with a particular food or
      drink.

      The second factor is the actual macronutrient makeup of the food
      — the blend of proteins, fats, and carbohydrates that it contains.
      In the case of junk food, food manufacturers are looking for a
      perfect combination of salt, sugar, and fat that excites your brain
      and gets you coming back for more.

      Here’s how they do it…

      How Science Creates Cravings

      There are a range of factors that scientists and food
      manufacturers use to make food more addictive.

      Dynamic contrast. Dynamic contrast refers to a
      combination of different sensations in the same food. In the words
      of Witherly, foods with dynamic contrast have “an edible shell that
      goes crunch followed by something soft or creamy and full of
      taste-active compounds. This rule applies to a variety of our
      favorite food structures — the caramelized top of a creme brulee, a
      slice of pizza, or an Oreo cookie — the brain finds crunching
      through something like this very novel and thrilling.”

      Salivary response. Salivation is part of the
      experience of eating food and the more that a food causes you to
      salivate, the more it will swim throughout your mouth and cover
      your taste buds. For example, emulsified foods like butter,
      chocolate, salad dressing, ice cream, and mayonnaise promote a
      salivary response that helps to lather your taste buds with
      goodness. This is one reason why many people enjoy foods that have
      sauces or glazes on them. The result is that foods that promote
      salivation do a happy little tap dance on your brain and taste
      better than ones that don’t.

      Rapid food meltdown and vanishing caloric
      density. Foods that rapidly vanish or “melt in your mouth”
      signal to your brain that you’re not eating as much as you actually
      are. In other words, these foods literally tell your brain that
      you’re not full, even though you’re eating a lot of calories.

      The result: you tend to overeat.

      In his best-selling book, Salt Sugar Fat
      (audiobook),
      author Michael Moss describes a conversation with Witherly that
      explains vanishing caloric density perfectly…

      I brought him two shopping bags filled with a variety of
      chips to taste. He zeroed right in on the Cheetos. “This,” Witherly
      said, “is one of the most marvelously constructed foods on the
      planet, in terms of pure pleasure.” He ticked off a dozen
      attributes of the Cheetos that make the brain say more. But the one
      he focused on most was the puff’s uncanny ability to melt in the
      mouth. “It’s called vanishing caloric density,” Witherly said. “If
      something melts down quickly, your brain thinks that there’s no
      calories in it . . . you can just keep eating it forever.”

      Sensory specific response. Your brain likes
      variety. When it comes to food, if you experience the same taste
      over and over again, then you start to get less pleasure from it.
      In other words, the sensitivity of that specific sensor will
      decrease over time. This can happen in just minutes.

      Junk foods, however, are designed to avoid this sensory specific
      response. They provide enough taste to be interesting (your brain
      doesn’t get tired of eating them), but it’s not so stimulating that
      your sensory response is dulled. This is why you can swallow an
      entire bag of potato chips and still be ready to eat another. To
      your brain, the crunch and sensation of eating Doritos is novel and
      interesting every time.

      Calorie density. Junk foods are designed to
      convince your brain that it is getting nutrition, but to not fill
      you up. Receptors in your mouth and stomach tell your brain about
      the mixture of proteins, fats, carbohydrates in a particular food,
      and how filling that food is for your body. Junk food provides just
      enough calories that your brain says, “Yes, this will give you some
      energy” but not so many calories that you think “That’s enough, I’m
      full.” The result is that you crave the food to begin with, but it
      takes quite some time to feel full from it.

      Memories of past eating experiences. This is
      where the psychobiology of junk food really works against you. When
      you eat something tasty (say, a bag of potato chips), your brain
      registers that feeling. The next time you see that food, smell that
      food, or even read about that food, your brain starts to trigger
      the memories and responses that came when you ate it. These
      memories can actually cause physical responses like salivation and
      create the “mouth-watering” craving that you get when thinking
      about your favorite foods.

      All of this brings us to the most important question of all.

      Food companies are spending millions of dollars to design foods
      with addictive sensations. What can you and I do about it? Is there
      any way to counteract the money, the science, and the advertising
      behind the junk food industry?

      How to Kick the Junk Food Habit and Eat
      Healthy

      The good news is that the research shows that the less junk food
      you eat, the less you crave it. My own experiences have mirrored
      this. As I’ve slowly begun to eat healthier, I’ve noticed myself
      wanting pizza and candy and ice cream less and less. Some people
      refer to this transition period as “gene reprogramming.”

      Whatever you want to call it, the lesson is the same: if you can
      find ways to gradually eat healthier, you’ll start to experience
      the cravings of junk food less and less. I’ve never claimed to have
      all the answers (or any, really), but here are three strategies
      that might help.

      1. Use the “outer ring” strategy and the “5 ingredient
      rule” to buy healthier food.

      The best course of action is to avoid buying processed and
      packaged foods. If you don’t own it, you can’t eat it. Furthermore,
      if you don’t think about it, you can’t be lured by it.

      We’ve talked about the power of junk food to pull you in and how
      memories of tasty food in the past can cause you to crave more of
      it in the future. Obviously, you can’t prevent yourself from ever
      thinking about junk food, but there are ways to reduce your
      cravings.

      First, you can use my “outer ring”
      strategy to avoid processed and packaged foods at the grocery
      store. If you limit yourself to purchasing foods that are on the
      outer ring of the store, then you will generally buy whole foods
      (fruits, vegetables, meat, eggs, etc.). Not everything on the outer
      ring is healthy, but you will avoid a lot of unhealthy foods.

      You can also follow the “5 ingredient rule” when buying foods at
      the store. If something has more than 5 ingredients in it, don’t
      buy it. Odds are, it has been designed to fool you into eating more
      of it. Avoid those products and stick with the more natural
      options.

      2. Eat a variety of foods.

      As we covered earlier, the brain craves novelty.

      While you may not be able to replicate the crunchy/creamy
      contrast of an Oreo, you can vary your diet enough to keep things
      interesting. For example, you could dip a carrot (crunchy) in some
      hummus (creamy) and get a novel sensation. Similarly, finding ways
      to add new spices and flavors to your dishes can make eating
      healthy foods a more desirable experience.

      Moral of the story: eating healthy doesn’t have to be bland. Mix
      up your foods to get different sensations and you may find it
      easier than eating the same foods over and over again. (At some
      point, however, you may have to fall in love with
      boredom.)

      3. Find a better way to deal with your
      stress.

      There’s a reason why many people eat as a way to cope with
      stress. Stress causes certain regions of the brain to release
      chemicals (specifically, opiates and neuropeptide Y). These
      chemicals can trigger mechanisms that are similar to the cravings
      you get from fat and sugar. In other words, when you get stressed,
      your brain feels the addictive call of fat and sugar and you’re
      pulled back to junk food.

      We all have stressful situations that arise in our lives.
      Learning to deal with stress in a different way can help you
      overcome the addictive pull of junk food. This could include simple
      breathing techniques or a short guided
      meditation. Or something more physical like exercise or
      making art.

      With that said, if you’re looking for a better written and more
      detailed analysis of the science of junk food, I recommend reading
      the #1 New York Times best-seller, Salt Sugar Fat
      (audiobook).

      Where to Go From Here

      One of my goals with this article is to reveal just how complex
      poor eating habits can be. Junk food is designed to keep you coming
      back for more. Telling people that they “need more willpower” or
      should “just stop eating crap” is short-sighted at best.

      

    

  
    

    
      10 Common Mistakes That Prevent You From Being Happy and
      Healthy Today, Backed by Science

      
      I’m fascinated by the link between the way we live our daily
      lives and the health and happiness we enjoy.

      There are choices that you make every day, some of which seem
      completely unrelated to your health and happiness, that
      dramatically impact the way you feel mentally and physically.

      With that said, here are 10 common mistakes that can prevent you
      from being happy and healthy, and the science to back them up.

      1. Avoiding deep and meaningful connections (like
      marriage, close friendships, and staying in touch with family)

      Ultimately, the human experience is about connecting with other
      people. Connection is what provides value and meaning to our lives.
      We’re wired for it and research proves just that.

      For example, people with strong social ties were found to be
      healthier and have a lower risk of death. Additionally, it was
      found that as age increases, the people with stronger
      social ties tend to live longer. And it seems that friendships
      can even help you fight
      cancer.

      The benefits of deep relationships extend to marriage as well.
      Being in a long-term relationship decreases the
      risk of depression, suicide, and substance abuse. And one study of almost
      6,000 people found that marriage led to increased longevity
      while never marrying was the strongest predictor of premature
      death.

      Finally, multiple studies (here, here, and
      here)
      show that strong family ties are one of the primary reasons the
      people of Okinawa, Japan have incredible longevity despite being
      one of the poorest prefectures in the country.

      What do all of these different studies tell us?

      Connection and belonging are essential for a healthy and happy
      life. Whether it’s friendship, marriage, or family — humans need
      close connections to be healthy.

      For more about the connection between loneliness and health, I
      suggest reading the New York Times best-seller Mind Over
      Medicine, which was written by Dr. Lissa Rankin.

      2. Sitting all day.

      You might want to stand up for this. It turns out that sitting
      all day has more harmful effects than you might expect.

      The short version is that “recreational sitting” like sitting in
      front of a TV screen increases your risk of cardiovascular disease
      and death, regardless of your physical activity. Obviously, sitting
      at a desk for work isn’t too good either.

      This troubling data doesn’t come from small sample sizes either.
      These trends held true in one study with 4,500 people,
      another with 8,800
      people, and a final one with over
      240,000 participants. If you’re looking for more details on the
      health risks of sitting, this
      New York Times article covers some of the basics.

      3. Never stopping to just breathe.

      A few years ago, I was speaking with a yoga instructor who told
      me, “I think people love my class because it’s the only time in
      their entire day when they just sit and breathe.”

      That provides some interesting food for thought. From the time
      you wake up until the time you go to bed, do you ever take 15
      minutes to just sit and breathe? I rarely do. And that’s a shame
      because the benefits of mindfulness and meditation are huge.
      Meditation reduces
      stress and anxiety. Meditation improves
      your quality of life and boost your immune system. Meditation
      has been shown to decrease anger and improve sleep, even among prison
      inmates.

      4. Not becoming part of a community (possibly a
      religious one).

      There is an interesting and growing body of medical research
      that has discovered the positive health effects of religion and
      spirituality. The science doesn’t necessarily say that there is
      anything inherently healthy about religion, but it’s all the
      by-products that come from practicing religion that can make a big
      difference.

      For example, people with strong faith often release control of
      their struggles and worries to a higher power, which can help to
      relieve anxiety and stress. Religious groups also offer a strong
      source of community and friendships, which is critical for health
      and happiness. In many cases, the strength of friendships formed
      with fellow believers can last for decades, and those strong
      personal ties are crucial for long-term health.

      If you don’t consider yourself to be a religious person, then
      the lesson to takeaway from this body of research is that we all
      need a sense of belonging and community in our lives. It’s
      important to share your beliefs (whatever they happen to be about)
      with a community of people. People who have a community like that
      to lean on find themselves happier and healthier than those who
      lack that type of support.

      As a starting point, you can read studies on the religion-health
      connection here, here, and
      here.

      5. Ignoring your creative abilities.

      Expressing yourself creatively reduces the risk of disease and
      illness while simultaneously strengthening your health and
      wellness. For example, this
      study from the Harvard School of Public Health revealed that
      art helps to reduce stress and anxiety, increase positive emotions,
      and reduce the likelihood of depression, along with many other
      benefits.

      Another study,
      which was published in the Journal of Biobehavioral Medicine,
      discovered that creative writing improved the immune system
      response of HIV patients. For more ideas on why creating art is
      healthy, read this: The Health Benefits of
      Creativity.

      6. Spending all day indoors.

      Exploring the world around you — whether that means traveling to
      faraway lands or hiking through the woods in your area — provides a
      wide range of mental and physical benefits. For starters, the
      benefits of sunlight (and the negative effects of artificial light)
      are well-documented
      in research.

      Additionally, researchers have begun to discover that wilderness
      excursions — known as “adventure therapy” — can promote weight
      loss, improve the
      self-esteem of people with mental illness, and even reduce the rearrest
      rates of sex offenders.

      The central theme that runs through all of these studies is that
      exploring the outdoors and spending time in nature can increase the
      confidence you have in yourself and improve your ability to
      interact with others.

      7. Spending your time consuming instead of
      contributing.

      Contribution is an essential part of living a life that is
      happy, healthy, and meaningful. Too often we spend our lives
      consuming the world around us instead of creating it. We overdose
      on low quality information. We live sedentary lives and passively
      eat, watch, and soak up information rather than creating,
      contributing, and building our own things.

      
      When you cease to make a contribution, you begin to die.

      —Eleanor Roosevelt

      

      As I wrote in this
      article…

      “You can’t control the amount of time you spend on this planet,
      but you can control what you contribute while you’re here. These
      contributions don’t have to be major endeavors. Cook a meal instead
      of buying one. Play a game instead of watching one. Write a
      paragraph instead of reading one. You don’t have to create big
      contributions, you just need to live out small ones each day.”

      8. Working in a job that you don’t love.

      As you might expect, it’s dangerous to work too much. In Japan,
      the overtime and workplace stress has become so bad that they
      actually have a label for the people who die because of it:
      karoshi, which literally means “death by overwork.”

      Basically any way in which your job makes you feel stressed is
      bad for your health — unpredictable commutes, tension and
      disagreement with your boss or coworkers, feeling undervalued or
      unappreciated. Even working overtime increases the risk
      for coronary heart disease, independent of outside factors.

      What can you do about it? No one strategy will work for
      everyone, of course, but the principles in The Happiness
      Advantage by Shawn Achor offer a great place to start.

      9. Eating alone.

      Brian Wansink, a Cornell professor and author of Mindless Eating,
      has written that when people eat alone they are more likely to have
      a large binge feeding. Additionally, diets suffer when people eat
      alone. Lonely diners tend to eat fewer vegetables and less healthy
      meals. It seems that we make less of an effort to eat well when we
      are by ourselves than when someone else is involved.

      Given that an estimated 
      one out of three people eat lunch at their desk, it’s easy to
      see how these little choices add up to big health problems over the
      long-term.

      10. Believing that you are unworthy of health,
      happiness, and love.

      Brene Brown is a researcher at the University of Houston and she
      has spent 10 years studying vulnerability. In recent years, her
      work has exploded with popularity as she delivered one of the most
      popular TED Talks of all-time and has written multiple
      best-selling books including Daring Greatly and
      The
      Gifts of Imperfection.

      As Brown studied fear, uncertainty, and vulnerability, she
      discovered one key insight…

      “There was only one variable that separated the people who
      have a strong sense of love and belonging and the people who
      struggle for it. And that was that people who have a strong sense
      of love and belonging believe they’re worthy of love and
      belonging.

      That’s it. They believe they’re worthy. The one thing that
      keeps us out of connection is the fear that we’re not worthy of
      connection.”

      —Brene Brown

      If you allow your fear or vulnerability or shame to prevent you
      from showcasing your true self, then you will be preventing
      yourself from connecting fully with others. If you want to be able
      to move past fear, judgement, and uncertainty and into a healthier
      and happier life, then you have to give yourself permission first.
      You have to decide that you’re worthy.

      For much deeper and more useful discussion of vulnerability, I
      suggest reading Brown’s books: Daring Greatly and
      The
      Gifts of Imperfection.

      What Do You Need to Be Healthy?

      Living a healthy life is about much more than just diet and
      exercise. Don’t forget about the 10 areas above because they play a
      significant role in your health and happiness.

      As Lissa Rankin often says, “What does your body need to
      heal?”

      In many cases it’s not a better diet or a new workout program,
      it’s one of these areas that might be impacting your health and
      happiness without you even realizing it.

      

    

  
    

    
      Do the Painful Things First

      
      Before I became an entrepreneur, I went to business school.
      While studying for my MBA, there was one lesson that I learned
      which has proved to be useful over and over again in my life.

      I was sitting in a marketing class and we were discussing ways
      to design a wonderful customer experience. The goal was not merely
      to provide decent service, but to delight the customer.

      Behavioral scientists have discovered that one of the most
      effective ways to create an enjoyable experience is to stack the
      painful parts of the experience early in the process.
      Psychologically, we prefer experiences that improve over time. That
      means it’s better for the annoying parts of a purchase to happen
      early in the experience. Furthermore, we don’t enjoy it when
      painful experiences are drawn out or repeated.

      Here are some examples…

      
      	If you’re at the doctor’s office it’s better to combine the
      pain of waiting into one segment. The wait will feel shorter to
      your brain if you spend 20 minutes in the waiting room rather than
      spending 10 minutes in the waiting room and 10 minutes in the exam
      room.

      	People enjoy all-inclusive vacations because they pay one lump
      sum at the beginning (the pain) and the rest of the trip is divided
      into positive experiences, excursions, and parties. In the words of
      my professor, all-inclusive vacations “segment the pleasure and
      combine the pain.”

      	If you’re a professional service provider (lawyer, insurance
      agent, freelancer, etc.) it is better to give the bad news to your
      clients first and finish with the good news. Clients will remember
      an experience more favorably if you start weak but finish on a high
      note, rather than starting strong and ending poorly.

      

      These examples had me thinking…

      If you can make a customer experience more delightful, why not
      make your life experiences more delightful? How can you take
      advantage of the way your brain processes painful and annoying
      experiences, and use that knowledge to boost happiness and live a
      better life?

      To Boost Happiness, Stack the Pain

      A delightful customer experience combines the painful
      experiences into a single segment that occurs early in the process
      and then improves over time. If you want to increase your happiness
      and have a more delightful day, you can do the same thing.

      Here is an example…

      On a normal day, you might have something annoying or painful to
      do (like paying the bills). And you also might have something good
      happen to you (like a friend sending you a thoughtful email).

      If you read the email on your lunch break and then pay the bills
      when you get home from work, you will remember your day as going
      from a good experience to a bad experience. That’s the opposite of
      what you want.

      However, if you decide to stack the pain early in your day — for
      example, if you pay your bills in the morning before you go to work
      and then read the email from your friend on your lunch break — you
      will remember your day as going from bad to good. As a result,
      you’ll feel happier because your brain likes it when experiences
      improve as time goes on.

      This same principle can be applied in dozens of ways throughout
      your day.

      
      	When you’re working on a project, cleaning the house, or doing
      homework, start with the task that you dislike the most. Once that
      is out of the way, your experience will improve and you’ll finish
      with a more satisfied feeling. (For more on this, seeThe Only Productivity Tip
      You’ll Ever Need andThe Ivy Lee Method: The Daily
      Routine Experts Recommend for Peak Productivity).

      	When you’re trying to start a new habit, combine the
      pain of starting into a small segment. For example, in this
      article I discussed how one woman eliminated the pain points
      that prevented her from exercising consistently. By reducing the
      pain she felt at the beginning, it was more likely that she would
      follow through.

      	When you go to the gym, start with the exercise you dislike the
      most. With the hardest exercise out of the way, your experience
      will improve throughout the workout and you’ll be more likely to
      remember your workout as positive. And when you remember your
      workouts as positive, it’s more likely that you’ll show up next
      time and workout again.

      

      Stacking the Pain for the Long-Term

      It’s easy to worry about making the right choices with your
      life. However, if you choose to pursue things where the pain of the
      experience is largely in the beginning — like building a business,
      losing weight, or creating art — then you will tend to look back on
      those experiences fondly because they improve over time.

      By comparison, doing things like trying to beat the stock market
      or become a professional gambler are very inconsistent. They can
      provide big wins, but they can also provide big losses at any time.
      The pain isn’t necessarily in the beginning. Because of this, these
      experiences are less likely to make you happy over the
      long-run.

      Of course, that can be easy to forget when you’re struggling to
      succeed with other goals. In the beginning, it can be easy to feel
      like, “Building a business is so hard, why shouldn’t I try to
      beat the stock market?”

      Understanding this difference can help you stay on track and
      continue to master your habits even when the day-to-day grind gets
      frustrating.

      
      	It might be painful now to put in the work required to get in
      shape or become a better athlete, but as your skills improve over
      time you’ll remember the experience as a positive one.

      	It might be painful now to create bad art, but as you master
      your craft and your work gets better you’ll remember the experience
      as a positive one.

      	It might be painful now to battle through the uncertain early
      years of entrepreneurship, but as you learn to build a stable
      business you’ll remember the experience as a positive one.

      

      Choosing to front-load pain and discomfort isn’t just a choice
      that applies to daily tasks and errands. It can also be used to
      nudge you toward the goals you have that you tend to procrastinate
      on.

      Where to Go From Here

      If you’re anything like me, you want to get to the end of your
      life and remember it as being joyful and happy. Given what we know
      about behavioral
      psychology, we are more likely to remember our lives as happy
      if they improve over time.

      This is one reason why working through the pain of learning new
      skills for your job, training to become stronger and healthier, and
      putting in the time required to master your craft is worthwhile. In
      the beginning, you may feel stupid while learning a new skill or
      frustrated while sacrificing current pleasure for a future payoff,
      but when you make the choice to go through the pain early, you get
      to enjoy the benefit of delight later on.

      The path to a delightful life looks a lot like the path to a
      delightful customer experience. It starts off with a few painful
      experiences and improves over time. Using this strategy allows you
      to move toward happiness even when there are annoying or painful
      things you have to get done.

      All the more reason to stop
      procrastinating, get the bad experiences out of the way early,
      and take on the hard stuff now.

      

    

  
    

    
      3 Simple Things You Can Do Right Now to Build Better
      Habits

      
      It can be difficult to build good habits.

      That’s especially true if you want to stick with them for the
      long-term. Thankfully, there are a few simple strategies that you
      can use to build good
      habits and break bad ones.

      I’m not going to pretend like these ideas are the only way to
      build good habits — there are plenty of others out there — but
      these simple steps can help you make progress with most of the
      goals you have for your health, your work, and your life.

      And with that in mind, here are 3 things that you can do right
      now to build good habits.

      1. Start with a habit that is so easy you can’t
      say no.

      The most important part of building a new habit is staying
      consistent. It doesn’t matter how well you perform on any
      individual day. Sustained effort is what makes the real
      difference.

      For that reason, when you start a new habit it should be so easy
      that you can’t say no to it. In fact, when starting a new behavior
      is should be so easy that it’s almost laughable.

      
      	Want to build an exercise habit? Your goal is to exercise for 1
      minute today.

      	Want to start a writing habit? Your goal is to write three
      sentences today.

      	Want to create a healthy eating habit? Your goal is to eat one
      healthy meal this week.

      

      It doesn’t matter if you start small because there will be
      plenty of time to pick up the intensity later. You don’t need to
      join a CrossFit gym, write a book, or change your entire diet at
      the very beginning.

      It’s easy to compare yourself to what others are doing or to
      feel the urge to optimize your performance and do more. Don’t let
      those feelings pull you off course. Prove to yourself that you can
      stick to something small for 30 days. Then, once you are on a roll
      and remaining consistent, you can worry about increasing the
      difficulty.

      In the beginning, performance is irrelevant. Doing something
      impressive once or twice isn’t going to matter if you never stick
      with it for the long-run. Make your new habit so easy that you
      can’t say no.

      Further Reading: Why
      is it So Hard to Stick to Good Habits?

      2. Take some time to understand exactly what is
      holding you back.

      I recently spoke with a reader named Jane. She wanted to
      exercise consistently, but had always thought that she was, in her
      words, “the type of person who didn’t like to workout.”

      Jane decided to break the habit down and realized that it wasn’t
      actually exercising that bothered her. Instead, she didn’t like the
      hassle of getting ready for the gym, driving somewhere for 20
      minutes, and then working out. She also didn’t enjoy going to a
      public place and working out in front of other people. Those were
      the real barriers that prevented her exercise habit.

      Once she realized this, Jane thought about how she could make
      exercising easier. She bought a yoga video and started exercising
      at home two nights per week. She was also a teacher and her school
      offered an exercise class for the faculty after school. She started
      going to that class because it meant that she didn’t have to drive
      somewhere else or put in a lot of prep time just to workout.

      Jane has been sticking to her workout routine for months now.
      She says, “You might not be able to fix everything you don’t like,
      but figuring out how to work around one or two of those hurdles
      might provide the push you need to get over the hump and stick with
      your goals.”

      The people who stick with good habits understand exactly what is
      holding them back.

      You might think that you’re the “type of person who doesn’t like
      working out” or the “type of person who is unorganized” or the
      “type of person who gives in to cravings and eats sweets.” But in
      most cases, you’re not destined to fail in those areas. Instead of
      making a blanket statement about your habits, break them down into
      smaller pieces and think about which areas are preventing you from
      becoming consistent.

      Once you know the specific parts of the process that hold you
      back, you can begin to develop a solution to solve that
      problem.

      Further Reading: How to Start New
      Habits That Actually Stick

      3. Develop a plan for when you fail.

      Dan John, a popular strength and conditioning coach, often tells
      his athletes, “You’re not good enough to be disappointed.” The same
      is true when you build a new habit. What were you expecting? To
      succeed without fail from the very beginning? To be perfect even
      when people who have been doing this for years make mistakes on a
      regular basis?

      You have to learn to not judge yourself or feel guilty when you
      make a mistake, and instead focus on developing a plan to get back
      on track as quickly as possible.

      Here are three strategies that might help…

      
      	Set schedules rather than a
      deadlines.

      	Forget about performance and focus on building a new
      identity.

      	Make this your new motto: “Never miss twice.”

      

      I find the “never miss twice” mindset to be particularly useful.
      Maybe I’ll miss one workout, but I’m not going to miss two in a
      row. Maybe I’ll eat an entire pizza, but I’ll follow it up with a
      healthy meal. Maybe I’ll forget to meditate today, but tomorrow
      morning I’ll be oozing with Zen.

      Slipping up on your habits doesn’t make you a failure. It makes
      you normal. What separates top performers from everyone else is
      that they get back on track quickly. Make sure you have a plan for
      when you fail.

      Further Reading: 7 Strategies to Help You
      Bounce Back After Slipping Up

      Want More Ideas For Building Good Habits?

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build good habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Willpower Works: How to Avoid Bad Decisions

      
      Why do we make unhealthy and unproductive choices — even when we
      know we should do better?

      If you ask most people, they will say that poor choices are a
      result of a “lack of willpower.”

      But research from Columbia University is beginning to reveal
      that willpower doesn’t quite work that way.

      In fact, you may be surprised just how much small daily
      decisions impact the willpower you have for
      important choices. And most importantly, it turns out there are
      simple choices you can make that will help you master your
      willpower and make better decisions on a more consistent basis.

      Why Some Criminals Don’t Get a Fair Hearing

      In a research
      study published by the National Academy of Sciences,
      psychologists examined the factors that impact whether or not a
      judge approves a criminal for parole.

      The researchers examined 1,112 judicial rulings over a 10-month
      period. All of the rulings were made by a parole board judge, who
      was determining whether or not to allow the criminal to be released
      from prison on parole. (In some cases, the criminal was asking not
      for a release, but rather for a change in parole terms.)

      Now, you might assume that the judges were influenced by factors
      like the type of crime committed or the particular laws that were
      broken.

      But the researchers found exactly the opposite. The choices made
      by judges are impacted by all types of things that shouldn’t have
      an effect in the courtroom. Most notably, the time of day.

      What the researchers found was that at the beginning of the day,
      a judge was likely to give a favorable ruling about 65 percent of
      the time. However, as the morning wore on and the judge became
      drained from making more and more decisions, the likelihood of a
      criminal getting a favorable ruling steadily dropped to zero.

      After taking a lunch break, however, the judge would return to
      the courtroom refreshed and the likelihood of a favorable ruling
      would immediately jump back up to 65 percent. And then, as the
      hours moved on, the percentage of favorable rulings would fall back
      down to zero by the end of the day.

      This trend held true for more than 1,100 cases. It didn’t matter
      what the crime was — murder, rape, theft, embezzlement — a criminal
      was much more likely to get a favorable response if their parole
      hearing was scheduled in the morning (or immediately after a food
      break) than if it was scheduled near the end of a long session.

      The figure below depicts the odds that a judge will make a
      favorable ruling based on the time of the day. The dotted lines
      signify food breaks taken throughout the day.

      [image: willpower and decision fatigue]
      What’s Going on Here?

      As it turns out, your willpower is like a muscle. And similar to
      the muscles in your body, willpower can get fatigued when you use
      it over and over again. Every time you make a decision, it’s like
      doing another rep in the gym. And similar to how your muscles get
      tired at the end of a workout, the strength of your willpower fades
      as you make more decisions.

      Researchers often refer to this phenomenon as decision fatigue.
      When the judge on a parole board experiences decision fatigue, they
      deny more parole requests.

      This makes sense. When your willpower is fading and your brain
      is tired of making decisions, it’s easier just to say no and keep
      everyone locked up than it is to debate whether or not someone is
      trustworthy enough to leave prison. At the beginning of the day, a
      judge will give each case a fair shot. But as their energy starts
      to fade? Deny, deny, deny.

      Here’s why this is important for you…

      Do You Suffer From Decision Fatigue?

      Decision fatigue happens every day in your life as well. If you
      have a particularly decision-heavy day at work, then you come home
      feeling drained. You might want to go to the gym and
      workout, but your brain would rather default to the easy decision:
      sit on the couch. That’s decision fatigue.

      The same thing is true if you find it hard to muster up the
      willpower to work on your side business at night or to cook a
      healthy meal for dinner.

      And while decision fatigue is something that we all deal with,
      there are a few ways that you can organize your life and design
      your day to master your willpower.

      5 Ways to Overcome Decision Fatigue and Boost
      Willpower

      1. Plan daily decisions the night before.

      There will always be decisions that pop up each day that you
      can’t plan for. That’s fine. It’s just part of life.

      But for most of us, the decisions that drain us are the ones
      that we make over and over and over again. Wasting precious
      willpower these decisions — which could be automated or planned in
      advance — is one reason why many people feel so drained at the end
      of the day.

      For example, decisions like…

      What am I going to wear to work? What should I eat for
      breakfast? Should I go to the dry cleaner before or after work? And
      so on.

      All of those examples above, can be decided in 3 minutes or less
      the night before, which means you won’t be wasting your willpower
      on those choices the next day. Taking time to plan out, simplify,
      and design the repeated daily decisions will give you more mental
      space to make the important choices each day.

      2. Do the most important thing first.

      If there was the most important court case in the world, when
      would you want the judge to hear it?

      Based on the research above, first thing in the morning. You’d
      want their best attention, energy, and focus to go toward the
      decisions that were most important.

      The same thing goes for your work and life. What’s the most
      important thing for you right now?

      Is it getting in shape? Is it building your business? Is it
      writing that book you have inside of you? Is it learning to
      eliminate stress and relax?

      Whatever it is for you, put your best energy toward it. If you
      have to wake up 30 minutes earlier, then do that. Start your day by working on the
      most important thing in your life.

      I’ve written previously about the importance of morning routines and
      time management,
      this research on willpower is just another reason to work on the
      most important things first.

      3. Stop making decisions. Start making
      commitments.

      I think advice like, “you just need to decide to do it” gets
      dished around too much.

      Yes, of course you need to decide to do the things that are
      important to you, but more than that you need to schedule them into
      your life.

      We all have things that we say are important to us.

      “I really want to scale my business.”

      “I really want to lose 40 pounds.”

      “I really want to get started on XYZ.”

      Unfortunately, most of us simply hope that we’ll have the
      willpower and motivation to make the right decisions each day.

      Rather than hoping that I’ll make the right choice each day,
      I’ve found much more success by scheduling the things that are
      important to me.

      For example, my schedule for writing is Monday and Thursday. My
      schedule for weightlifting is Monday, Wednesday, Friday. On any
      given Monday, I don’t have to decide whether I’m going to write.
      It’s already on the schedule. And I’m not hoping that I’ll have
      enough willpower to make it to the gym. It’s just where I go on
      Mondays at 6pm.

      If you sit back and hope that you’ll be able to make the right
      decisions each day, then you will certainly fall victim to decision
      fatigue and a lack of willpower.

      4. If you have to make good decisions later in the day,
      then eat something first.

      It’s no coincidence that the judges became better decision
      makers after eating. Now, if you cram french fries into your veins
      every day, then I doubt that you’ll enjoy the same results. But
      taking a break to feed your brain is a wonderful way to boost
      willpower.

      This is especially important because although it’s great to do
      the most important thing first, it’s not always possible to
      organize your day like that.

      When you want to get better decisions from your mind, put
      better food into
      your body.

      5. Simplify.

      Whether you are trying to reach the highest level of performance
      or just want to start eating a healthy diet, the biggest
      frustration for most people is the feeling that you need to use
      willpower on an hourly basis.

      Find ways to simplify your life. If
      something isn’t important to you, eliminate it. Making decisions
      about unimportant things, even if you have the time to do so, isn’t
      a benign task. It’s pulling precious energy and willpower from the
      things that matter.

      Willpower is one area of life where you can most certainly
      improve your output by reducing the number of inputs.

      The Bottom Line

      Willpower isn’t something you have or something you lack. It
      rises and falls. And while it’s impossible to maximize your
      willpower for every moment of every day, it is possible to make a
      few changes to your day and your routine so that you can get the
      most of your decisions and make consistent progress on the things
      that are important to you.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Crime Your Brain Commits Against You

      
      In 1932, Frederic Bartlett was working at Cambridge University
      when he conducted one of the most famous cognitive psychology
      experiments of all-time.

      For this research study, Bartlett recited a Native American folk
      tale called “The War of the Ghosts” to each participant. Then,
      Bartlett followed up with each person several times over the
      following year and asked them to tell the story back to him.

      As you might expect, the story shortened over time as
      participants forgot certain details.

      What wasn’t expected, however, was that each person adapted the
      story to fit their expectations of a “normal” world. You see, each
      participant was British and this Native American story had a few
      cultural details that would have seemed out-of-place in British
      society.

      Each subject adjusted the story so that it would make more sense
      in the British view of the world. Confusing details were slowly
      altered each time the story was retold. Participants began to
      emphasize the more rational parts of the folk tale. The order of
      events were shifted around to make more sense.

      Bartlett’s research was the first major study that proved how
      our beliefs about the world can actively change the way we remember
      and interpret information.

      But why did the subjects change the story? And how can this help
      you master your mental habits and achieve your goals?

      The Power of Schemas

      In psychology terms, Bartlett’s subjects were displaying what is
      known as a “schema.” A schema is a set of preconceived ideas that
      your brain uses to perceive and interpret new information.

      We form schemas based on our experiences in life. Once they are
      formed, however, schemas have a tendency to remain unchanged — even
      in the face of contradictory information.

      In other words, your brain creates an “auto-pilot” version of
      how it thinks the world should work, and sometimes you keep using
      it even when it’s no longer true or helpful. This is why Bartlett’s
      subjects changed the details of the story. The original version
      didn’t fit the way they thought the world should work, so they
      adjusted it until it seemed more reasonable.

      This is important because schemas not only impact the memories
      you have about the outside world, but also the things you believe
      about yourself.

      For example…

      
      If a mother tells her daughter she looks like a tom boy, her
      daughter may react by choosing activities that she imagines a tom
      boy would do. Conversely, if the mother tells her she looks like a
      princess, her daughter might choose activities thought to be more
      feminine… the individual chooses activities based on expectations
      instead of desires. (Source)

      

      Imagine that little girl after she has grown up. It’s easy to
      see how the schemas and beliefs that were formed early on could
      continue to impact her actions years later.

      Unlearn What You Believe to be True

      The idea to write this article was sparked by a reader named Kim
      who emailed me and said, “Sometimes we carry old beliefs around,
      unknowingly, that don’t serve us anymore.”

      Schemas can be like this sometimes. You have old beliefs and
      experiences that tend to push you in a certain direction or color
      your thoughts in a certain way … but they aren’t necessarily
      serving you anymore.

      It’s good to take a step back and think about your beliefs about
      life. Ask yourself, “Is this true? Or am I just limiting myself
      with these beliefs?”

      For example…

      
      	Getting healthy — is eating junk food really a
      way to “treat yourself” and “enjoy the good stuff in life” … or are
      you telling yourself a story that isn’t really true?

      	Building a business — do you really need to
      wait until X happens before you start that side business or
      startup? Or are you just telling yourself a story that allows you
      to maintain what you’re currently doing instead of chasing what
      you’re capable of doing?

      	Traveling the world — is it true that “only
      single people without kids” can travel far and wide? Or is that
      just an expectation left over from what you have typically
      seen?

      

      What old beliefs are you still carrying that aren’t serving you
      anymore?

      Sometimes you have to unlearn the things that you believe to be
      true. You don’t have to see the world the same way you’ve always
      seen it. Just because it was true in the past, doesn’t mean it’s
      true today. And just because you learned something one way doesn’t
      mean you learned it the best way.

      Don’t let yesterday’s beliefs dictate the story that you live
      out today.

      

    

  
    

    
      Effortless Ways to Lose Weight and Eat Healthy

      
      I want to live a healthy life in the most effortless way
      possible.

      I want to get my diet and nutrition right because it allows me
      to do the more important things in life, but I also don’t want to
      spend all day thinking about what I eat.

      I think my time and energy should be spent building things that
      matter, pursuing adventure and exploring the world, connecting and
      sharing with the people around me, and working toward goals that
      are important to me.

      Because of that, I have spent the last few months trying
      different strategies that make it easier for me to eat healthy without much
      effort.

      Most people get wrapped up in the details and strategies of a
      particular diet and never get around to actually following it. I
      like to keep things simple. I’d prefer to abandon the details,
      understand the main idea, and actually make adjustments.

      I don’t have all the answers, of course, but here’s what is
      working for me right now and how you can use these ideas to eat
      healthy, lose weight, and gain muscle.

      How to Buy Healthy Food Without Thinking

      The main idea of most good diets is the same: eat whole foods
      that are unprocessed and that grew or lived outdoors. Some of them
      have different variations — no animal products, no grains, etc. —
      but most of them fit the general “real food” mold.

      The problem is that — if you’re anything like me — you will eat
      whatever is close to you, whether it came from Mother Nature or
      not. As a result, the best strategy is to surround yourself with
      healthy food.

      Here’s how I do it…

      When I go to the grocery store, I only walk around the “outer
      ring” of the store. I don’t walk down the aisles. The outer ring is
      where the healthy food usually lives: fruits, vegetables, lean
      meats, fish, eggs, and nuts. These are items that grew or lived
      outdoors. That’s what I eat.

      The aisles are where all of the boxed and processed stuff is
      placed. Don’t go down those aisles and you won’t buy those foods.
      Don’t buy those foods and they won’t be around for you to eat.

      Try this the next time you go to the store and do your best to
      not to make exceptions.

      Sure, there will be the occasional time that you’ll need to go
      down an aisle to pick up spices or grab a bottle of olive oil, but
      this is rare. The last three times I’ve been at the grocery store,
      I have easily stayed on the “outer ring” and I bet you can do the
      same.

      I know that I will eat everything around me, so I do my best to
      surround myself with good things. This is another way that I design
      my environment for success, which is a strategy that I wrote about
      in detail here: Environment
      Design.

      How to Eat Less Without Thinking

      A lot of people want to lose weight, burn fat, and build a lean
      body. Maybe you do too.

      In my experience, the simplest way to do this is to buy
      healthier foods and eat less overall. If you combine these two
      strategies with consistency and exercise, then the rest usually
      takes care of itself. I already covered my simple approach to
      buying healthier food, so here are the two best strategies I’ve
      discovered for eating less.

      Important Note: as with most diet ideas, these
      strategies should be used in moderation. There is a tremendous
      amount of social, cultural, and peer pressure in our world to “be
      thin.” The strategies I’m sharing below aren’t meant to promote
      that type of behavior. My goal is offer ideas that make it easier
      to live healthy in a sustainable way. Your ultimate goal should
      always be to regain your health and love yourself.

      1. Use smaller plates, bowls, pans, etc.

      Make less and serve less, and then you will eat less. These
      strategies work much better than relying on willpower or counting
      calories.

      Multiple research studies have shown that you will always fill
      your plate to the brim and eat it clean. Given that, if you want to
      eat less, the best way to do so is to use smaller plates.

      While you’re at it, making the switch to dark green plates might
      be a good idea as well because it will increase the amount of green
      vegetables that you eat.

      I wrote about the science behind smaller plates and green plates
      in this article.

      2. Eat fewer, but bigger, meals (i.e. switch to
      intermittent fasting)

      
      Intermittent fasting is an eating schedule where you eat two
      bigger meals during an 8–hour span instead of three or four smaller
      meals throughout the day. Then, you fast for the other 16 hours of
      the day.

      I have been practicing intermittent fasting for over 2 years
      (here’s what
      I’ve learned). My first meal is usually around 12pm and my last
      meal is usually around 8pm.

      In theory, you could eat the same amount of food during two
      meals as you could during three. (In fact, I’m trying to gain
      muscle right now, so I’m trying to eat way more during my 8–hour
      feeding window.)

      In practice, however, most people end up eating less when they
      switch from three meals to two meals. There is a certain amount of
      food that you consider to be a “meal” and you tend to eat that same
      amount whether you have two meals per day or three meals per day.
      The end result is that you eat less without thinking about it.

      What You Eat Is More Important Than When You
      Eat

      Intermittent fasting tends to help you burn fat and retain
      muscle. It also makes your life easier because you have one less
      meal to cook and clean. Those are my reasons for practicing
      intermittent fasting.

      However, it’s important to realize that what you eat
      will always be more important than when you eat.

      Intermittent fasting works best when combined with a healthy
      diet. You can’t pound Doritos from 12pm to 8pm and think that those
      extra pounds will magically fall away. Intermittent fasting is
      simply another weapon to use in the blubbery battle against fat —
      just like smaller plates and the “outer ring” strategy are weapons
      at your disposal.

      If you want more information, I’ve written about intermittent
      fasting in great detail in these articles:

      
      	
      The Beginner’s Guide to Intermittent Fasting

      	12
      Lessons Learned from 1 Year of Intermittent Fasting

      	Reader
      Mailbag: Answers to the Most Common Intermittent Fasting
      Questions

      	25,000 Mornings: 8 Ways to
      Improve Your Morning Routine

      

      How to Eat Whatever You Want Without Feeling
      Guilty

      I think life is meant to be lived joyfully. I have no desire to
      judge myself for eating pizza or to feel guilty for drinking a
      beer.

      But, I also know that I feel much better when I eat healthy.
      Plus, I love the idea of maximizing my potential and turning my
      body into an athletic machine.

      Here’s how I balance the two…

      I start by making sure that it’s easy for me to make the right
      choice, most of the time. The “outer ring” shopping strategy helps
      to make that possible and as a result, I eat whole foods 80% of the
      time.

      Because I know that I’m already making good choices most of the
      time, I don’t worry about eating a soft pretzel at the ballpark or
      going out to get pizza with friends.

      I also have a simple rule that I try to follow: whenever
      I eat an unhealthy meal, I follow it with a healthy
      one.

      Top performers get back on track
      faster than most people, and that’s what I try to do with my diet.
      I don’t worry about having fun and I try to enjoy life, but I also
      use this simple rule to guide me back toward a healthy diet as
      quickly as possible.

      Avoid the Hype and Make Simple Changes

      I like simple rules.

      
      	I don’t follow a diet plan. Instead, I shop on the outer ring
      of the store and buy foods that come from outdoors.

      	I don’t count calories. Instead, I let my intermittent fasting
      schedule regulate my eating.

      	I don’t judge myself when I eat something unhealthy. Instead, I
      try to follow it with a healthy meal.

      

      As a result of these simple strategies I’ve been able to eat
      healthier without much effort or thought.

      And most importantly, I’ve actually made improvements instead of
      getting bogged down in the details of a particular diet. When it
      comes to diets and nutrition, I think you are better off moving in
      the right direction rather than searching for the perfect
      direction.

      Less effort, better food, and more time for what matters.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Improve Your Health and Productivity Without
      Thinking

      
      Making changes can be difficult. It’s hard to get motivated to
      do something over and over again — even if you know that it’s good
      for you.

      But what if I told you there was a different option? Something
      that didn’t require an ounce of motivation.

      Here’s the deal…

      Eric Johnson is a researcher at Columbia University and Daniel
      Goldstein is a researcher at the London Business School. Together,
      they conducted 
      a surprising study that revealed just how much your environment
      impacts your behavior — often without you even realizing it.

      Here is what they discovered…

      

      Would You Like to Be an Organ Donor?

      The researchers collected data from 11 countries in Europe. The
      data showed the percentage of people in each country who had
      selected to be an organ donor.

      The following chart shows the differences in organ donors by
      country. Notice that there is one group of countries where the
      percentages of organ donors are very low (on the left) and one
      group of countries where the percentages of organ donors are very
      high (on the right).

      [image: environment design and organ donations]

      When the researchers looked at this graph, it was somewhat
      confusing. Initially, they thought the difference in donations
      would be caused by factors like religion and culture, but that
      wasn’t the case.

      For example, Denmark and Sweden are located right next to one
      another. They have many geographic, cultural, and social
      similarities. You would expect their donation rates to be roughly
      the same. And yet, only 4% of the population in Denmark has chosen
      to become an organ donor while almost 86% of the population in
      Sweden has chosen to donate.

      What could account for such a drastic difference? Are the people
      in Denmark just more selfish than the people in Sweden?

      What Made the Difference

      As it turns out, the people in Denmark aren’t more selfish than
      the people in Sweden.

      The difference in donation rates was due to the type of form
      that each country sent out. The countries with low rates of organ
      donors sent out a form that said, “If you want to be an organ
      donor, check here.” In other words, the form required people to
      opt–in.

      Meanwhile, the countries with high rates of donation sent out a
      form that said, “If you don’t want to be an organ donor, check
      here.” In other words, the form required people to opt–out.

      The difference was astounding.

      [image: environment design and organ donations]

      Here’s why this is important…

      If someone asked why or why not you chose to be an organ donor,
      you would probably come up with an important reason for your
      answer. After all, being an organ donor seems like a very personal
      decision. But the truth is, whether or not you chose to be an organ
      donor had more to do with the type of form you were sent than
      anything else.

      Consider the impact of this. If a simple form can make such a
      drastic difference in your choices, how do other pieces of your
      environment impact you on a daily basis?

      What is going on here? And how can you use it to improve your
      life?

      How Your Environment Impacts Your Behavior

      The researchers summarized the impact of the environment design
      by saying, “In most cases, the majority of people choose the
      default option to which they were assigned.”

      In other words, most of us respond the same way to the cues that
      surround us. If you are sent a form that asks you to make a tough
      decision, you will probably go with the default option. If you see
      a cookie on the counter, you will probably eat it. If you hear
      music, you will probably start tapping your feet.

      You may think that you control most of your choices, but the
      truth is that a large portion of your actions every day are simply
      a response to the environment design around you. The forms you are
      mailed, the food on your kitchen counter, the items on your desk at
      work — they all impact your behavior in one way or another.

      Bringing it back to the researcher’s quote, we could say that
      your environment is the “default option to which you are assigned.”
      The environment you surround yourself with determines the default
      actions that you take on a day–to–day basis.

      Guess what? This is good news because you can design your
      environment for success!

      Here’s how…

      How to Design Your Environment for Success

      By changing your surroundings, you can place a hurdle in the way
      of bad behaviors and remove the barriers to good ones. I like to
      refer to this strategy as environment design.

      Here’s an easy way to apply environment design to your own life:
      think about your environment in relation to the number of steps it
      takes to perform a habit. To make good habits easier, reduce the
      number of steps to do them. To make bad habits harder, increase the
      number of steps between you and the habit.

      Here are some examples…

      Eat more vegetables. Buy dark green plates and
      you will automatically serve yourself 30% more when you eat foods
      that are dark green in color (like spinach, broccoli, and leafy
      greens). I covered the science behind this pattern in this
      article.

      Reduce mindless eating. I don’t know about you,
      but if I see a cookie sitting on the kitchen counter, then I’m
      going to eat it. I don’t even need to be hungry. It’s just there,
      so I respond. I’m simply reacting to my environment. Make life
      easier on yourself by removing unhealthy food from your view. Put
      healthier options like fruit and nuts on the kitchen counter.

      Turn on the TV less often. Pick up your remote
      and put it in a drawer, a closet, or somewhere out of sight. Where
      your remote used to be, put a book. If you want to watch TV — not
      just when you’re bored, but when there is actually a show on that
      want to see — you can walk up to the TV and turn it on. This also
      prevents mindless channel surfing and makes it more likely that
      you’ll pick up a book instead of the remote control.

      Another TV stopper. Watching TV is a perfect
      example of responding to your environment. If you walk into any
      living room in America, where are all of the couches and chairs
      facing? Directly toward the TV. The screen is the first thing you
      see when you sit down, no wonder you turn it on when you’re bored.
      Turn the couches and chairs in your living room, so that they don’t
      all face the TV. You’ll watch less TV and, hopefully, read more,
      talk more, or move more. If you’re really bold, unplug the TV and
      put it in a closet for the next week. Give that a try and you’ll
      begin to notice how your environment impacts your behavior.

      Workout more frequently. When you get home from
      a long day of work or when you’re tucked into a warm bed in the
      morning, it doesn’t take much of an obstacle to keep you from
      working out. You can remove one hurdle in your environment by
      laying out your workout clothes the night before. When your shoes,
      water bottle, and gear are ready and waiting for you, there is one
      less hurdle between you and a good workout.

      Start flossing. I floss everyday, but it wasn’t
      always that way. Previously, I never remembered to take the floss
      out of the drawer and use it. Then, I bought a small bowl, dropped
      a handful of pre–made flossers in it, and set it next to my
      toothbrush. That simple change in my environment was all I needed
      to start flossing consistently. What small visual cues can you make
      for yourself?

      In each example, you are adjusting your environment design so
      that the number of steps between you and a good behavior is less
      than before and the number of steps between you and a bad behavior
      is more than it was previously. You can use this general idea to
      adjust many behaviors in your life.

      Environment Design: Where to Go From Here

      Most of the time we assume that to take a certain action, we
      need to have an incentive. You hear people say this all the time:
      “I need to get motivated.” or “I need to have a good reason for
      doing X.”

      We also assume this same approach for managing and motivating
      others. Managers and leaders will often assume that they need to
      incentivize their employees, teammates, or students to take a
      particular action. (It’s easy to imagine the countries in the organ
      donation study sending out an educational mailing to motivate their
      citizens to donate or offering an incentive to the people who chose
      to become organ donors.)

      Environment design paints a different picture. It proves that
      our choices and preferences can be crafted by the environment
      around us. Suddenly, it becomes apparent that we don’t need to be
      motivated or incentivized to take action — we simply need to be
      surrounded by the right cues.

      Imagine if your world — your home, your office, your gym, all of
      it — was crafted in a way that made the good behaviors easier and
      the bad behaviors harder. How often would you make healthy and
      productive choices if they were simply your default response to
      your environment? And how much easier would that be than trying to
      motivate yourself all of the time?

      Most of the time, you don’t actively choose the environment that
      surrounds you, but it doesn’t have to be that way.

      How is your environment design impacting your choices? And what
      will you do to improve it?

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Your Beliefs Can Sabotage Your Behavior

      
      There are many reasons why it can be hard to stick to good habits or develop
      new skills. But more often than not, the biggest challenge is
      sitting between your two ears.

      Your mind is a powerful thing. The stories you tell yourself and
      the things you believe about yourself can either prevent change
      from happening or allow new skills to blossom.

      Recently, I’ve been learning more about the link between our
      beliefs and our behaviors. If you’re interested in actually
      sticking to your goals, building better habits, and reaching a
      higher level of achievement, then you’ll love the research and
      ideas in this post.

      Let’s get to it…

      How Your Beliefs Can Help You or Hurt You

      Carol Dweck is a researcher at Stanford University.

      Dweck is well–known for her work on “the fixed mindset vs. the
      growth mindset.” Here’s how Dweck describes the difference between
      these two mindsets and how they impact your performance…

      In a fixed mindset students believe their basic abilities,
      their intelligence, their talents, are just fixed traits. They have
      a certain amount and that’s that, and then their goal becomes to
      look smart all the time and never look dumb. In a growth mindset
      students understand that their talents and abilities can be
      developed through effort, good teaching and persistence. They don’t
      necessarily think everyone’s the same or anyone can be Einstein,
      but they believe everyone can get smarter if they work at
      it.

      
—Carol Dweck, Stanford University

      The benefits of a growth mindset might seem obvious, but most of
      us are guilty of having a fixed mindset in certain situations. That
      can be dangerous because a fixed mindset can often prevent
      important skill development and growth, which could sabotage your
      health and happiness down the line.

      For example, if you say, “I’m not a math person” then that
      belief acts as an easy excuse to avoid practicing math. The fixed
      mindset prevents you from failing in the short–run, but in the
      long–run it hinders your ability to learn, grow, and develop new
      skills.

      Meanwhile, someone with a growth mindset would be willing to try
      math problems even if they failed at first. They see failure and
      setbacks as an indication that they should continue developing
      their skills rather than a signal that indicates, “This is
      something I’m not good at.”

      As a result, people who have a growth mindset are more likely to
      maximize their potential. They tend to learn from criticism rather
      than ignoring it, to overcome challenges rather than avoiding them,
      and to find inspiration in the success of others rather than
      feeling threatened.

      Are Your Beliefs Holding You Back?

      Dweck’s research raises an important question about the
      connection between what you believe and what you do.

      If you believe things about yourself like…

      
      	“It’s hard for me to lose weight.”

      	“I’m not good with numbers.”

      	“I’m not a natural athlete.”

      	“I’m not creative.”

      	“I’m a procrastinator.”

      

      It’s pretty clear that those fixed mindsets will cause you to
      avoid experiences where you might feel like a failure. As a result,
      you don’t learn as much and it’s hard to get better.

      What can you do about this? How can you change the things you
      believe about yourself, eliminate your fixed mindset, and actually
      achieve your goals?

      How Your Actions Change Your Beliefs

      In my experience, the only way I know to change the type of
      person that you believe that you are — to build a new and better
      identity for yourself — is to do so with small, repeated
      actions.

      Here’s an example…

      Leah
      Culver started running one year ago. This is how she describes
      the process…

      I started running a year ago. I didn’t entirely start from
      scratch. In the past I had jogged every once in a while, maybe once
      a month.

      My first run was just two miles at 12 minutes per mile.
      That’s pretty slow. However, for a non-athlete I felt fairly good
      about it. I jogged a couple more times that week. After a couple
      weeks of regular jogging, I set a goal for myself.

      I knew I would never be fast enough to impress anybody so it
      didn’t make sense to make speed my goal. I could have picked a race
      to train for, a 5k or half miler, but I knew how those ended.
      Everyone seems to quit running right after their big race. I wanted
      to do something different. I wanted to not quit.

      My goal involved not going too long between runs. If I
      skipped more than a couple days, wouldn’t that be quitting? So I
      started running four and five days a week. The longest I went
      between runs was three days when I was in Hawaii for
      vacation.

      My goal made all the difference. I was still slow, but I
      could at least feel good that I was running a lot. I’d have good
      days where I would run fast and feel great but I also had lots of
      bad days where I was tired and just didn’t feel like running. In
      retrospect those days were almost better than the good days because
      they reinforced my goal — I didn’t quit.

      I ran my first 5k on Halloween, nearly five months after I
      had taken up running as a hobby. I wore a costume — fairy wings —
      and tried to keep up with a random guy with an owl on his head. I
      finished in 28 minutes and was super happy. I learned that racing
      wasn’t always about being the fastest, but doing my personal
      best.

      I signed up to run a full marathon in December, hired a
      running coach, and set a regular running schedule.

      I’ve started to think of myself as a runner.

      If you would have told me a year ago that I would be working
      out almost every day and running 100 miles a month I would never
      have believed you. Running really snuck up on me. I had modest
      aspirations and didn’t really care if I was great at
      running.

      I just wanted to stick to my one goal: don’t quit.

      Did Leah start by thinking about how much weight she wanted to
      lose? No. Did she start by thinking about how fast she wanted to
      run? No. Did she start by thinking about the marathon she wanted to
      complete? No.

      She didn’t start by thinking about the results.

      She simply focused on the process. She focused on showing up.
      She focused on sticking to the schedule. She focused on “not
      quitting.”

      Eventually, the results and the self–confidence came anyway. Her
      actions shifted the way that she saw herself. “I’ve started to
      think of myself as a runner.”

      The best musicians practice every day. The best athletes
      practice every day. The best writers practice every day. These are
      people who have a high average speed.

      Yes, their results are fantastic and they get to enjoy the
      fruits of their labor … but it’s not the results that set them
      apart, it’s the dedication to daily practice. It’s the fact that
      their identity is centered on being the type of person who does
      their craft each day.

      This is the process of identity-based
      habits that I’ve written about before. People with a growth
      mindset focus on the process of building a better identity rather
      than the product.

      Identity-Based Habits vs. Rapid
      Transformations

      So often, we overestimate the importance of a single event (like
      a marathon) and underestimate the importance of making better
      choices on a daily basis (like running 5 days per week).

      We think that getting “that job” or being featured in
      “that media outlet” or losing “those 30 pounds”
      will transform us into the person we want to become. We fall victim
      to a fixed mindset and think that we are defined by the result.

      Sustainable and long–lasting change starts with building a
      better identity, not by focusing on results like your performance
      or your appearance.

      Here’s the truth: it’s your daily actions that will change what
      you believe about yourself and the person you become. It’s about
      setting a schedule, showing up, and sticking to it. It’s about
      focusing on building the right identity rather than worrying about
      getting the right result.

      In my experience, identity-based habits tie in directly with the
      research from Dweck and her contemporaries. When you let the
      results define you — your talent, your test scores, your weight,
      your job, your performance, your appearance — you become the victim
      of a fixed mindset. But when you dedicate yourself to showing up
      each day and focusing on the habits that form a better identity,
      that’s when you learn and develop. That’s what a growth mindset
      looks like in the real world.

      What You Should Do Now

      In case I haven’t made it clear enough already: skill is
      something you can cultivate, not merely something you’re born
      with.

      You can become more creative, more intelligent, more athletic,
      more artistic, and more successful by focusing on the process, not
      the outcome.

      Instead of worrying about winning the championship, commit to
      the process of training like a champion. Instead of worrying about
      writing a bestselling book, commit to the process of publishing
      your ideas on a consistent basis. Instead of worrying about getting
      six pack abs, commit to the process of eating healthy each day.

      It’s not about the result, it’s about building the identity of
      the type of person who gets to enjoy those results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Positive Thinking Builds Your Skills, Boosts Your Health,
      and Improves Your Work

      
      Positive thinking sounds useful on the surface. (Most of us
      would prefer to be positive rather than negative.) But, “positive
      thinking” is also a soft and fluffy term that is easy to dismiss.
      In the real world, it rarely carries the same weight as words like
      “work ethic” or “persistence.”

      But those views may be changing.

      Research is beginning to reveal that positive thinking is about
      much more than just being happy or displaying an upbeat attitude.
      Positive thoughts can actually create real value in your life and
      help you build skills that last much longer than a smile.

      The impact of positive thinking on your work, your health, and
      your life is being studied by people who are much smarter than me.
      One of these people is Barbara Fredrickson.

      Fredrickson is a positive psychology researcher at the
      University of North Carolina and she published a 
      landmark paper that provides surprising insights about positive
      thinking and its impact on your skills. Her work is among the most
      referenced and cited in her field and it is surprisingly useful in
      everyday life.

      Let’s talk about Fredrickson’s discovery and what it means for
      you…

      What Negative Thoughts Do to Your Brain

      Play along with me for a moment.

      Let’s say that you’re walking through the forest and suddenly a
      tiger steps onto the path ahead of you. When this happens, your
      brain registers a negative emotion — in this case, fear.

      Researchers have long known that negative emotions program your
      brain to do a specific action. When that tiger crosses your path,
      for example, you run. The rest of the world doesn’t matter. You are
      focused entirely on the tiger, the fear it creates, and how you can
      get away from it.

      In other words, negative emotions narrow your mind and focus
      your thoughts. At that same moment, you might have the option to
      climb a tree, pick up a leaf, or grab a stick — but your brain
      ignores all of those options because they seem irrelevant when a
      tiger is standing in front of you.

      This is a useful instinct if you’re trying to save life and
      limb, but in our modern society we don’t have to worry about
      stumbling across tigers in the wilderness. The problem is that your
      brain is still programmed to respond to negative emotions in the
      same way — by shutting off the outside world and limiting the
      options you see around you.

      For example, when you’re in a fight with someone, your anger and
      emotion might consume you to the point where you can’t think about
      anything else. Or, when you are stressed out about everything you
      have to get done today, you may find it hard to actually start
      anything because you’re paralyzed by how long your to–do list has
      become. Or, if you feel bad about not exercising or not eating
      healthy, all you think about is how little willpower you have, how
      you’re lazy, and how you don’t have any motivation.

      In each case, your brain closes off from the outside world and
      focuses on the negative emotions of fear, anger, and stress — just
      like it did with the tiger. Negative emotions prevent your brain
      from seeing the other options and choices that surround you. It’s
      your survival instinct.

      Now, let’s compare this to what positive emotions do to your
      brain. This is where Barbara Fredrickson returns to the story.

      What Positive Thoughts Do to Your Brain

      Fredrickson tested the impact of positive emotions on the brain
      by setting up a little experiment. During this experiment, she
      divided her research subjects into 5 groups and showed each group
      different film clips.

      The first two groups were shown clips that created positive
      emotions. Group 1 saw images that created feelings of joy. Group 2
      saw images that created feelings of contentment.

      Group 3 was the control group. They saw images that were neutral
      and produced no significant emotion.

      The last two groups were shown clips that created negative
      emotions. Group 4 saw images that created feelings of fear. Group 5
      saw images that created feelings of anger.

      Afterward, each participant was asked to imagine themselves in a
      situation where similar feelings would arise and to write down what
      they would do. Each participant was handed a piece of paper with 20
      blank lines that started with the phrase, “I would like to…”

      Participants who saw images of fear and anger wrote down the
      fewest responses. Meanwhile, the participants who saw images of joy
      and contentment, wrote down a significantly higher number of
      actions that they would take, even when compared to the neutral
      group.

      In other words, when you are experiencing positive emotions like
      joy, contentment, and love, you will see more possibilities in your
      life. These findings were among the first that proved that positive
      emotions broaden your sense of possibility and open your mind up to
      more options.

      But that was just the beginning. The really interesting impact
      of positive thinking happens later…

      How Positive Thinking Builds Your Skill Set

      The benefits of positive thoughts don’t stop after a few minutes
      of good feelings subside. In fact, the biggest benefit that
      positive thoughts provide is an enhanced ability to build skills
      and develop resources for use later in life.

      Let’s consider a real-world example.

      A child who runs around outside, swinging on branches and
      playing with friends, develops the ability to move athletically
      (physical skills), the ability to play with others and communicate
      with a team (social skills), and the ability to explore and examine
      the world around them (creative skills). In this way, the positive
      emotions of play and joy prompt the child to build skills that are
      useful and valuable in everyday life.

      These skills last much longer than the emotions that initiated
      them. Years later, that foundation of athletic movement might
      develop into a scholarship as a college athlete or the
      communication skills may blossom into a job offer as a business
      manager. The happiness that promoted the exploration and creation
      of new skills has long since ended, but the skills themselves live
      on.

      Fredrickson refers to this as the “broaden and build” theory
      because positive emotions broaden your sense of
      possibilities and open your mind, which in turn allows you to
      build new skills and resources that can provide value in
      other areas of your life.

      As we discussed earlier, negative emotions do the opposite. Why?
      Because building skills for future use is irrelevant when there is
      immediate threat or danger (like the tiger on the path).

      All of this research begs the most important question of all: if
      positive thinking is so useful for developing valuable skills and
      appreciating the Big Picture of life, how do you actually get
      yourself to be positive?

      How to Increase Positive Thinking in Your
      Life

      What can you do to increase positive thoughts and take advantage
      of the “broaden and build” theory in your life?

      Well, anything that sparks feelings of joy, contentment, and
      love will do the trick. You probably know what things work well for
      you. Maybe it’s playing the guitar. Maybe it’s spending time with a
      certain person. Maybe it’s carving tiny wooden lawn gnomes.

      That said, here are three ideas for you to consider…

      1. Meditation — Recent
      research by Fredrickson and her colleagues has revealed that
      people who meditate daily display more positive emotions than those
      who do not. As expected, people who meditated also built valuable
      long–term skills. For example, three months after the experiment
      was over, the people who meditated daily continued to display
      increased mindfulness, purpose in life, social support, and
      decreased illness symptoms.

      Note: If you’re looking for an easy way to start meditation,
      here is a 10–minute guided
      meditation that was recently sent to me. Just close your eyes,
      breathe, and follow along.

      2. Writing — 
      this study, published in the Journal of Research in
      Personality, examined a group of 90 undergraduate students who
      were split into two groups. The first group wrote about an
      intensely positive experience each day for three consecutive days.
      The second group wrote about a control topic.

      Three months later, the students who wrote about positive
      experiences had better mood levels, fewer visits to the health
      center, and experienced fewer illnesses. (This blew me away. Better
      health after just three days of writing about positive things!)

      Note: I used to be very erratic with my writing, but now I
      publish a new article every Monday and Thursday. I’ve written about
      my writing process and how you can stick to any goal in a more
      consistent manner in the articles here,
      here and
      here.

      3. Play — schedule time to play into your life.
      We schedule meetings, conference calls, weekly events, and other
      responsibilities into our daily calendars … why not schedule time
      to play?

      When was the last time you blocked out an hour on your calendar
      just to explore and experiment? When was the last time you
      intentionally carved out time to have fun? You can’t tell me that
      being happy is less important than your Wednesday meeting, and yet,
      we act like it is because we never give it a time and space to live
      on our calendars.

      Give yourself permission to smile and enjoy the benefits of
      positive emotion. Schedule time for play and adventure so that you
      can experience contentment and joy, and explore and build new
      skills.

      Note: for more ideas on the importance of play, read
      this article on how one man cured his anxiety.

      Happiness vs. Success (Which Comes First?)

      There’s no doubt that happiness is the result of achievement.
      Winning a championship, landing a better job, finding someone you
      love — these things will bring joy and contentment to your life.
      But so often, we wrongly assume that this means happiness always
      follows success.

      How often have you thought, “If I just get ___, then I’ll be
      set.”

      Or, “Once I achieve ___, I’ll be satisfied.”

      I know I’m guilty of putting off happiness until I achieve some
      arbitrary goal. But as Fredrickson’s “broaden and build” theory
      proves, happiness is essential to building the skills that allow
      for success.

      In other words, happiness is both the precursor to
      success and the result of it.

      In fact, researchers have often noticed a compounding effect or
      an “upward spiral” that occurs with happy people. They are happy,
      so they develop new skills, those skills lead to new success, which
      results in more happiness, and the process repeats itself.

      Where to Go From Here

      Positive thinking isn’t just a soft and fluffy feel–good term.
      Yes, it’s great to simply “be happy,” but those moments of
      happiness are also critical for opening your mind to explore and
      build the skills that become so valuable in other areas of your
      life.

      Finding ways to build happiness and positive emotions into your
      life — whether it is through meditation, writing, playing a pickup
      basketball game, or anything else — provides more than just a
      momentary decrease in stress and a few smiles.

      Periods of positive emotion and unhindered exploration are when
      you see the possibilities for how your past experiences fit into
      your future life, when you begin to develop skills that blossom
      into useful talents later on, and when you spark the urge for
      further exploration and adventure.

      To put it simply: seek joy, play often, and pursue adventure.
      Your brain will do the rest.

      

    

  
    

    
      Achieve Your Goals: Research Reveals a Simple Trick That
      Doubles Your Chances for Success

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      We all have goals. And what’s the first thing most of us think
      about when we consider how to achieve them?

      “I need to get motivated.”

      The surprising thing? Motivation is exactly what
      you don’t need. Today, I’m going to share a surprising research
      study that reveals why motivation isn’t the key to helping you
      achieve your goals and offers a simple strategy that actually
      works.

      The best part? This highly practical strategy has been
      scientifically proven to double or even triple your chances for
      success.

      Here’s what you need to know and how you can apply it to your
      life…

      How to Make Exercise a Habit

      Let’s say that — like many people — you want to make a habit of exercising
      consistently. Researchers have discovered that while many people
      are motivated to workout (i.e. they have the desire to workout and
      get fit), the people who actually stick to their goals do one thing
      very differently from everyone else.

      Here’s how researchers discovered the “one thing” that makes it
      more likely for you to stick to your goals…

      In 2001, researchers in Great Britain began working with 248
      people to build better exercise habits over the course of two
      weeks. The subjects were divided into three groups.

      The first group was the control group. They were simply asked to
      track how often they exercised.

      The second group was the “motivation” group. They were asked not
      only to track their workouts but also to read some material on the
      benefits of exercise. The researchers also explained to the group
      how exercise could reduce the risk of coronary heart disease and
      improve heart health.

      Finally, there was the third group. These subjects received the
      same presentation as the second group, which ensured that they had
      equal levels of motivation. However, they were also asked to
      formulate a plan for when and where they would exercise over the
      following week. Specifically, each member of the third group
      completed the following sentence: “During the next week, I will
      partake in at least 20 minutes of vigorous exercise on [DAY] at
      [TIME] in [PLACE].”

      After receiving these instructions, all three groups left.

      The Surprising Results: Motivation vs.
      Intention

      In the first and second groups, 35 to 38 percent of people
      exercised at least once per week. (Interestingly, the motivational
      presentation given to the second group seemed to have no meaningful
      impact on behavior.) But 91 percent of the third group exercised at
      least once per week—more than double the normal rate.

      Simply by writing down a plan that said exactly when
      and where they intended to exercise, the participants in
      Group 3 were much more likely to actually follow through.
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      Perhaps even more surprising was the fact that having a specific
      plan worked really well, but motivation didn’t work at all. Group 1
      (the control group) and Group 2 (the motivation group) performed
      essentially the same levels of exercise.

      Or, as the researchers put it, “Motivation … had no
      significant effects on exercise behavior.”

      Compare these results to how most people talk about making
      change and achieving goals. Words like motivation, willpower, and
      desire get tossed around a lot. But the truth is, we all have these
      things to some degree. If you want to make a change at all, then
      you have some level of “desire.”

      The researchers discovered that what pulls that desire out of
      you and turns it into real–world action isn’t your level of
      motivation, but rather your plan for implementation.

      Implementation Intentions

      The sentence that the third group filled out
      is what researchers refer to as an implementation intention, which is a plan you
      make beforehand about when and where to act. That is, how you
      intend to implement a particular habit.

      The cues that can trigger a habit come in a
      wide range of forms—the feel of your phone buzzing in your pocket,
      the smell of chocolate chip cookies, the sound of ambulance
      sirens—but the two most common cues are time and location.
      Implementation intentions leverage both of these cues.

      
      Broadly speaking, the
      format for creating an implementation intention is:

      “When situation X arises, I
      will perform response Y.”

      

      Hundreds of studies have shown that implementation intentions
      are effective for sticking to our goals, whether it’s writing down
      the exact time and date of when you will get a flu shot or
      recording the time of your colonoscopy appointment. They increase
      the odds that people will stick with habits like recycling,
      studying, going to sleep early, and stopping smoking.

      Researchers have even found that voter turnout increases when
      people are forced to create implementation intentions by answering
      questions like: “What route are you taking to the polling station?
      At what time are you planning to go? What bus will get you there?”
      Other successful government programs have prompted citizens to make
      a clear plan to send taxes in on time or provided directions on
      when and where to pay late traffic bills.

      How to Follow Through With Your Goals

      The punch line is clear: people who make a specific plan for
      when and where they will perform a new habit are more likely to
      follow through. Too many people try to change their habits without
      these basic details figured out. We tell ourselves, “I’m going to
      eat healthier” or “I’m going to write more,” but we never say when
      and where these habits are going to happen. We leave it up to
      chance and hope that we will “just remember to do it” or feel
      motivated at the right time. An implementation intention sweeps
      away foggy notions like “I want to work out more” or “I want to be
      more productive” or “I should vote” and transforms them into a
      concrete plan of action.

      Many people think they lack motivation when what they really
      lack is clarity. It is not always obvious when and where to take
      action. Some people spend their entire lives waiting for the time
      to be right to make an improvement.

      Once an implementation intention has been set, you don’t have to
      wait for inspiration to strike. Do I write a chapter today or not?
      Do I meditate this morning or at lunch? When the moment of action
      occurs, there is no need to make a decision. Simply follow your
      predetermined plan.

      The simple way to apply this strategy to your habits is to fill
      out this sentence:

      I will [BEHAVIOR] at [TIME] in [LOCATION].

      
      	I will meditate for one minute at 7 a.m. in my kitchen.

      	I will study Spanish for twenty minutes at 6 p.m. in my
      bedroom.

      	I will exercise for one hour at 5 p.m. in my local gym.

      	I will make my partner a cup of tea at 8 a.m. in the
      kitchen.

      

      Give your habits a time and a space to live in the world. The
      goal is to make the time and location so obvious that, with enough
      repetition, you get an urge to do the right thing at the right
      time, even if you can’t say why.

      What to Do When Plans Fall Apart

      
      The best laid plans of mice and men often go astray.

      —Robert Burns

      

      Sometimes you won’t be able to implement a new behavior — no
      matter how perfect your plan. In situations like these, it’s great
      to use the “if–then” version of this strategy.

      You’re still stating your intention to perform a particular
      behavior, so the basic idea is the same. This time, however, you
      simply plan for unexpected situations by using the phrase, “If
      ____, then ____.”

      For example…

      
      	If I eat fast food for lunch, then I’ll stop by the store and
      buy some vegetables for dinner.

      	If I haven’t called my mom back by 7pm, then I won’t turn on
      the TV until I do.

      	If my meeting runs over and I don’t have time to workout this
      afternoon, then I’ll wake up early tomorrow and run.

      

      The “if–then” strategy gives you a clear plan for overcoming the
      unexpected stuff, which means it’s less likely that you’ll be swept
      away by the urgencies of life. You can’t control when little
      emergencies happen to you, but you don’t have to be a victim of
      them either.

      Use This Strategy to Achieve Your Goals

      If you don’t plan out your behaviors, then you rely on your
      willpower and motivation to inspire you to act. But if you do plan
      out when and where you are going to perform a new behavior, your
      goal has a time and a space to live in the real world. This shift
      in perspective allows your environment to act as a cue for your new
      behavior.

      To put it simply: planning out when and where you will perform a
      specific behavior turns your environment into a trigger for action.
      The time and place triggers your behavior, not your level of
      motivation.

      This strategy ties in nicely with the research I’ve shared about
      how habits
      work, why you need to schedule your goals,
      and the difference
      between professionals and amateurs. So what’s the moral of this
      story?

      Motivation is short lived and doesn’t lead to consistent action.
      If you want to achieve your goals, then you need a plan for exactly
      when and how you’re going to execute on them.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 4 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Science of Developing Mental Toughness in Your Health,
      Work, and Life

      
      Have you ever wondered what makes someone a good athlete? Or a
      good leader? Or a good parent? Why do some people accomplish their
      goals while others fail?

      What makes the difference?

      Usually we answer these questions by talking about the talent of
      top performers. He must be the smartest scientist in the lab.
      She’s faster than everyone else on the team. He is a brilliant
      business strategist.

      But I think we all know there is more to the story than
      that.

      In fact, when you start looking into it, your talent and your
      intelligence don’t play nearly as big of a role as you might think.
      The research studies that I have found say that intelligence only
      accounts for 30% of your achievement — and that’s at the extreme
      upper end.

      What makes a bigger impact than talent or intelligence? Mental
      toughness.

      Research is starting to reveal that your mental toughness — or
      “grit” as they call it —
      plays a more important role than anything else for achieving your
      goals in health, business, and life. That’s good news because you
      can’t do much about the genes you were born with, but you can do a
      lot to develop mental toughness.

      Why is mental toughness so important? And how can you develop
      more of it?

      Let’s talk about that now.

      Mental Toughness and The United States
      Military

      Each year, approximately 1,300 cadets join the entering class at
      the United States Military Academy, West Point. During their first
      summer on campus, cadets are required to complete a series of
      brutal tests. This summer initiation program is known internally as
      “Beast Barracks.”

      In the words of researchers who have studied West Point cadets,
      “Beast Barracks is deliberately engineered to test the very limits
      of cadets’ physical, emotional, and mental capacities.”

      You might imagine that the cadets who successfully complete
      Beast Barracks are bigger, stronger, or more intelligent than their
      peers. But Angela Duckworth, a researcher at the University of
      Pennsylvania, found something different when she began tracking the
      cadets.

      Duckworth studies achievement, and more specifically, how your
      mental toughness, perseverance, and passion impact your ability to
      achieve goals. At West Point, she tracked a total of 2,441 cadets
      spread across two entering classes. She recorded their high school
      rank, SAT scores, Leadership Potential Score (which reflects
      participation in extracurricular activities), Physical Aptitude
      Exam (a standardized physical exercise evaluation), and Grit Scale
      (which measures perseverance and passion for long–term goals).

      Here’s what she found out…

      It wasn’t strength or smarts or leadership potential that
      accurately predicted whether or not a cadet would finish Beast
      Barracks. Instead, it was grit — the perseverance and
      passion to achieve long–term goals — that made the
      difference.

      In fact, cadets who were one standard deviation higher on the
      Grit Scale were 60% more likely to finish Beast Barracks than their
      peers. It was mental toughness that predicted whether or not a
      cadet would be successful, not their talent, intelligence, or
      genetics.

      When Is Mental Toughness Useful?

      Duckworth’s research has revealed the importance of mental
      toughness in a variety of fields.

      In addition to the West Point study, she discovered that…

      
      	Ivy League undergraduate students who had more grit also had
      higher GPAs than their peers — even though they had lower SAT
      scores and weren’t as “smart.”

      	When comparing two people who are the same age but have
      different levels of education, grit (and not intelligence) more
      accurately predicts which one will be better educated.

      	Competitors in the National Spelling Bee outperform their peers
      not because of IQ, but because of their grit and commitment to more
      consistent practice.

      

      And it’s not just education where mental toughness and grit are
      useful. Duckworth and her colleagues heard similar stories when
      they started interviewing top performers in all fields…

      Our hypothesis that grit is essential to high achievement
      evolved during interviews with professionals in investment banking,
      painting, journalism, academia, medicine, and law. Asked what
      quality distinguishes star performers in their respective fields,
      these individuals cited grit or a close synonym as often as talent.
      In fact, many were awed by the achievements of peers who did not at
      first seem as gifted as others but whose sustained commitment to
      their ambitions was exceptional. Likewise, many noted with surprise
      that prodigiously gifted peers did not end up in the upper echelons
      of their field.

      —Angela Duckworth

      You have probably seen evidence of this in your own experiences.
      Remember your friend who squandered their talent? How about that
      person on your team who squeezed the most out of their potential?
      Have you known someone who was set on accomplishing a goal, no
      matter how long it took?

      You can read the whole research study 
      here, but this is the bottom line:

      In every area of life — from your education to your work to your
      health — it is your amount of grit, mental toughness, and
      perseverance that predicts your level of success more than any
      other factor we can find.

      In other words, talent is overrated.

      What Makes Someone Mentally Tough?

      It’s great to talk about mental toughness, grit, and
      perseverance … but what do those things actually look like in the
      real world?

      In a word, toughness and grit equal consistency.

      Mentally tough athletes are more consistent
      than others. They don’t miss
      workouts. They don’t miss assignments. They always have their
      teammates back.

      Mentally tough leaders are more consistent than
      their peers. They have a 
      clear goal that they work towards each day. They don’t let
      short–term profits, negative feedback, or hectic schedules prevent
      them from continuing the march towards their vision. They make a
      habit of building up the people around them — not just once, but
      over and over and over again.

      Mentally tough artists, writers, and employees
      deliver on a more consistent basis than most. They work on a
      schedule, not just when they feel motivated. They approach their
      work like a pro, not an amateur. They do the most important
      thing first and don’t shirk responsibilities.

      The good news is that grit and perseverance can become your
      defining traits, regardless of the talent you were born with. You
      can become more consistent. You can develop superhuman levels of
      mental toughness.

      How?

      In my experience, these 3 strategies work well in the real
      world…

      1. Define what mental toughness means for
      you.

      For the West Point army cadets being mentally tough meant
      finishing an entire summer of Beast Barracks.

      For you, it might be…

      
      	going one month without missing a workout

      	going one week without eating processed or packaged food

      	delivering your work ahead of schedule for two days in a
      row

      	meditating every morning this week

      	grinding out one extra rep on each set at the gym today

      	calling one friend to catch up every Saturday this month

      	spending one hour doing something creative every evening this
      week

      

      Whatever it is, be clear about what you’re going after. Mental
      toughness is an abstract quality, but in the real world it’s tied
      to concrete actions. You can’t magically think your way to becoming
      mentally tough, you prove it to yourself by doing something in real
      life.

      Which brings me to my second point…

      2. Mental toughness is built through small
      physical wins.

      You can’t become committed or consistent with a weak mind.
      How many workouts have you missed because your mind, not your body,
      told you you were tired? How many reps have you missed out on
      because your mind said, “Nine reps is enough. Don’t worry about the
      tenth.” Probably thousands for most people, including myself. And
      99% are due to weakness of the mind, not the body.

      —Drew Shamrock

      So often we think that mental toughness is about how we respond
      to extreme situations. How did you perform in the championship
      game? Can you keep your life together while grieving the death of a
      family member? Did you bounce back after your business went
      bankrupt?

      There’s no doubt that extreme situations test our courage,
      perseverance, and mental toughness … but what about everyday
      circumstances?

      Mental toughness is like a muscle. It needs to be worked to grow
      and develop. If you haven’t pushed yourself in thousands of small
      ways, of course you’ll wilt when things get really difficult.

      But it doesn’t have to be that way.

      Choose to do the tenth rep when it would be easier to just do
      nine. Choose to create when it would be easier to consume. Choose
      to ask the extra question when it would be easier to accept. Prove
      to yourself — in a thousand tiny ways — that you have enough guts
      to get in the ring and do battle with life.

      Mental toughness is built through small wins. It’s the
      individual choices that we make on a daily basis that build our
      “mental toughness muscle.” We all want mental strength, but you
      can’t think your way to it. It’s your physical actions that prove
      your mental fortitude.

      3. Mental toughness is about your habits, not your
      motivation.

      Motivation is fickle. Willpower comes and goes.

      Mental toughness isn’t about getting an incredible dose of
      inspiration or courage. It’s about building the daily habits that
      allow you to stick to a schedule and overcome challenges and
      distractions over and over and over again.

      Mentally tough people don’t have to be more courageous, more
      talented, or more intelligent — just more consistent. Mentally
      tough people develop systems that help them focus on the important
      stuff regardless of how many obstacles life puts in front of them.
      It’s their habits that form the foundation of their mental beliefs
      and ultimately set them apart.

      I’ve written about this many times before. Here are the basic
      steps for building a new habit and links to further information on
      doing each step.

      
      	Start by building
      your identity.

      	Focus
      on small behaviors, not life–changing transformations.

      	Develop a routine
      that gets you going regardless of how motivated you feel.

      	Stick to the schedule and
      forget about the results.

      	When you slip up, get
      back on track as quickly as possible.

      

      Mental toughness comes down to your habits. It’s about doing the
      things you know you’re supposed to do on a more consistent basis.
      It’s about your dedication to daily practice and your ability to
      stick to a schedule.

      How Have You Developed Mental Toughness?

      Our mission as a community is clear: we are looking to live
      healthy lives and make a difference in the world.

      To that end, I see it as my responsibility to equip you with the
      best information, ideas, and strategies for living healthier,
      becoming happier, and making a bigger impact with your life and
      work.

      But no matter what strategies we discuss, no matter what goals
      we set our sights on, no matter what vision we have for ourselves
      and the people around us … none of it can become a reality without
      mental toughness, perseverance, and grit.

      When things get tough for most people, they find something
      easier to work on. When things get difficult for mentally tough
      people, they find a way to stay on schedule.

      There will always be extreme moments that require incredible
      bouts of courage, resiliency, and grit … but for 95% of the
      circumstances in life, toughness simply comes down to being more
      consistent than most people.

      

    

  
    

    
      Get Back on Track: 7 Strategies to Help You Bounce Back After
      Slipping Up

      
      We’ve all been there…

      You follow your diet religiously for a week and then break it
      with a weekend binge. You commit to working out more, hit the gym
      for two days, and then struggle to get off the couch after a long
      day of work. You set a vision for your career and get excited by
      the possibilities, only to get dragged down in everyday
      responsibilities and not return to your dream until months
      later.

      I’ve been there too, but as time rolls on I’m beginning to
      realize something important:

      These small hiccups don’t make you a failure, they make you
      human. The most successful people in the world slip up on their
      habits too. What separates them isn’t their willpower or motivation, it’s their
      ability to get back on track quickly.

      There will always be instances when following your regular
      routine is basically impossible. You don’t need superhuman
      willpower, you just need strategies that can pull you back on
      track. Habit formation
      hinges on your ability to bounce back.

      With that said, here are seven strategies that you can use to
      get back on track and bounce back right now…

      

      1. Schedule your habits into your life.

      Give your habits a specific space in your life. There are two
      main options for making this happen…

      Option 1: Put it on your calendar.

      Want to get back on track with your writing schedule? 9am on
      Monday morning. Butt in chair. Hands on keyboard. That’s when this
      is happening.

      Want to bounce back with your exercise habit? Give yourself a
      time and place that it needs to happen. 6pm every Monday,
      Wednesday, and Friday. I’ll see you in the gym.

      Option 2: Tie it to your current behavior.

      Not all of your habits will fit a specific time frame, but they
      all should have a trigger that acts as a reminder to do them.

      Want to floss? Everyday after brushing your teeth. Same order,
      same way, every time.

      Want to be happier? Every time you stop at a red light, tell
      yourself one thing you’re grateful for. The red light is the
      reminder. Same trigger, same sequence, every time.

      The bottom line is this: it might be nice to tell yourself that
      you’re going to change, but getting specific makes it real and
      gives you a reason and a reminder to get back on track whenever you
      slip up.

      Soon is not a time and some is not a number. When and where,
      exactly, are you going to do this? You might forget once, but what
      system do you have in place to automatically remind you the next
      time?

      For more on how to develop a sequence for your habits, read
      this.

      2. Stick to your schedule, even in small
      ways.

      It’s not the individual impact of missing your schedule that’s a
      big deal. It’s the cumulative impact of never getting back on
      track. If you miss one workout, you don’t suddenly feel more out of
      shape than you were before.

      For that reason, it’s critical to stick to your schedule, even
      if it’s only in a very small way.

      Don’t have enough time to do a full workout? Just squat.

      Don’t have enough time to write an article? Write a
      paragraph.

      Don’t have enough time to do yoga? Take ten seconds to
      breathe.

      Don’t have enough time to go on vacation? Give yourself a
      mini–break and drive to the neighboring town.

      Individually, these behaviors seem pretty insignificant. But
      it’s not the individual impact that makes a difference. It’s the
      cumulative impact of always sticking to your schedule that will
      carry you to long–term success.

      Find a way to stick to the schedule, no matter how small it
      is.

      3. Have someone who expects something of you.

      I’ve been on many teams throughout my athletic career and you
      know what happens when you have friends, teammates, and coaches
      expecting you to be at practice? You show up.

      The good news is that you don’t have to be on a team to make
      this work. Talk to strangers and make friends in the gym. Simply
      knowing that a familiar face expects to see you can be enough to
      get you to show up.

      4. Focus on what you can work with.

      We waste so much time focusing on what is withheld from us.

      This is especially true after we slip up and get off track from
      our goals. Anytime we don’t do the things we want to do — start a
      business, eat healthy, go to the gym — we come up with excuses…

      “I don’t have enough money. I don’t have enough time. I don’t
      have the right contacts. I don’t have enough experience. I need to
      learn more. I’m not sure what to do. I feel uncomfortable and
      stupid.”

      Here’s what I want you to think instead:

      “I can work with this.”

      Because you can. The truth is that most of us start in the same
      place — no money, no resources, no contacts, no experience — but
      some people (the winners) choose to get started anyway.

      It’s not easy, but I promise you that your life will be better
      if you choose to feel uncomfortable and make progress, rather than
      complain and make excuses. Shift your focus from what is withheld
      from you to what is available to you.

      It’s rare that your circumstances prevent you from making any
      progress. You might not like where you have to start. Your progress
      might be slow and unsexy. But you can work with this.

      5. Just because it’s not optimal, doesn’t mean
      it’s not beneficial.

      It’s so easy to get hung up on doing things the optimal way and
      end up preventing yourself from doing them at all.

      Here’s an example…

      “I really want to eat Paleo, but I go to Chipotle every Friday
      with my friends and I like to get sour cream and cheese on my
      burrito and I know that’s not Paleo. Plus, I have a book club
      meeting every Tuesday and we always have ice cream and I don’t want
      to be the only one not joining the group. Maybe I should try
      something else?”

      Seriously? Is eating clean five days per week better than not
      eating clean at all?

      Yes, I believe it is.

      In fact, eating healthy one day per week is better than none at
      all. Make that your goal to start: eat clean every Monday.

      Just because you can’t stick to the optimal schedule, doesn’t
      mean you shouldn’t stick to it at all. Good habits are built
      gradually. Start slow, live your life, and get better along the
      way. Progress is a spectrum, not a specific place.

      Furthermore, if you haven’t mastered the basics, then why make
      things harder for yourself by fretting about the details?

      The optimal strategies will make the last 10% of difference.
      Meanwhile, 90% of your results will hinge on you simply sticking to
      the basics: don’t miss workouts, eat real food, do the most
      important thing first each day. Master the fundamentals now. You
      can optimize the details later.

      6. Design your environment for success.

      If you think that you need more motivation or more willpower to stick to your
      goals, then I have good news. You don’t.

      Motivation is a fickle beast. Some days you feel inspired. Some
      days you don’t. If you want consistent change the last thing you
      want to rely on is something inconsistent.

      Previously, I’ve written about strategies for overcoming a lack
      of motivation. For example, focusing on your
      identity instead of your results or setting a schedule instead
      of a deadline or developing a pre–game
      routine.

      Another great way to overcome this hurdle and get back on track
      is to design your environment for success.

      Most of us acknowledge that the people who surround us influence
      our behaviors, but the items that surround us have an impact as
      well. The signs we see, the things that are on your desk at work,
      the pictures hanging on your wall at home … these are all pieces of
      our environment that can trigger us to take different actions.

      When I wanted to start flossing consistently, one of the most
      useful changes I made was taking the floss out of the drawer and
      keeping it next to my toothbrush on the counter. It sounds like a
      silly thing to focus on, but the visual cue of seeing the floss
      every time I brushed my teeth meant that I didn’t have to remember
      to pull it out of the drawer.

      With this simple environment change, I made it easy to do the
      new habit and I didn’t need more motivation or willpower or a
      reminder on my phone or a Post-It note on the mirror.

      If you want to hear more about my riveting flossing adventures
      (and how to stick to small healthy habits), read
      this.

      Another example of environment design is the “green plate trick”
      that I suggest as an easy way to lose weight and eat more green
      vegetables. You can read about this strategy (and about the
      research explaining why it works) in this article.

      7. Care.

      It sounds so simple, but make sure that the habits that you’re
      trying to stick to are actually important to you.

      Sometimes forgetting your habit is a sign that it’s not that
      important to you. Most of the time this isn’t true, but it happens
      often enough that I want to mention it.

      It’s remarkable how much time people spend chasing things that
      they don’t really care about. Then, when they don’t achieve them,
      they beat themselves up and feel like a failure for not achieving
      something that wasn’t important to them all along.

      You only have so much energy to put towards the next 24 hours.
      Pick a habit that you care about. If it really matters to you, then
      you’ll find a way to make it work.

      Get Back on Track

      Change can be hard. In the beginning, your healthy habits might
      take two steps forward and one step back.

      Anticipating those backwards steps can make all the difference
      in the world. Develop a plan for getting back on track and recommit
      to your routine as quickly as possible.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Say No, Resist Temptation, and Stick to Your Health
      Goals

      
      Learning how to say no is one of the most useful skills you can
      develop, especially when it comes to living a healthy life.

      Say no to unnecessary commitments, and you have the time you
      need to recover and rejuvenate. Say no to daily distractions, and
      you have the space you need to focus on what is important to you.
      And saying no to frequent temptations can help you stay on track
      and achieve your health goals.

      This, of course, begs the question: how do we avoid distraction
      and 
      get past the urgencies of everyday life, so that we can
      actually live healthy and do the things that are really important
      to us?

      It seems like a big task, but research is starting to show that
      small changes can make a significant impact. In fact, here’s one
      change you can make right now that will make it easier for you to
      say no, resist temptation and stick to your health and fitness
      goals for the long–term.

      

      How to Say No: Research Reveals the Best Way

      In a research study published in the 
      Journal of Consumer Research, 120 students were split into two
      different groups.

      The difference between these two groups was saying “I can’t”
      compared to “I don’t.”

      One group was told that each time they were faced with a
      temptation, they would tell themselves “I can’t do X.” For example,
      when tempted with ice cream, they would say, “I can’t eat ice
      cream.”

      When the second group was faced with a temptation, they were
      told to say “I don’t do X.” For example, when tempted with ice
      cream, they would say, “I don’t eat ice cream.”

      After repeating these phrases, each student answered a set of
      questions unrelated to the study. Once they finished answering
      their questions, the students went to hand in their answer sheet,
      thinking that the study was over. In reality, it was just
      beginning.

      As each student walked out of the room and handed in their
      answer sheet, they were offered a complimentary treat. The student
      could choose between a chocolate candy bar or a granola health bar.
      As the student walked away, the researcher would mark their snack
      choice on the answer sheet.

      Here’s what happened…

      The students who told themselves “I can’t eat X” chose to eat
      the chocolate candy bar 61% of the time. Meanwhile, the students
      who told themselves “I don’t eat X” chose to eat the chocolate
      candy bars only 36% of the time. This simple change in terminology
      significantly improved the odds that each person would make a more
      healthy food choice.

      But the surprises didn’t stop there…

      How the “Right Words” Make It Easier to Say
      No

      The same researchers were also interested in how the words
      “can’t” and “don’t” affect our willingness to say no over the
      long–term and stick to goals when faced with repeated temptation.
      After all, most of us can turn down a candy bar once, but
      eventually we slip up.

      In other words, is there a way to say no that makes it more
      likely that we’ll stick to healthy habits and avoid unhealthy
      ones?

      The researchers designed a new study by getting 30 working women
      to sign up for a “health and wellness seminar.” All of the women
      were told to think of a long–term health and wellness goal that was
      important to them. Then, the researchers split the women into three
      groups of 10.

      Group 1 was told that anytime they felt tempted
      to lapse on their goals they should “just say no.” This group was
      the control group because they were given no specific strategy.

      Group 2 was told that anytime they felt tempted
      to lapse on their goals, they should implement the “can’t”
      strategy. For example, “I can’t miss my workout today.”

      Group 3 was told that anytime they felt tempted
      to lapse on their goals, they should implement the “don’t”
      strategy. For example, “I don’t miss workouts.”

      For the next 10 days, each woman received an email asking to
      report her progress. They were specifically told, “During the
      10–day window you will receive emails to remind you to use the
      strategy and to report instances in which it worked or did not
      work. If the strategy is not working for you, just drop us a line
      and say so and you can stop responding to the emails.”

      Here’s what the results looked like 10 days later…

      
      	Group 1 (the “just say no” group) had 3 out of 10
      members who persisted with their goals for the entire 10
      days.

      	Group 2 (the “can’t” group) had 1 out of 10
      members who persisted with her goal for the entire 10
      days.

      	Group 3 (the “don’t” group) had an incredible 8 out of
      10 members who persisted with their goals for the entire
      10 days.

      

      The words that you use not only help you to make better choices
      on an individual basis, but also make it easier to stay on track
      with your long–term goals.

      Why “I Don’t” Works Better Than “I Can’t”

      Your words help to frame your sense of empowerment and control.
      Furthermore, the words that you use create a feedback loop in your
      brain that impacts your future behaviors.

      For example, every time you tell yourself “I can’t”, you’re
      creating a feedback loop that is a reminder of your limitations.
      This terminology indicates that you’re forcing yourself to do
      something you don’t want to do.

      In comparison, when you tell yourself “I don’t”, you’re creating
      a feedback loop that reminds you of your control and power over the
      situation. It’s a phrase that can propel you towards breaking your
      bad habits and following your good ones.

      Heidi Grant Halvorson is the director of the Motivation Science
      Center at Columbia University. Here’s how she explains the
      difference between saying “I don’t” compared to “I can’t”…

      
      “I don’t” is experienced as a choice, so it feels empowering.
      It’s an affirmation of your determination and willpower. “I can’t”
      isn’t a choice. It’s a restriction, it’s being imposed upon you. So
      thinking “I can’t” undermines your sense of power and personal
      agency.

      

      In other words, the phrase “I don’t” is a psychologically
      empowering way to say no, while the phrase “I can’t” is a
      psychologically draining way to say no.

      How You Can Apply This To Your Life

      One can have no smaller or greater mastery than mastery of
      oneself.


      —Leonardo Da Vinci

      There are situations everyday when you need to say no to
      something. For example, the waiter who offers you a dessert menu…
      or the urge to skip a workout and stay home… or the distracting
      call of texts, tweets, and updates when you should be focusing on
      something important.

      Individually, our responses to these little choices seem
      insignificant, which is why we don’t make a big deal about telling
      ourselves that we “can’t” do something. But imagine the cumulative
      effect of choosing more empowering words on a consistent basis.

      “I can’t” and “I don’t” are words that seem similar and we often
      interchange them for one another, but psychologically they can
      provide very different feedback and, ultimately, result in very
      different actions. They aren’t just words and phrases. They are
      affirmations of what you believe, reasons for why you do what you
      do, and reminders of where you want to go.

      The ability to overcome temptation and effectively say no is
      critical not only to your physical health, but also to maintaining
      a sense of well–being and control in your mental health.

      To put it simply: you can either be the victim of your words or
      the architect of them. Which one would you prefer?

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How To Start New Habits That Actually Stick

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Your life today is essentially the sum of your habits.

      How in shape or out of shape you are? A result of your
      habits.

      How happy or unhappy you are? A result of your habits.

      How successful or unsuccessful you are? A result of your
      habits.

      What you repeatedly do (i.e. what you spend time thinking about
      and doing each day) ultimately forms the person you
      are, the things you believe, and the personality that you
      portray.

      But what if you want to improve? What if you want to form new
      habits? How would you go about it?

      Turns out, there’s a helpful framework that can make it easier
      to stick to new habits so that you can improve your health, your
      work, and your life in general.

      Let’s talk about that framework now…

      The Science of How Habits Work

      The process of building a habit can be divided into four simple
      steps: cue, craving, response, and reward.

      Breaking it down into these fundamental parts can help us
      understand what a habit is, how it works, and how to improve
      it.
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      This four-step pattern is the backbone of every habit, and your
      brain runs through these steps in the same order each time.

      First, there is the cue. The cue triggers your brain to initiate
      a behavior. It is a bit of information that predicts a reward. Our
      prehistoric ancestors were paying attention to cues that signaled
      the location of primary rewards like food, water, and sex. Today,
      we spend most of our time learning cues that predict secondary
      rewards like money and fame, power and status, praise and approval,
      love and friendship, or a sense of personal satisfaction. (Of
      course, these pursuits also indirectly improve our odds of survival
      and reproduction, which is the deeper motive behind everything we
      do.)

      Your mind is continuously analyzing your internal and external
      environment for hints of where rewards are located. Because the cue
      is the first indication that we’re close to a reward, it naturally
      leads to a craving.

      Cravings are the second step of the habit loop, and they are the
      motivational force behind every habit. Without some level of
      motivation or desire—without craving a change—we have no reason to
      act. What you crave is not the habit itself but the change in state
      it delivers. You do not crave smoking a cigarette, you crave the
      feeling of relief it provides. You are not motivated by brushing
      your teeth but rather by the feeling of a clean mouth. You do not
      want to turn on the television, you want to be entertained. Every
      craving is linked to a desire to change your internal state. This
      is an important point that we will discuss in detail later.

      Cravings differ from person to person. In theory, any piece of
      information could trigger a craving, but in practice, people are
      not motivated by the same cues. For a gambler, the sound of slot
      machines can be a potent trigger that sparks an intense wave of
      desire. For someone who rarely gambles, the jingles and chimes of
      the casino are just background noise. Cues are meaningless until
      they are interpreted. The thoughts, feelings, and emotions of the
      observer are what transform a cue into a craving.

      The third step is the response. The response is the actual habit
      you perform, which can take the form of a thought or an action.
      Whether a response occurs depends on how motivated you are and how
      much friction is associated with the behavior. If a particular
      action requires more physical or mental effort than you are willing
      to expend, then you won’t do it. Your response also depends on your
      ability. It sounds simple, but a habit can occur only if you are
      capable of doing it. If you want to dunk a basketball but can’t
      jump high enough to reach the hoop, well, you’re out of luck.

      Finally, the response delivers a reward. Rewards are the end
      goal of every habit. The cue is about noticing the reward. The
      craving is about wanting the reward. The response is about
      obtaining the reward. We chase rewards because they serve two
      purposes: (1) they satisfy us and (2) they teach us.

      The first purpose of rewards is to satisfy your craving. Yes,
      rewards provide benefits on their own. Food and water deliver the
      energy you need to survive. Getting a promotion brings more money
      and respect. Getting in shape improves your health and your dating
      prospects. But the more immediate benefit is that rewards satisfy
      your craving to eat or to gain status or to win approval. At least
      for a moment, rewards deliver contentment and relief from
      craving.

      Second, rewards teach us which actions are worth remembering in
      the future. Your brain is a reward detector. As you go about your
      life, your sensory nervous system is continuously monitoring which
      actions satisfy your desires and deliver pleasure. Feelings of
      pleasure and disappointment are part of the feedback mechanism that
      helps your brain distinguish useful actions from useless ones.
      Rewards close the feedback loop and complete the habit cycle.

      If a behavior is insufficient in any of the four stages, it will
      not become a habit. Eliminate the cue and your habit will never
      start. Reduce the craving and you won’t experience enough
      motivation to act. Make the behavior difficult and you won’t be
      able to do it. And if the reward fails to satisfy your desire, then
      you’ll have no reason to do it again in the future. Without the
      first three steps, a behavior will not occur. Without all four, a
      behavior will not be repeated.
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      In summary, the cue triggers a craving, which motivates a
      response, which provides a reward, which satisfies the craving and,
      ultimately, becomes associated with the cue. Together, these four
      steps form a neurological feedback loop—cue, craving, response,
      reward; cue, craving, response, reward—that ultimately allows you
      to create automatic habits.

      We can split these four steps into two phases: the problem phase
      and the solution phase. The problem phase includes the cue and the
      craving, and it is when you realize that something needs to change.
      The solution phase includes the response and the reward, and it is
      when you take action and achieve the change you desire.

      All behavior is driven by the desire to solve a problem.
      Sometimes the problem is that you notice something good and you
      want to obtain it. Sometimes the problem is that you are
      experiencing pain and you want to relieve it. Either way, the
      purpose of every habit is to solve the problems you face.

      Let’s cover a few examples of what this looks like in real
      life.

      
      
      
      	PROBLEM PHASE
      	
      	SOLUTION PHASE
      	
      

      
      	1. Cue
      	2. Craving
      	3. Response
      	4. Reward
      

      
      	Your phone buzzes with a new text message.
      	You want to learn the contents of the message.
      	You grab your phone and read the text.
      	You satisfy your craving to read the message. Grabbing your
      phone becomes associated with your phone buzzing.
      

      
      	You are answering emails.
      	You begin to feel stressed and overwhelmed by work. You want to
      feel in control.
      	You bite your nails.
      	You satisfy your craving to reduce stress. Biting your nails
      becomes associated with answering email.
      

      
      	You wake up.
      	You want to feel alert.
      	You drink a cup of coffee.
      	You satisfy your craving to feel alert. Drinking coffee becomes
      associated with waking up.
      

      
      	You smell a doughnut shop as you walk down the street near your
      office.
      	You begin to crave a doughnut.
      	You buy a doughnut and eat it.
      	You satisfy your craving to eat a doughnut. Buying a doughnut
      becomes associated with walking down the street near your
      office.
      

      
      	You hit a stumbling block on a project at work.
      	You feel stuck and want to relieve your frustration.
      	You pull out your phone and check social media.
      	You satisfy your craving to feel relieved. Checking social
      media becomes associated with feeling stalled at work.
      

      
      

      This four-step process is not something that happens
      occasionally, but rather it is an endless feedback loop that is
      running and active during every moment you are alive—even now. The
      brain is continually scanning the environment, predicting what will
      happen next, trying out different responses, and learning from the
      results. The entire process is completed in a split second, and we
      use it again and again without realizing everything that has been
      packed into the previous moment.

      Imagine walking into a dark room and flipping on the light
      switch. You have performed this simple habit so many times that it
      occurs without thinking. You proceed through all four stages in the
      fraction of a second. The urge to act strikes you without
      thinking.

      
      
      
      	PROBLEM PHASE
      	
      	SOLUTION PHASE
      	
      

      
      	1. Cue
      	2. Craving
      	3. Response
      	4. Reward
      

      
      	You walk into a dark room.
      	You want to be able to see.
      	You flip the light switch.
      	You satisfy your craving to see. Turning on the light switch
      becomes associated with being in a dark room.
      

      
      

      By the time we become adults, we rarely notice the habits that
      are running our lives. Most of us never give a second thought to
      the fact that we tie the same shoe first each morning, or unplug
      the toaster after each use, or always change into comfortable
      clothes after getting home from work. After decades of mental
      programming, we automatically slip into these patterns of thinking
      and acting.

      Where to Go From Here

      We can transform these four steps into a practical framework
      that we can use to design good habits and eliminate bad ones.

      I refer to this framework as the Four Laws of Behavior Change,
      and it provides a simple set of rules for creating good habits and
      breaking bad ones. You can think of each law as a lever that
      influences human behavior. When the levers are in the right
      positions, creating good habits is effortless. When they are in the
      wrong positions, it is nearly impossible.

      
      
      
      	How to Create a Good Habit
      	
      

      
      	The 1st law (Cue)
      	Make it obvious.
      

      
      	The 2nd law (Craving)
      	Make it attractive.
      

      
      	The 3rd law (Response)
      	Make it easy.
      

      
      	The 4th law (Reward)
      	Make it satisfying.
      

      
      

      We can invert these laws to learn how to break a bad habit.

      
      
      
      	How to Break a Bad Habit
      	
      

      
      	Inversion of the 1st law (Cue)
      	Make it invisible.
      

      
      	Inversion of the 2nd law (Craving)
      	Make it unattractive.
      

      
      	Inversion of the 3rd law (Response)
      	Make it difficult.
      

      
      	Inversion of the 4th law (Reward)
      	Make it unsatisfying.
      

      
      

      Whenever you want to change your behavior, you can simply ask
      yourself:

      
      	How can I make it obvious?

      	How can I make it attractive?

      	How can I make it easy?

      	How can I make it satisfying?

      

      It would be irresponsible for me to claim that these four laws
      are an exhaustive framework for changing any human
      behavior, but I think they’re close.

      If you have ever wondered, “Why don’t I do what I say I’m going
      to do? Why don’t I lose the weight or stop smoking or save for
      retirement or start that side business? Why do I say something is
      important but never seem to make time for it?” The answers to those
      questions can be found somewhere in these four laws. The key to
      creating good habits and breaking bad ones is to understand these
      fundamental laws and how to alter them to your specifications.
      Every goal is doomed to fail if it goes against the grain of human
      nature.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 3 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stick to Little Healthy Habits (Like Flossing) Without
      Thinking

      
      Recently, I started to use a simple strategy to break my
      unhealthy habits (like eating a plate full of cookies) and
      create healthy habits
      (like flossing every day).

      This little tactic is so simple that you’ll be able to implement
      it in just a few seconds, but if you’re anything like me, it can
      make a big difference in your life.

      Here’s how it works…

      

      The Impact of Your Environment

      How much time do you spend thinking about how the environment
      you live in (your home, your office, and your community) determines
      the type of actions you take?

      If you’re like me, this isn’t something that you actively
      consider very often.

      But I’m just starting to realize how important your
      environment is for achieving your goals. This is especially
      true if your goal is to create healthy habits.

      Earlier this week, I wrote about the
      importance of starting. I believe that the ability to
      consistently start new behaviors is one of the most critical steps
      for achieving long term success.

      But, as you have probably noticed already, starting a new habit
      isn’t easy and breaking your bad ones can be even more
      difficult.

      In many cases, there’s a simple reason for this…

      The environment that you live in makes it easier to practice
      unhealthy habits (which is why you’re doing them now) and more
      difficult to practice healthy habits (which is why it’s hard to
      stick to your new behaviors, even if you really want to make a
      change).

      Another way of saying this is that your environment (where you
      live, where you work, and where you socialize) is designed in a
      particular way that may not be optimal for your goals.

      It doesn’t have to be that way though. Here’s what you can do
      about it…

      The Visibility Method

      When I started analyzing my own behavior, I noticed that many of
      the actions I took each day were simply a response to the way
      things were organized around me.

      For example, when there was a plate of cookies on the counter, I
      would eat one (or five) each time I walked into the kitchen. I
      didn’t do this because I wanted a cookie. I didn’t have a craving
      for it — at least, not until I saw it. I was simply responding to
      the environment around me.

      After thinking about this, I’ve started to design my environment
      in very small ways to make it easier to get started on the things I
      want to do and harder to get started on the things I don’t want to
      do.

      The basic idea is that if I want to do something, I try to make
      it visible to me. I put it in a location where I won’t forget about
      it when it comes time to do it.

      For example, I’ve placed my vitamins on top of the
      refridgerator. That way, when it’s time to eat, I see them sitting
      right there in front of me and I’m reminded to take my
      vitamins.

      This idea of making the healthy habits I want to perform more
      visible and the unhealthy habits I don’t want to perform less
      visible is a simple technique that I’ve started to call the
      “Visibility Method.”

      Here are two more examples…

      Example 1: Breaking Unhealthy Habits

      If you want to make it easier to break a bad habit, then you
      need to increase the number steps required to perform that
      habit.

      Remember my habit of eating a cookie each time I walk into the
      kitchen? Well, if I put those cookies into a tupperware and place
      them in the pantry, then it turns out that I am much less likely to
      eat them. The simple act of taking them out of my sight makes them
      easier to deny. In fact, I don’t even think about them unless I see
      them. Out of sight, out of mind.

      The overall goal here is to increase the number of steps
      required to perform your bad habits. Taking things out of plain
      sight is one way to do this. The pantry door seems like a pretty
      insignificant barrier between myself and a cookie, but it turns out
      to be enough to kick the habit. Any barriers that you can put
      between you and your bad habits will make it easier for you stay on
      track.

      Example 2: Creating Healthy Habits

      If you want to make it easier to create a good habit, then you
      need to decrease the number steps required to perform that
      habit.

      For example, my parents did a great job of getting me to build
      the habit of brushing my teeth from an early age. Twice a day,
      every day. And it’s been like that for all of my life.

      Flossing, on the other hand, was a different story.

      I just never got into it. There were all sorts of reasons. This
      included logical things (I wouldn’t remember to take the floss out
      of the drawer) and weird things (I didn’t like wrapping the floss
      around my fingers).

      Regardless, even though I tried to remember to floss everyday, I
      rarely would.

      Today, I floss every day without fail. Here’s what changed…

      First, I switched from using the long string of floss to using
      pre–made flossers. That made the process simpler and didn’t require
      me to wrap the floss around my fingers.

      Second, I bought a little bowl, filled it with the pre–made
      flossers, and placed it next to my toothbrush. That way I didn’t
      have to remember to take the floss out of the drawer.

      These two changes solved most of the problems, but I would still
      forget to floss on occasion. The final change I made was to take
      the lid off of the bowl so that I would always see the flossers
      each time I brushed my teeth.

      With the flossers visible on the bathroom counter, I never
      forget to floss.

      Trust me, I know this extended discussion about my flossing
      habits sounds ridiculous, but the fact is that the environment that
      you live in can drive your behavior. This is true whether you
      actively design your environment or not.

      The items we see around our homes, our offices, and our
      community can act as triggers for good habits and bad ones. To put
      it simply, the environment you live in dictates your behavior more
      than you may want to admit.

      This is something that we often overlook and we end up being the
      victim of our environment instead of the architect of it. Instead,
      use this to your advantage and design an environment that makes it
      easier to achieve your goals.

      Putting The Visibility Method Into Practice in
      Your Life

      There are all sorts of ways that you can use this the Visibility
      Method to make it easier to stick to healthy habits and break
      unhealthy ones.

      Want to drink more water each day? Buy a
      special water bottle and put it on your desk. Take a drink each
      time you look at it.

      Wish you would read more? Place a book in the
      same spot that you usually keep the TV remote control.

      Want to become more creative? Put your camera
      next to your car keys. Take a photo of something new each time you
      leave the house. It can be a photo of anything.

      Having trouble getting up for that morning run?
      Set your clothes and running shoes out the night before and place
      them by your bed. When your alarm goes off, your clothes will be
      the first thing you see in the morning.

      Getting stressed out and forgetting to take time to
      breathe? Set a reminder on your calendar for mid–morning
      and mid–afternoon. Each time the reminder goes off, breathe in
      deeply through your nose for 3 seconds and breathe out fully
      through your mouth for 5 seconds. Repeat this 5 times. It’s a quick
      de–stressing technique that takes less than a minute to
      complete.

      You get the idea.

      Design your
      environment to make the reminders of your healthy habits more
      visible and the reminders of your unhealthy habits less visible.
      This simple strategy makes change easier and is a quick way to
      tailor your environment to support your goals.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why is it So Hard to Stick to Good Habits?

      
      Have you ever set out with the goal of actually sticking to a
      new behavior … only to find yourself not doing it at all one week
      later?

      I know I have.

      Why is it so hard to form good habits? Why is it so
      difficult to make consistent change? How can we have the best
      intentions to become better, and yet still see so little
      progress?

      And most importantly, is there anything we can do about
      it?

      

      Your Life Goals are Not Your Habits

      Your audacious life goals are fabulous. We’re proud of you
      for having them. But it’s possible that those goals are designed to
      distract you from the thing that’s really frightening you—the shift
      in daily habits that would mean a re–invention of how you see
      yourself.

      — Seth Godin

      We all have hopes and dreams (if you don’t, you’re probably not
      the type of person who would be reading this article).

      And most of the time, we have at least a general sense of what
      those goals are: the way we want our bodies to look and the good
      health we want to enjoy, the respect we want to receive from our
      peers and the important work we want to create, the relationships
      we want with our family and friends and the love we want to
      share.

      Overall, this is a good thing. It’s nice to know what you want
      and having goals gives you a sense of direction and purpose.
      However, there is one way that your hopes and dreams actually
      sabotage you from becoming better: your desires can easily lure you
      into biting off more than you can chew.

      You know exactly what I mean…

      
      	You get inspired by The Biggest Loser, head to the gym, bust
      your butt to the point of exhaustion, and take the next three
      months off to recover.

      	You finally get that urge to write your book, write all day
      over the weekend, and then head back to your day job on Monday and
      never come back to it.

      	You’re motivated by your friend’s stories of traveling to new
      countries, so you start to plan your own around–the–world trip,
      only to end up overwhelmed by all the details and stay at
      home.

      

      Too often, we let our motivations and desires drive us into a
      frenzy as we try to solve our entire problem at once instead of
      starting a small, new routine.

      I know, I know. It’s not nearly as sexy as saying you lost 30
      pounds in 3 months. But the truth is this: the dreams that you have are
      very different from the actions that will get you there.

      So how do we balance our desire to make life–changing
      transformations with the need to build small, sustainable
      habits?

      I’m glad you asked.

      Dream Big, But Start Small

      If you’re serious about making real change — in other words, if
      you’re serious about doing things better than you are now — then
      you have to start small.

      Imagine the typical habits, good or bad: Brushing your teeth.
      Putting your seatbelt on. Biting your nails.

      These actions are small enough that you don’t even think about
      them. You simply do them automatically. They are tiny actions that
      become consistent patterns.

      Wouldn’t it make sense that if we wanted to form new habits, the
      best way to start would be to make tiny changes that our brain
      could quickly learn and automatically repeat?

      What if you started thinking of your life goals, not as big,
      audacious things that you can only achieve when the time is right
      or when you have better resources or when you finally catch your
      big break … but instead as tiny, daily behaviors that are repeated
      until success becomes inevitable?

      What if losing 50 pounds wasn’t dependent on a researcher
      discovering the perfect diet or you finding a superhuman dose of
      willpower, but hinged on a series of tiny habits that you could
      always control? Habits like walking for 20 minutes per day,
      drinking 8 glasses of water per day, eating two meals instead of
      three.

      I think the following quote from BJ Fogg, a professor at
      Stanford, sums this idea up nicely.

      If you plant the right seed in the right spot, it will grow
      without further coaxing.

      I believe this is the best metaphor for creating
      habits.

      The “right seed” is the tiny behavior that you choose. The
      “right spot” is the sequencing — what it comes after. The “coaxing”
      part is amping up motivation, which I think has nothing to do with
      creating habits. In fact, focusing on motivation as the key to
      habits is exactly wrong.

      Let me be more explicit: If you pick the right small
      behavior and sequence it right, then you won’t have to motivate
      yourself to have it grow. It will just happen naturally, like a
      good seed planted in a good spot.

      —BJ Fogg, founder of Tiny Habits

      How great is that?

      The typical approach is to dive into the deep end as soon as you
      get a dose of motivation, only to fail quickly and wish you had
      more willpower as your new habit drowns. The new approach is to
      wade into the shallow water, slowly going deeper until you reach
      the point where you can swim whether you’re motivated or not.

      Focus on Lifestyle, Not Life–Changing

      Too often we get obsessed with making life–changing
      transformations.

      
      	Losing 50 pounds would be life–changing, drinking 8 glasses of
      water per day is a new type of lifestyle.

      	Publishing your first book would be life–changing, emailing a
      new book agent each day is a new type of lifestyle.

      	Running a marathon would be life–changing, running 3 days per
      week is a new type of lifestyle.

      	Earning an extra $20,000 each year would be life–changing,
      working an extra 5 hours per week as a freelancer is a new type of
      lifestyle.

      	Squatting 100 more pounds would be life–changing, squatting 3
      days per week is a new type of lifestyle.

      

      Do you see the difference?

      Life goals are good to have because they provide direction, but
      they can also trick you into taking on more than you can handle.
      Daily habits — tiny routines that are repeatable — are what make
      big dreams a reality.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.
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      Life Lessons

      
      One of the hardest things about improving your life is
      remembering to practice what you’ve learned in a moment of
      temptation, frustration, or hardship.Anyone can follow a
      strategy as they read about it, but remembering to stick with it in
      the real world is tough.

      Stories help with that. An engaging story sticks with you in a
      way that a research finding often can’t. While JamesClear.com
      promotes science-backed ideas, we don’t shun stories and lessons
      based on real life.

      This page collects life lessons from my own life as well as from
      the lives of artists, creators, and innovators.Articles
      grapple with concepts like marriage, gratitude, and work-life
      balance.

      Let’s dive in.

      Life Lessons from Famous Creators

      Lessons on Living a Meaningful Life

      
      	The Top Life
      Regret of Dying Hospital Patients:Bronnie Ware is a nurse
      in Australia. She has spent more than a decade counseling dying
      people. Over that time span, she began recording the top regrets
      that people have on their death bed. Read the article to find out
      what this regret is, andhow you can make sure that you don’t
      end up feeling the same way.

      	The Proven Path to
      Doing Unique and Meaningful Work: In June of 2004, Arno Rafael
      Minkkinen stepped up to the microphone at the New England School of
      Photography to deliver the commencement speech. As he looked out at
      the graduating students, Minkkinen shared a simple theory that, in
      his estimation, made all the difference between success and
      failure. He called it The Helsinki Bus Station Theory.

      	The Easiest
      Way to Live a Short, Unimportant Life: The easiest way to live
      a short, unimportant life is to consume the world around you rather
      than contribute to it.But why is this true? And how can you
      apply it to your own life?

      	
      116 Years Old: Lessons Left Behind From the World’s Oldest Living
      Person: During an interview with the Guinness Book of World
      Records, Besse Cooper was asked about the keys to living a long
      life. She offered two pieces of advice: “I mind my own business.
      And I don’t eat junk food.” This article discusses the wisdom in
      those two simple statements and how you can use it to live
      better.

      

      Three Life Lessons From My Own Life

      
      	What I Do When I Feel Like
      Giving Up:This moment when you don’t feel like doing the
      work? This is not a moment to be thrown away. This is not a dress
      rehearsal. This moment is your life as much as any other moment.
      Spend it in a way that will make you proud.

      	What I Do When it Feels Like
      My Work Isn’t Good Enough:Read this article to learn how
      to deal with self-doubt and self-judgment, so that you can move
      past judging yourself and perform at a higher level.

      	Make Your Life Better
      by Saying Thank You in These 7 Situations:I’m starting to
      believe that “Thank You” is the most under-appreciated and
      under-used phrase on the planet. It is appropriate in nearly any
      situation and it is a better response than most of the things we
      say. Let’s cover 7 common situations when we say all sorts of
      things, but should say “Thank You” instead.

      

      All Life Lessons Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on life
      lessons. Enjoy!


      

    

  
    

    
      The Ultimate Productivity Hack is Saying No

      
      The ultimate productivity hack is saying no.

      Not doing something will always be faster than doing it. This
      statement reminds me of the old computer programming saying,
      “Remember that there is no code faster than no code.”

      The same philosophy applies in other areas of life. For example,
      there is no meeting that goes faster than not having a meeting at
      all.

      This is not to say you should never attend another meeting, but
      the truth is that we say yes to many things we don’t actually want
      to do. There are many meetings held that don’t need to be held.
      There is a lot of code written that could be deleted.

      How often do people ask you to do something and you just reply,
      “Sure thing.” Three days later, you’re overwhelmed by how much is
      on your to-do list. We become frustrated by our obligations even
      though we were the ones who said yes to them in the first
      place.

      It’s worth asking if things are necessary. Many of them are not,
      and a simple “no” will be more productive than whatever work the
      most efficient person can muster.

      But if the benefits of saying no are so obvious, then why do we
      say yes so often?

      

      Why We Say Yes

      We agree to many requests not because we want to do them, but
      because we don’t want to be seen as rude, arrogant, or unhelpful.
      Often, you have to consider saying no to someone you will interact
      with again in the future—your co-worker, your spouse, your family
      and friends.

      Saying no to these people can be particularly difficult because
      we like them and want to support them. (Not to mention, we often
      need their help too.) Collaborating with others is an important
      element of life. The thought of straining the relationship
      outweighs the commitment of our time and energy.

      For this reason, it can be helpful to be gracious in your
      response. Do whatever favors you can, and be warm-hearted and
      direct when you have to say no.

      But even after we have accounted for these social
      considerations, many of us still seem to do a poor job of managing
      the tradeoff between yes and no. We find ourselves over-committed
      to things that don’t meaningfully improve or support those around
      us, and certainly don’t improve our own lives.

      Perhaps one issue is how we think about the meaning of yes and
      no.

      The Difference Between Yes and No

      The words “yes” and “no” get used in comparison to each other so
      often that it feels like they carry equal weight in conversation.
      In reality, they are not just opposite in meaning, but of entirely
      different magnitudes in commitment.

      When you say no, you are only saying no to one option.
      When you say yes, you are saying no to every other
      option.

      I like how the economist Tim Harford put it, “Every time we say
      yes to a request, we are also saying no to anything else we might
      accomplish with the time.” Once you have committed to something,
      you have already decided how that future block of time will be
      spent.

      In other words, saying no saves you time in the future. Saying
      yes costs you time in the future. No is a form of time credit. You
      retain the ability to spend your future time however you want. Yes
      is a form of time debt. You have to pay back your commitment at
      some point.

      No is a decision. Yes is a responsibility.

      The Role of No

      Saying no is sometimes seen as a luxury that only those in power
      can afford. And it is true: turning down opportunities is easier
      when you can fall back on the safety net provided by power, money,
      and authority. But it is also true that saying no is not merely a
      privilege reserved for the successful among us. It is also a
      strategy that can help you become successful.

      Saying no is an important skill to develop at any stage of your
      career because it retains the most important asset in life: your
      time. As the investor Pedro Sorrentino put it, “If you don’t guard
      your time, people will steal it from you.”

      You need to say no to whatever isn’t leading you toward your
      goals. You need to say no to distractions. As one reader told me,
      “If you broaden the definition as to how you apply no, it actually
      is the only productivity hack (as you ultimately say no to
      any distraction in order to be productive).”

      Nobody embodied this idea better than Steve Jobs, who said,
      “People think focus means saying yes to the thing you’ve got to
      focus on. But that’s not what it means at all. It means saying no
      to the hundred other good ideas that there are. You have to pick
      carefully.”

      There is an important balance to strike here. Saying no doesn’t
      mean you’ll never do anything interesting or innovative or
      spontaneous. It just means that you say yes in a focused way. Once
      you have knocked out the distractions, it can make sense to say yes
      to any opportunity that could potentially move you in the right
      direction. You may have to try many things to discover what works
      and what you enjoy. This period of exploration can be particularly
      important at the beginning of a project, job, or career.

      Upgrading Your No

      Over time, as you continue to improve and succeed, your strategy
      needs to change.

      The opportunity cost of your time increases as you become more
      successful. At first, you just eliminate the obvious distractions
      and explore the rest. As your skills improve and you learn to
      separate what works from what doesn’t, you have to continually
      increase your threshold for saying yes.

      You still need to say no to distractions, but you also need to
      learn to say no to opportunities that were previously good uses of
      time, so you can make space for great uses of time. It’s a good
      problem to have, but it can be a tough skill to master.

      In other words, you have to upgrade your “no’s” over time.

      Upgrading your no doesn’t mean you’ll never say yes. It just
      means you default to saying no and only say yes when it
      really makes sense. To quote the investor Brent Beshore,
      “Saying no is so powerful because it preserves the opportunity to
      say yes.”

      The general trend seems to be something like this: If you can
      learn to say no to bad distractions, then eventually you’ll earn
      the right to say no to good opportunities.

      How to Say No

      Most of us are probably too quick to say yes and too slow to say
      no. It’s worth asking yourself where you fall on that spectrum.

      If you have trouble saying no, you may find the following
      strategy proposed by
      Tim Harford, the British economist I mentioned earlier, to be
      helpful. He writes, “One trick is to ask, “If I had to do this
      today, would I agree to it?” It’s not a bad rule of thumb, since
      any future commitment, no matter how far away it might be, will
      eventually become an imminent problem.”

      If an opportunity is exciting enough to drop whatever you’re
      doing right now, then it’s a yes. If it’s not, then perhaps you
      should think twice.

      This is similar to the well-known “Hell Yeah or No” method from
      Derek Sivers. If someone asks you to do something and your first
      reaction is “Hell Yeah!”, then do it. If it doesn’t excite you,
      then say no.

      It’s impossible to remember to ask yourself these questions each
      time you face a decision, but it’s still a useful exercise to
      revisit from time to time. Saying no can be difficult, but it is
      often easier than the alternative. As writer Mike Dariano has
      pointed out, “It’s easier to avoid commitments than get out of
      commitments. Saying no keeps you toward the easier end of this
      spectrum.”

      What is true about health is also true about productivity: an
      ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.

      The Power of No

      More effort is wasted doing things that don’t matter than is
      wasted doing things inefficiently. And if that is the case,
      elimination is a more useful skill than optimization.

      I am reminded of the famous Peter Drucker quote, “There is
      nothing so useless as doing efficiently that which should not be
      done at all.”

      

    

  
    

    
      When the 80/20 Rule Fails: The Downside of Being Effective

      
      Audrey Hepburn was an icon.

      Rising to fame in the 1950s, she was one of the greatest
      actresses of her era. In 1953, Hepburn became the first actress to
      win an Academy Award, a Golden Globe Award, and a BAFTA Award for a
      single performance: her leading role in the romantic comedy
      Roman Holiday.

      Even today, over half a century later, she remains one of just
      15 people to earn an “EGOT” by winning all four major entertainment
      awards: Emmy, Grammy, Oscar, and Tony. By the 1960s, she was
      averaging more than one new film per year and, by everyone’s
      estimation, she was on a trajectory to be a movie star for decades
      to come.

      But then something funny happened: she stopped acting.

      Despite being in her 30s and at the height of her popularity,
      Hepburn basically stopped appearing in films after 1967. She would
      perform in television shows or movies just five times during the
      rest of her life.

      Instead, she switched careers. She spent the next 25 years
      working tirelessly for UNICEF, the arm of the United Nations that
      provides food and healthcare to children in war-torn countries. She
      performed volunteer work throughout Africa, South America, and
      Asia.

      Hepburn’s first act was on stage. Her next act was one of
      service. In December 1992, she was awarded the Presidential Medal
      of Freedom for her efforts, which is the highest civilian award of
      the United States.

      We will return to her story in a moment.

      [image: ]
      Efficient vs. Effective

      You get one, precious life. How do you decide the best way to
      spend your time? Productivity gurus will often suggest that you
      focus on being effective rather than being efficient.

      Efficiency is about getting more things done. Effectiveness is
      about getting the right things done. Peter Drucker, the
      well-known management consultant, once encapsulated the idea by
      writing, “There is nothing so useless as doing efficiently that
      which should not be done at all.”

      In other words, making progress is not just about being
      productive. It’s about being productive on the right things.

      But how do you decide what the “right things” are? One of the
      most trusted approaches is to use the Pareto Principle, which is
      more commonly known as the 80/20 Rule.

      The 80/20 Rule states that, in any particular domain, a small
      number of things account for the majority of the results. For
      example, 80 percent of the land in Italy is owned by 20 percent of
      the people. Or, 75 percent of NBA championships are won by 20
      percent of the teams. The numbers don’t have to add up to 100. The
      point is that the majority of the results are driven by a minority
      of causes.

      The Upside of the 80/20 Rule

      When applied to your life and work, the 80/20 Rule can help you
      separate “the vital few from the trivial many.”

      For example, business owners may discover the majority of
      revenue comes from a handful of important clients. The 80/20 Rule
      would recommend that the most effective course of action would be
      to focus exclusively on serving these clients (and on finding
      others like them) and either stop serving others or let the
      majority of customers gradually fade away because they account for
      a small portion of the bottom line.

      This same strategy can be useful if you practice inversion
      and look at the sources of your problems. You may find that the
      majority of your complaints come from a handful of problem clients.
      The 80/20 Rule would suggest that you can clear out your backlog of
      customer service requests by firing these clients.

      The 80/20 Rule is like a form of judo for life and work. By
      finding precisely the right area to apply pressure, you can get
      more results with less effort. It’s a great strategy, and I have
      used it many times.

      But there is a downside to this approach, as well, and it is
      often overlooked. To understand this pitfall, we return to Audrey
      Hepburn.

      The Downside of the 80/20 Rule

      Imagine it is 1967. Audrey Hepburn is in the prime of her career
      and trying to decide how to spend her time.

      If she uses the 80/20 Rule as part of her decision-making
      process, she will discover a clear answer: do more romantic
      comedies.

      Many of Hepburn’s best films were romantic comedies like
      Roman Holiday, Sabrina, Breakfast at
      Tiffany’s, and Charade. She starred in these four
      films between 1953 and 1963; by 1967, she was due for another one.
      They attracted large audiences, earned her awards, and were an
      obvious path to greater fame and fortune. Romantic comedies were
      effective for Audrey Hepburn.

      In fact, even if we take into account her desire to help
      children through UNICEF, an 80/20 analysis might have revealed that
      starring in more romantic comedies was still the best option
      because she could have maximized her earning power and donated the
      additional earnings to UNICEF.

      Of course, that’s all well and good if she wanted to continue
      acting. But she didn’t want to be an actress. She wanted to serve.
      And no reasonable analysis of the highest and best use of her time
      in 1967 would have suggested that volunteering for UNICEF was the
      most effective use of her time.

      This is the downside of the 80/20 Rule: A new path will never
      look like the most effective option in the beginning.

      Optimizing for Your Past or Your Future

      Here’s another example:

      Jeff Bezos, the founder of Amazon, worked on Wall Street and
      climbed the corporate ladder to become senior vice-president of a
      hedge fund before leaving it all in 1994 to start the company.

      If Bezos had applied the 80/20 Rule in 1993 in an attempt to
      discover the most effective areas to focus on in his career, it is
      virtually impossible to imagine that founding an internet company
      would have been on the list. At that point in time, there is no
      doubt that the most effective path—whether measured by financial
      gain, social status, or otherwise—would have been the one where he
      continued his career in finance.

      The 80/20 Rule is calculated and determined by your
      recent effectiveness. Whatever seems like the “highest
      value” use of your time in any given moment will be dependent on
      your previous skills and current opportunities.

      The 80/20 Rule will help you find the useful things in your past
      and get more of them in the future. But if you don’t want your
      future to be more of your past, then you need a different
      approach.

      The downside of being effective is that you often optimize for
      your past rather than for your future.

      Where to Go From Here

      Here’s the good news: given enough practice and enough time, the
      thing that previously seemed ineffective can become very effective.
      You get good at what you practice.

      When Audrey Hepburn dialed down her acting career in 1967,
      volunteering didn’t seem nearly as effective. But three decades
      later, she received the Presidential Medal of Freedom—a remarkable
      feat she is unlikely to have accomplished by acting in more
      romantic comedies.

      The process of learning a new skill or starting a new company or
      taking on a new adventure of any sort will often appear to be an
      ineffective use of time at first. Compared to the other things you
      already know how to do, the new thing will seem like a waste of
      time. It will never win the 80/20 analysis.

      But that doesn’t mean it’s the wrong decision.

      

    

  
    

    
      Absolute Success is Luck. Relative Success is Hard Work.

      
      In 1997, Warren Buffett, the famous investor and
      multi-billionaire, proposed a thought experiment.

      “Imagine that it is 24 hours before you are going to be born,”
      he said, “and a genie comes to you.”

      “The genie says you can determine the rules of the society you
      are about to enter and you can design anything you want. You get to
      design the social rules, the economic rules, the governmental
      rules. And those rules are going to prevail for your lifetime and
      your children’s lifetime and your grandchildren’s lifetime.”

      “But there is a catch,” he said.

      “You don’t know whether you’re going to be born rich or poor,
      male or female, infirm or able-bodied, in the United States or
      Afghanistan. All you know is that you get to take one ball out of a
      barrel with 5.8 billion balls in it. And that’s you.”

      “In other words,” Buffett continues, “you’re going to
      participate in what I call the Ovarian Lottery. And that is the
      most important thing that’s ever going to happen to you in your
      life. It’s going to determine way more than what school you go to,
      how hard you work, all kinds of things.”

      Buffett has long been a proponent for the role of luck in
      success. In his 2014 Annual Letter, he wrote, “Through dumb luck,
      [my business partner] Charlie and I were born in the United States,
      and we are forever grateful for the staggering advantages this
      accident of birth has given us.”

      When explained in this way, it seems hard to deny the importance
      of luck, randomness, and good fortune in life. And indeed, these
      factors play a critical role. But let’s consider a second
      story.

      

      The Story of Project 523

      In 1969, during the fourteenth year of the Vietnam War, a
      Chinese scientist named Tu Youyou was appointed the head of a
      secret research group in Beijing. The unit was known only by its
      code name: Project 523.

      China was an ally with Vietnam, and Project 523 had been created
      to develop antimalarial medications that could be administered to
      the soldiers. The disease had become a huge problem. Just as many
      Vietnamese soldiers were dying from malaria in the jungle as were
      dying in battle.

      Tu began her work by looking for clues anywhere she could find
      them. She read manuals about old folk remedies. She searched
      through ancient texts that were hundreds or thousands of years old.
      She traveled to remote regions in search of plants that might
      contain a cure.

      After months of work, her team had collected over 600 plants and
      created a list of almost 2,000 possible remedies. Slowly and
      methodically, Tu narrowed the list of potential medications down to
      380 and tested them one-by-one on lab mice.

      “This was the most challenging stage of the project,” she said.
      “It was a very laborious and tedious job, in particular when you
      faced one failure after another.”

      Hundreds of tests were run. Most of them yielded nothing. But
      one test—an extract from the sweet wormwood plant known as
      qinghao—seemed promising. Tu was excited by the possibility, but
      despite her best efforts, the plant would only occasionally produce
      a powerful antimalarial medication. It wouldn’t always work.

      Her team had already been at work for two years, but she decided
      they needed to start again from the beginning. Tu reviewed every
      test and re-read each book, searching for a clue about something
      she missed. Then, magically, she stumbled on a single sentence in
      The Handbook of Prescriptions for Emergencies, an ancient
      Chinese text written over 1,500 years ago.

      The issue was heat. If the temperature was too high during the
      extraction process, the active ingredient in the sweet wormwood
      plant would be destroyed. Tu redesigned the experiment using
      solvents with a lower boiling point and, finally, she had an
      antimalarial medication that worked 100 percent of the time.

      It was a huge breakthrough, but the real work was just
      beginning.

      The Power of Hard Work

      With a proven medication in hand, it was now time for human
      trials. Unfortunately, there were no centers in China performing
      trials for new drugs at the time. And due to the secrecy of the
      project, going to a facility outside of the country was out of the
      question.

      They had reached a dead end.

      That’s when Tu volunteered to be the first human subject to try
      the medication. In one of the boldest moves in the history of
      medical science, she and two other members of Project 523 infected
      themselves with malaria and received the first doses of their new
      drug.

      It worked.

      However, despite her discovery of a breakthrough medication and
      her willingness to put her own life on the line, Tu was prevented
      from sharing her findings with the outside world. The Chinese
      government had strict rules that blocked the publishing of any
      scientific information.

      She was undeterred. Tu continued her research, eventually
      learning the chemical structure of the drug—a compound officially
      known as artemisinin—and going on to develop a second antimalarial
      medication as well.

      It was not until 1978, almost a decade after she began and three
      years after the Vietnam War had ended, that Tu’s work was finally
      released to the outside world. She would have to wait until the
      year 2000 before the World Health Organization would recommend the
      treatment as a defense against malaria.

      Today, the artemisinin treatment has been administered over 1
      billion times to malaria patients. It is believed to have saved
      millions of lives. Tu Youyou is the first female Chinese citizen to
      receive a Nobel Prize, and the first Chinese person to receive the
      Lasker Award for major contributions to medical science.

      Luck or Hard Work?

      Tu Youyou was not fabulously lucky. My favorite fact about her
      is that she has no postgraduate degree, no research experience
      abroad, and no membership in any of the Chinese national
      academies—a feat that has earned her the nickname “The Professor of
      the Three No’s”.

      But damn was she a hard worker. Persistent. Diligent. Driven.
      For decades she didn’t give up and she helped save millions of
      lives as a result. Her story is a brilliant example of how
      important hard work can be in achieving success.

      Just a minute ago, it seemed reasonable that the Ovarian Lottery
      determined most of your success in life, but the idea that hard
      work matters feels just as reasonable. When you work hard you
      typically get better results than you would with less effort. While
      we can’t deny the importance of luck, everyone seems to have this
      sense that hard work really does make a difference.

      So what it is? What determines success? Hard work or good
      fortune? Effort or randomness? I think we all understand both
      factors play a role, but I’d like to give you a better answer than
      “It depends.”

      Here are two ways I look at the issue.

      Absolute Success vs. Relative Success

      One way to answer this question is to say: Luck matters more in
      an absolute sense and hard work matters more in a relative
      sense.

      The absolute view considers your level of success compared to
      everyone else. What makes someone the best in the world in a
      particular domain? When viewed at this level, success is nearly
      always attributable to luck. Even if you make a good initial
      choice—like Bill Gates choosing to start a computer company—you
      can’t understand all of the factors that cause world-class
      outcomes.

      As a general rule, the wilder the success, the more extreme and
      unlikely the circumstances that caused it. It’s often a combination
      of the right genes, the right connections, the right timing, and a
      thousand other influences that nobody is wise enough to
      predict.

      
      As a general rule, the wilder the success, the more extreme and
      unlikely the circumstances that caused it.

      

      Then there is the relative view, which considers your level of
      success compared to those similar to you. What about the millions
      of people who received similar levels of education, grew up in
      similar neighborhoods, or were born with similar levels of genetic
      talent? These people aren’t achieving the same results. The more
      local the comparison becomes, the more success is determined by
      hard work. When you compare yourself to those who have experienced
      similar levels of luck, the difference is in your habits and
      choices.

      Absolute success is luck. Relative success is choices and
      habits.

      There is an important insight that follows naturally from this
      definition: As outcomes become more extreme, the role of luck
      increases. That is, as you become more successful in an absolute
      sense, we can attribute a greater proportion of your success to
      luck.

      As Nassim Taleb wrote in Fooled
      by Randomness, “Mild success can be explainable by skills and
      labor. Wild success is attributable to variance.”

      Both Stories are True

      Sometimes people have trouble simultaneously holding both of
      these insights. There is a tendency to discuss outcomes in either a
      global sense or a local sense.

      The absolute view is more global. What explains the difference
      between a wealthy person born in America and someone born into
      extreme poverty and living on less than $1 per day? When discussing
      success from this angle, people say things like, “How can you not
      see your privilege? Don’t you realize how much has been handed to
      you?”

      The relative view is more local. What explains the difference in
      results between you and everyone who went to the same school or
      grew up in the same neighborhood or worked for the same company?
      When considering success from a local viewpoint, people say things
      like, “Are you kidding me? Do you know hard I worked? Do you
      understand the choices and sacrifices I made that others didn’t?
      Dismissing my success as luck devalues the hard work I put in. If
      my success is due to luck or my environment, then how come my
      neighbors or classmates or coworkers didn’t achieve the same
      thing?”

      Both stories are true. It just depends on what lens you are
      viewing life through.

      The Slope of Success

      There is another way to examine the balance between luck and
      hard work, which is to consider how success is influenced across
      time.

      Imagine you can map success on a graph. Success is measured on
      the Y-axis. Time is measured on the X-axis. And when you are born,
      the ball you pluck out of Buffett’s Ovarian Lottery determines the
      y-intercept. Those who are born lucky start higher on the graph.
      Those who are born into tougher circumstances start lower.

      Here’s the key: You can only control the slope of your success,
      not your initial position.

      In Atomic Habits, I wrote,
      “It doesn’t matter how successful or unsuccessful you are right
      now. What matters is whether your habits are putting you on the
      path toward success. You should be far more concerned with your
      current trajectory than with your current results.”

      
      You can only control the slope of your success, not your initial
      position.

      

      With a positive slope and enough time and effort, you may even
      be able to regain the ground that was lost due to bad luck. I
      thought this quote summarized it well: “The more time passes from
      the start of a race, the less the head-start others got
      matters.”

      This is not always true, of course. A severe illness can wipe
      out your health. A collapsing pension fund can ruin your retirement
      savings. Similarly, sometimes luck delivers a sustained advantage
      (or disadvantage). In fact, one study found that, if success is
      measured by wealth, then the most successful people are almost
      certainly those with moderate talent and remarkable luck.

      In any case, it is impossible to divorce the two. They both
      matter and hard work often plays a more important role as time goes
      on.

      This is true not only for overcoming bad luck, but also for
      capitalizing on good luck. Bill Gates might have been incredibly
      fortunate to start Microsoft at the right time in history, but
      without decades of hard work, the opportunity would have been
      wasted. Time erodes every advantage. At some point, good luck
      requires hard work if success is to be sustained.

      How to Get Luck on Your Side

      By definition, luck is out of your control. Even so, it is
      useful to understand the role it plays and how it works so you can
      prepare for when fortune (or misfortune) comes your way.

      In his fantastic talk, 
      You and Your Research, the mathematician and computer engineer
      Richard Hamming summarized what it takes to do great work by
      saying, “There is indeed an element of luck, and no, there isn’t.
      The prepared mind sooner or later finds something important and
      does it. So yes, it is luck. The particular thing you do is luck,
      but that you do something is not.”

      You can increase your surface area for good luck by taking
      action. The forager who explores widely will find lots of useless
      terrain, but is also more likely to stumble across a bountiful
      berry patch than the person who stays home. Similarly, the person
      who works hard, pursues opportunity, and tries more things is more
      likely to stumble across a lucky break than the person who waits.
      Gary Player, the famous golfer and winner of nine major
      championships, has said, “The harder I practice, the luckier I
      get.”

      In the end, we cannot control our luck—good or bad—but we can
      control our effort and preparation. Luck smiles on us all from time
      to time. And when it does, the way to honor your good fortune is to
      work hard and make the most of it.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why Facts Don’t Change Our Minds

      
      The economist J.K. Galbraith once wrote, “Faced with a choice
      between changing one’s mind and proving there is no need to do so,
      almost everyone gets busy with the proof.”

      Leo Tolstoy was even bolder: “The most difficult subjects can be
      explained to the most slow-witted man if he has not formed any idea
      of them already; but the simplest thing cannot be made clear to the
      most intelligent man if he is firmly persuaded that he knows
      already, without a shadow of doubt, what is laid before him.”

      What’s going on here? Why don’t facts change our minds? And why
      would someone continue to believe a false or inaccurate idea
      anyway? How do such behaviors serve us?

      

      The Logic of False Beliefs

      Humans need a reasonably accurate view of the world in order to
      survive. If your model of reality is wildly different from the
      actual world, then you struggle to take effective actions each
      day.

      However, truth and accuracy are not the only things that matter
      to the human mind. Humans also seem to have a deep desire to
      belong.

      In Atomic Habits, I wrote,
      “Humans are herd animals. We want to fit in, to bond with others,
      and to earn the respect and approval of our peers. Such
      inclinations are essential to our survival. For most of our
      evolutionary history, our ancestors lived in tribes. Becoming
      separated from the tribe—or worse, being cast out—was a death
      sentence.”

      Understanding the truth of a situation is important, but so is
      remaining part of a tribe. While these two desires often work well
      together, they occasionally come into conflict.

      In many circumstances, social connection is actually more
      helpful to your daily life than understanding the truth of a
      particular fact or idea. The Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker put
      it this way, “People are embraced or condemned according to their
      beliefs, so one function of the mind may be to hold beliefs that
      bring the belief-holder the greatest number of allies, protectors,
      or disciples, rather than beliefs that are most likely to be
      true.”

      We don’t always believe things because they are correct.
      Sometimes we believe things because they make us look good to the
      people we care about.

      I thought Kevin Simler put it well when he wrote, “If a brain
      anticipates that it will be rewarded for adopting a particular
      belief, it’s perfectly happy to do so, and doesn’t much care where
      the reward comes from — whether it’s pragmatic (better outcomes
      resulting from better decisions), social (better treatment from
      one’s peers), or some mix of the two.”

      False beliefs can be useful in a social sense even if they are
      not useful in a factual sense. For lack of a better phrase, we
      might call this approach “factually false, but socially accurate.”
      When we have to choose between the two, people often select friends
      and family over facts.

      This insight not only explains why we might hold our tongue at a
      dinner party or look the other way when our parents say something
      offensive, but also reveals a better way to change the minds of
      others.

      Facts Don’t Change Our Minds. Friendship
      Does.

      Convincing someone to change their mind is really the process of
      convincing them to change their tribe. If they abandon their
      beliefs, they run the risk of losing social ties. You can’t expect
      someone to change their mind if you take away their community too.
      You have to give them somewhere to go. Nobody wants their worldview
      torn apart if loneliness is the outcome.

      The way to change people’s minds is to become friends with them,
      to integrate them into your tribe, to bring them into your circle.
      Now, they can change their beliefs without the risk of being
      abandoned socially.

      The British philosopher Alain de Botton suggests that we simply
      share meals with those who disagree with us:

      “Sitting down at a table with a group of strangers has the
      incomparable and odd benefit of making it a little more difficult
      to hate them with impunity. Prejudice and ethnic strife feed off
      abstraction. However, the proximity required by a meal – something
      about handing dishes around, unfurling napkins at the same moment,
      even asking a stranger to pass the salt – disrupts our ability to
      cling to the belief that the outsiders who wear unusual clothes and
      speak in distinctive accents deserve to be sent home or assaulted.
      For all the large-scale political solutions which have been
      proposed to salve ethnic conflict, there are few more effective
      ways to promote tolerance between suspicious neighbours than to
      force them to eat supper together.”

      Perhaps it is not difference, but distance
      that breeds tribalism and hostility. As proximity increases, so
      does understanding. I am reminded of Abraham Lincoln’s quote, “I
      don’t like that man. I must get to know him better.”

      Facts don’t change our minds. Friendship does.

      The Spectrum of Beliefs

      Years ago, Ben Casnocha mentioned an idea to me that I haven’t
      been able to shake: The people who are most likely to change our
      minds are the ones we agree with on 98 percent of topics.

      If someone you know, like, and trust believes a radical idea,
      you are more likely to give it merit, weight, or consideration. You
      already agree with them in most areas of life. Maybe you should
      change your mind on this one too. But if someone wildly different
      than you proposes the same radical idea, well, it’s easy to dismiss
      them as a crackpot.

      One way to visualize this distinction is by mapping beliefs on a
      spectrum. If you divide this spectrum into 10 units and you find
      yourself at Position 7, then there is little sense in trying to
      convince someone at Position 1. The gap is too wide. When you’re at
      Position 7, your time is better spent connecting with people who
      are at Positions 6 and 8, gradually pulling them in your
      direction.

      The most heated arguments often occur between people on opposite
      ends of the spectrum, but the most frequent learning occurs from
      people who are nearby. The closer you are to someone, the more
      likely it becomes that the one or two beliefs you don’t share will
      bleed over into your own mind and shape your thinking. The further
      away an idea is from your current position, the more likely you are
      to reject it outright.

      When it comes to changing people’s minds, it is very difficult
      to jump from one side to another. You can’t jump down the spectrum.
      You have to slide down it.

      Any idea that is sufficiently different from your current
      worldview will feel threatening. And the best place to ponder a
      threatening idea is in a non-threatening environment. As a result,
      books are often a better vehicle for transforming beliefs than
      conversations or debates.

      In conversation, people have to carefully consider their status
      and appearance. They want to save face and avoid looking stupid.
      When confronted with an uncomfortable set of facts, the tendency is
      often to double down on their current position rather than publicly
      admit to being wrong.

      Books resolve this tension. With a book, the conversation takes
      place inside someone’s head and without the risk of being judged by
      others. It’s easier to be open-minded when you aren’t feeling
      defensive.

      Arguments are like a full frontal attack on a person’s identity.
      Reading a book is like slipping the seed of an idea into a person’s
      brain and letting it grow on their own terms. There’s enough
      wrestling going on in someone’s head when they are overcoming a
      pre-existing belief. They don’t need to wrestle with you too.

      Why False Ideas Persist

      There is another reason bad ideas continue to live on, which is
      that people continue to talk about them.

      Silence is death for any idea. An idea that is never spoken or
      written down dies with the person who conceived it. Ideas can only
      be remembered when they are repeated. They can only be
      believed when they are repeated.

      I have already pointed out that people repeat ideas to signal
      they are part of the same social group. But here’s a crucial point
      most people miss:

      People also repeat bad ideas when they complain about them.
      Before you can criticize an idea, you have to reference that idea.
      You end up repeating the ideas you’re hoping people will
      forget—but, of course, people can’t forget them because you keep
      talking about them. The more you repeat a bad idea, the more likely
      people are to believe it.

      Let’s call this phenomenon Clear’s Law of
      Recurrence: The number of people who believe an idea is
      directly proportional to the number of times it has been repeated
      during the last year—even if the idea is false.

      Each time you attack a bad idea, you are feeding the very
      monster you are trying to destroy. As one Twitter employee wrote,
      “Every time you retweet or quote tweet someone you’re angry with,
      it helps them. It disseminates their BS. Hell for the
      ideas you deplore is silence. Have the discipline to give it to
      them.”

      Your time is better spent championing good ideas than tearing
      down bad ones. Don’t waste time explaining why bad ideas are bad.
      You are simply fanning the flame of ignorance and stupidity.

      The best thing that can happen to a bad idea is that it is
      forgotten. The best thing that can happen to a good idea is that it
      is shared. It makes me think of Tyler Cowen’s quote, “Spend as
      little time as possible talking about how other people are
      wrong.”

      Feed the good ideas and let bad ideas die of starvation.

      The Intellectual Soldier

      I know what you might be thinking. “James, are you serious right
      now? I’m just supposed to let these idiots get away with
      this?”

      Let me be clear. I’m not saying it’s never useful to
      point out an error or criticize a bad idea. But you have to ask
      yourself, “What is the goal?”

      Why do you want to criticize bad ideas in the first place?
      Presumably, you want to criticize bad ideas because you think the
      world would be better off if fewer people believed them. In other
      words, you think the world would improve if people changed their
      minds on a few important topics.

      If the goal is to actually change minds, then I don’t believe
      criticizing the other side is the best approach.

      Most people argue to win, not to learn. As Julia Galef so aptly
      puts it: people often act like soldiers rather than scouts.
      Soldiers are on the intellectual attack, looking to defeat the
      people who differ from them. Victory is the operative emotion.
      Scouts, meanwhile, are like intellectual explorers, slowly trying
      to map the terrain with others. Curiosity is the driving force.

      If you want people to adopt your beliefs, you need to act more
      like a scout and less like a soldier. At the center of this
      approach is a question Tiago Forte poses beautifully, “Are you
      willing to not win in order to keep the conversation going?”

      Be Kind First, Be Right Later

      The brilliant Japanese writer Haruki Murakami once wrote,
      “Always remember that to argue, and win, is to break down the
      reality of the person you are arguing against. It is painful to
      lose your reality, so be kind, even if you are right.”

      When we are in the moment, we can easily forget that the goal is
      to connect with the other side, collaborate with them, befriend
      them, and integrate them into our tribe. We are so caught up in
      winning that we forget about connecting. It’s easy to spend your
      energy labeling people rather than working with them.

      The word “kind” originated from the word “kin.” When you are
      kind to someone it means you are treating them like family. This, I
      think, is a good method for actually changing someone’s mind.
      Develop a friendship. Share a meal. Gift a book.

      Be kind first, be right later.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Shadow Side of Greatness: When Success Leads to
      Failure

      
      Pablo Picasso. He is one of the most famous artists of the 20th
      century and a household name even among people who, like myself,
      consider themselves to be complete novices in the art world.

      I recently went to a Picasso exhibition. What impressed me the
      most was not any individual piece of art, but rather his remarkably
      prolific output. Researchers have catalogued 26,075 pieces of art
      created by Picasso and some people believe the total number is
      closer to 50,000.

      When I discovered that Picasso lived to be 91 years old, I
      decided to do the math. Picasso lived for a total of 33,403 days.
      With 26,075 published works, that means Picasso averaged 1 new
      piece of artwork every day of his life from age 20 until his death
      at age 91. He created something new, every day, for 71 years.

      This unfathomable output not only played a large role in
      Picasso’s international fame, but also enabled him to amass a huge
      net worth of approximately $500 million by the time of his death in
      1973. His work became so famous and so numerous that, according to
      the Art Loss Register, Picasso is the most stolen artist in history
      with over 550 works currently missing.

      What made Picasso great was not just how much art he produced,
      but also how he produced it. He co-founded the movement of Cubism
      and created the style of collage. He was the artist his
      contemporaries copied. Any discussion of the most well-known
      artists in history would have to include his name.
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      Falling in Love With Picasso

      Falling in love with Picasso was a terrible thing to do.

      His first marriage was to a woman named Olga Khokhlova and they
      had one child together. The two separated after she discovered that
      Picasso was having an affair with a seventeen-year-old girl named
      Marie-Therese Walter. He was 45 years old at the time.

      Picasso fathered a child with Walter, but moved on to other
      lovers a few years later. He began dating an art student named
      Francoise Gilot in 1944. She was 23 years old. Picasso had just
      turned 63 at the time.

      Gilot and Picasso had two children together, but their
      relationship ended when Picasso began yet another affair, this time
      with a woman who was 43 years younger than him. After they
      separated, Gilot published a book called Life with
      Picasso, which revealed his long list of sexual flings and sold
      over one million copies. Out of revenge, Picasso refused to see
      their two children ever again.

      Basically, Picasso’s romantic life was a revolving door of
      affairs and infidelity. In the words of our guide at the Picasso
      exhibit, “There were always many others.” There must have been
      something intoxicating about Picasso because after his death, not
      one, but two of his lovers committed suicide due to their
      grief.

      The Shadow Side

      Many of the qualities that make people great have shadow sides
      as well. Picasso’s singular focus on art meant that everything else
      in life had to take a back seat, including his relationships and
      his children.

      Most humans have a primary relationship with their lover and
      maintain a variety of hobbies and interests during different
      periods. Picasso was the reverse. His primary relationship was with
      his art, while his lovers were like hobbies and passing interests,
      things he experimented with for a period here and there.

      Some scholars believe Picasso’s many relationships were
      essential to the progression of his art. According to art critic
      Arthur Danto, “Picasso invented a new style each time he fell in
      love with a new woman.”

      This was the shadow side of his strength as an artist. The
      qualities that made Picasso one of the greatest artists of all-time
      may very well have made him a terrible life partner too. They are
      like two sides of the same coin. You couldn’t have one without the
      other.

      Shadows Appear in All Fields

      I don’t mean to pick on Picasso here. The idea that strengths
      have tradeoffs, especially extreme versions of strengths, holds
      true in nearly every field.

      For example, consider Floyd Mayweather Jr. He is widely
      considered to be one of the greatest boxers of all-time. His career
      record is 49-0. He has earned more than $1.3 billion over the
      course of his career.

      He also has serious anger management issues. In 2002, he was
      charged with two counts of domestic violence. In 2004, two counts
      of misdemeanor battery against different women. In 2005, another
      charge of misdemeanor battery. In 2010, yet another misdemeanor
      battery charge. Not to mention, there have been a number of
      reported charges that were later dropped.

      The qualities that make him a once-in-a-lifetime boxer—his
      unbridled anger and lack of impulse control—also lead him to be
      violent in normal situations. This combination makes him unbeatable
      in the ring and unbearable in the rest of life.

      Every Strength Has a Tradeoff

      Now, you might be thinking, “Well, you don’t have to cheat on
      your spouse to produce great art or beat up others to become a good
      boxer. Those are two different things.”

      You’re right. I’m using extreme examples here to make the point,
      however, it remains true that every strength has a shadow side.
      Some shadows are darker than others, but all paths to success have
      a cost.

      
      	Maybe you’re a doctor or a nurse who has learned how to remove
      yourself from the emotion of death. This quality that allows you to
      do your job well when patients die each day, but also reduces the
      empathy and connection you feel with friends and family.

      	Maybe you’re a scientist who holds themselves to the highest
      standards. This perfectionism makes you excellent in the lab, but
      also leads you to show tough love to your children and they grow up
      believing nothing they do is ever good enough.

      	Maybe you’re a smart and enthusiastic friend who wants to help
      others by always providing value. You’re just trying to be helpful,
      but you end up providing too much value. Your friends wish
      you would just listen to their problems and not feel the need to
      make your mark on everything.

      

      There are an infinite number of ways this can play out, but one
      singular punchline: every strength comes with tradeoffs.

      Is Success Worth the Shadow Side?

      Success is complicated. We love to praise people for becoming
      famous, for winning championships, and for making tons of money,
      but we rarely discuss the costs of success.

      Did the beauty of Picasso’s art add more joy to the world than
      the pain he caused through a series of broken relationships? It’s
      easy for you and me to believe his contribution was net positive
      because we didn’t have to bear the pain. His ex-wives and
      mistresses might feel differently—especially the two who committed
      suicide.

      The fact that you cannot escape the downsides of your strengths
      brings us to an interesting decision point. People often talk about
      the success they aspire to in life, but as author Mark Manson
      writes in his popular book, The
      Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck, the most important question to
      ask yourself is not, “What kind of success do I want?”, but rather,
      “What kind of pain do I want?”

      Do you want the shadow that comes with the success? Do you want
      the baggage that comes with the bounty? What kind of pain are you
      willing to bear in the name of achieving what you want to achieve?
      Answering this question honestly often leads to more insight about
      what you really care about than thinking of your dreams and
      aspirations.

      It is easy to want financial independence or the approval of
      your boss or to look good in front of the mirror. Everybody wants
      those things. But do you want the shadow side that goes with it? Do
      you want to spend two extra hours at work each day rather than with
      your kids? Do you want to put your career ahead of your marriage?
      Do you want to wake up early and go to the gym when you feel like
      sleeping in? Different people have different answers and you’ll
      have to decide what is best for you, but pretending that the shadow
      isn’t there is not a good strategy.

      
      Success in one area is often tied to failure in another area,
      especially at the extreme end of performance. The more extreme the
      greatness, the longer the shadow it casts.

      

      Success in one area is often tied to failure in another area,
      especially at the extreme end of performance. The more extreme the
      greatness, the longer the shadow it casts.

      To phrase it differently, the more one dimensional your focus,
      the more other areas of life suffer. It’s the four burners
      theory in action. The more you turn up one burner, the more you
      risk others burning out. The things that make people great in one
      area often make them miserable in others.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Downside of Work-Life Balance

      
      One way to think about work-life balance is with a concept known
      as The Four Burners Theory. Here’s how it was first explained to
      me:

      Imagine that your life is represented by a stove with four
      burners on it. Each burner symbolizes one major quadrant of your
      life.

      
      	The first burner represents your family.

      	The second burner is your friends.

      	The third burner is your health.

      	The fourth burner is your work.

      

      The Four Burners Theory says that “in order to
      be successful you have to cut off one of your burners. And in order
      to be really successful you have to cut off two.”
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      Three Views of the Four Burners

      My initial reaction to The Four Burners Theory was to search for
      a way to bypass it. “Can I succeed and keep all four burners
      running?” I wondered.

      Perhaps I could combine two burners. “What if I lumped family
      and friends into one category?”

      Maybe I could combine health and work. “I hear sitting all day
      is unhealthy. What if I got a standing desk?” Now, I know what you
      are thinking. Believing that you will be healthy because you bought
      a standing desk is like believing you are a rebel because you
      ignored the fasten seatbelt sign on an airplane, but whatever.

      Soon I realized I was inventing these workarounds because I
      didn’t want to face the real issue: life is filled with tradeoffs.
      If you want to excel in your work and in your marriage, then your
      friends and your health may have to suffer. If you want to be
      healthy and succeed as a parent, then you might be forced to dial
      back your career ambitions. Of course, you are free to divide your
      time equally among all four burners, but you have to accept that
      you will never reach your full potential in any given area.

      Essentially, we are forced to choose. Would you rather live a
      life that is unbalanced, but high-performing in a certain area? Or
      would you rather live a life that is balanced, but never maximizes
      your potential in a given quadrant?

      What is the best way to handle these work-life balance problems?
      I don’t claim to have it figured out, but here are three ways of
      thinking about The Four Burners Theory.

      Option 1: Outsource Burners

      We outsource small aspects of our lives all the time. We buy
      fast food so we don’t have to cook. We go to the dry cleaners to
      save time on laundry. We visit the car repair shop so we don’t have
      to fix our own automobile.

      Outsourcing small portions of your life allows you to save time
      and spend it elsewhere. Can you apply the same idea to one quadrant
      of your life and free up time to focus on the other three
      burners?

      Work is the best example. For many people, work is the hottest
      burner on the stove. It is where they spend the most time and it is
      the last burner to get turned off. In theory, entrepreneurs and
      business owners can outsource the work burner. They do it by hiring
      employees.

      In my article on The 3 Stages of
      Failure, I covered Sam Carpenter’s story about building
      business systems that allowed him to work just 2 hours per week. He
      outsourced himself from the daily work of the business while still
      reaping the financial benefits.

      Parenting is another example. Working parents are often forced
      to “outsource” the family burner by dropping their children off at
      daycare or hiring a babysitter. Calling this outsourcing might seem
      unfair, but—like the work example above—parents are paying someone
      else to keep the burner running while they use their time
      elsewhere.

      The advantage of outsourcing is that you can keep the burner
      running without spending your time on it. Unfortunately, removing
      yourself from the equation is also a disadvantage. Most
      entrepreneurs, artists, and creators I know would feel bored and
      without a sense of purpose if they had nothing to work on each day.
      Every parent I know would rather spend time with their children
      than drop them off at daycare.

      Outsourcing keeps the burner running, but is it running in a
      meaningful way?

      Option 2: Embrace Constraints

      One of the most frustrating parts of The Four Burners Theory is
      that it shines a light on your untapped potential. It can be easy
      to think, “If only I had more time, I could make more money or get
      in shape or spend more time at home.”

      One way to manage this problem is to shift your focus from
      wishing you had more time to maximizing the time you have. In other
      words, you embrace your limitations. The question to ask yourself
      is, “Assuming a particular set of constraints, how can I be as
      effective as possible?”

      For example:

      
      	Assuming I can only work from 9 AM to 5 PM, how can I make the
      most money possible?

      	Assuming I can only write for 15 minutes each day, how can I
      finish my book as fast as possible?

      	Assuming I can only exercise for 3 hours each week, how can I
      get in the best shape possible?

      

      This line of questioning pulls your focus toward something
      positive (getting the most out of what you have available) rather
      than something negative (worrying about never having enough time).
      Furthermore, well-designed
      limitations can actually improve your performanceand
      help you stop
      procrastinating on your goals.

      Of course, there are disadvantages as well. Embracing
      constraints means accepting that you are operating at less than
      your full potential. Yes, there are plenty of ways to “work
      smarter, not harder” but it is difficult to avoid the fact that
      where you spend your time matters. If you invested more time into
      your health or your relationships or your career, you would likely
      see improved results in that area.

      Option 3: The Seasons of Life

      A third way to manage your four burners is by breaking your life
      into seasons. What if, instead of searching for perfect work-life
      balance at all times, you divided your life into seasons that
      focused on a particular area?

      The importance of your burners may change throughout life. When
      you are in your 20s or 30s and you don’t have children, it can be
      easier to get to the gym and chase career ambitions. The health and
      work burners are on full blast. A few years later, you might start
      a family and suddenly the health burner dips down to a slow simmer
      while your family burner gets more gas. Another decade passes and
      you might revive relationships with old friends or pursue that
      business idea you had been putting off.

      You don’t have to give up on your dreams forever, but life
      rarely allows you to keep all four burners going at once. Maybe you
      need to let go of something for this season. You can do it all in a
      lifetime, but not at the same damn time. In the words of Nathan
      Barry, “Commit to your goal with everything you have—for a
      season.”

      Furthermore, there is often a multiplier effect that occurs when
      you dedicate yourself fully to a given area. In many cases, you can
      achieve more by going all-in on a given task for a few years than
      by giving it a lukewarm effort for fifty years. Maybe it is best to
      strive for seasons of imbalance and rotate through them as
      needed.

      For the last five years, I have been in my entrepreneurship
      season. I built a successful business, but it came with costs. I
      turned my friends burner way down and my family burner is only
      running halfway.

      What season are you in right now?

      Work-Life Balance: Which Burners Have You Cut
      Off?

      The Four Burners Theory reveals a truth everyone must deal with:
      nobody likes being told they can’t have it all, but everyone has
      constraints on their time and energy. Every choice has a cost.

      Which burners have you cut off?

      

    

  
    

    
      The Proven Path to Creating Unique and Meaningful Work

      
      In June of 2004, Arno Rafael Minkkinen stepped up to the
      microphone at the New England School of Photography to deliver the
      commencement speech.

      As he looked out at the graduating students, Minkkinen shared a
      simple theory that, in his estimation, made all the difference
      between success and failure. He called it The Helsinki Bus Station
      Theory.

      

      The Helsinki Bus Station Theory

      Minkkinen was born in Helsinki, Finland. In the center of the
      city there was a large bus station and he began his speech by
      describing it to the students.

      “Some two-dozen platforms are laid out in a square at the heart
      of the city,” Minkkinen said. “At the head of each platform is a
      sign posting the numbers of the buses that leave from that
      particular platform. The bus numbers might read as follows: 21, 71,
      58, 33, and 19. Each bus takes the same route out of the city for
      at least a kilometer, stopping at bus stop intervals along the
      way.”

      He continued, “Now let’s say, again metaphorically speaking,
      that each bus stop represents one year in the life of a
      photographer. Meaning the third bus stop would represent three
      years of photographic activity. Ok, so you have been working for
      three years making platinum studies of nudes. Call it bus #21.”

      “You take those three years of work to the Museum of Fine Arts
      in Boston and the curator asks if you are familiar with the nudes
      of Irving Penn. His bus, 71, was on the same line. Or you take them
      to a gallery in Paris and are reminded to check out Bill Brandt,
      bus 58, and so on. Shocked, you realize that what you have been
      doing for three years others have already done.”

      “So you hop off the bus, grab a cab—because life is short—and
      head straight back to the bus station looking for another
      platform.”

      “This time,” he said, “you are going to make 8×10 view camera
      color snapshots of people lying on the beach from a cherry picker
      crane. You spend three years at it and three grand and produce a
      series of works that elicit the same comment. Haven’t you seen the
      work of Richard Misrach? Or, if they are steamy black and white
      8x10s of palm trees swaying off a beachfront, haven’t you seen the
      work of Sally Mann?”

      “So once again, you get off the bus, grab the cab, race back and
      find a new platform. This goes on all your creative life, always
      showing new work, always being compared to others.”

      “Stay on the Bus”

      Minkkinen paused. He looked out at the students and asked, “What
      to do?”

      “It’s simple,” he said. “Stay on the bus. Stay on the f*cking
      bus. Because if you do, in time, you will begin to see a
      difference.”

      “The buses that move out of Helsinki stay on the same line, but
      only for a while—maybe a kilometer or two. Then they begin to
      separate, each number heading off to its own unique destination.
      Bus 33 suddenly goes north. Bus 19 southwest. For a time maybe 21
      and 71 dovetail one another, but soon they split off as well.
      Irving Penn is headed elsewhere.”

      “It’s the separation that makes all the difference,” Minkkinen
      said. “And once you start to see that difference in your work from
      the work you so admire—that’s why you chose that platform after
      all—it’s time to look for your breakthrough. Suddenly your work
      starts to get noticed. Now you are working more on your own, making
      more of the difference between your work and what influenced it.
      Your vision takes off. And as the years mount up and your work
      begins to pile up, it won’t be long before the critics become very
      intrigued, not just by what separates your work from a Sally Mann
      or a Ralph Gibson, but by what you did when you first got
      started!”

      “You regain the whole bus route in fact. The vintage prints made
      twenty years ago are suddenly re-evaluated and, for what it is
      worth, start selling at a premium. At the end of the line—where the
      bus comes to rest and the driver can get out for a smoke or, better
      yet, a cup of coffee—that’s when the work is done. It could be the
      end of your career as an artist or the end of your life for that
      matter, but your total output is now all there before you, the
      early (so-called) imitations, the breakthroughs, the peaks and
      valleys, the closing masterpieces, all with the stamp of your
      unique vision.”

      “Why? Because you stayed on the bus.”
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      Does Consistency Lead to Success?

      I write frequently about how mastery requires consistency. That
      includes ideas like putting in your reps,
      improving your
      average speed, and falling in love with
      boredom. These ideas are critical, but The Helsinki Bus Station
      Theory helps to clarify and distinguish some important details that
      often get overlooked.

      Does consistency lead to success?

      
      	Consider a college student. They have likely spent more than
      10,000 hours in a classroom by this point in their life. Are they
      an expert at learning every piece of information thrown at them?
      Not at all. Most of what we hear in class is forgotten shortly
      thereafter.

      	Consider someone who works on a computer each day at work. If
      you’ve been in your job for years, it is very likely that you have
      spent more than 10,000 hours writing and responding to emails.
      Given all of this writing, do you have the skills to write the next
      great novel? Probably not.

      	Consider the average person who goes to the gym each week. Many
      folks have been doing this for years or even decades. Are they
      built like elite athletes? Do they possess elite level strength?
      Unlikely.

      

      The key feature of The Helsinki Bus Station Theory is that it
      urges you to not simply do more work, but to do more re-work.

      It’s Not the Work, It’s the Re-Work

      Average college students learn ideas once. The best college
      students re-learn ideas over and over. Average employees write
      emails once. Elite novelists re-write chapters again and again.
      Average fitness enthusiasts mindlessly follow the same workout
      routine each week. The best athletes actively critique each
      repetition and constantly improve their technique. It is the
      revision that matters most.

      To continue the bus metaphor, the photographers who get off the
      bus after a few stops and then hop on a new bus line are still
      doing work the whole time. They are putting in their 10,000 hours.
      What they are not doing, however, is re-work. They are so busy
      jumping from line to line in the hopes of finding a route nobody
      has ridden before that they don’t invest the time to re-work their
      old ideas. And this, as The Helsinki Bus Station Theory makes
      clear, is the key to producing something unique and wonderful.

      By staying on the bus, you give yourself time to re-work and
      revise until you produce something unique, inspiring, and great.
      It’s only by staying on board that mastery reveals itself. Show up
      enough times to get the average ideas out of the way and every now
      and then genius will
      reveal itself.

      Malcolm Gladwell’s book Outliers popularized The
      10,000 Hour Rule, which states that it takes 10,000 hours of
      deliberate
      practice to become an expert in a particular field. I think
      what we often miss is that deliberate practice is revision. If
      you’re not paying close enough attention to revise, then you’re not
      being deliberate.

      A lot of people put in 10,000 hours. Very few people put in
      10,000 hours of revision. The only way to do that is to stay on the
      bus.

      Which Bus Will You Ride?

      We are all creators in some capacity. The manager who fights for
      a new initiative. The accountant who creates a faster process for
      managing tax returns. The nurse who thinks up a better way of
      managing her patients. And, of course, the writer, the designer,
      the painter, and the musician laboring to share their work out to
      the world. They are all creators.

      Any creator who tries to move society forward will experience
      failure. Too often, we respond to these failures by calling a cab
      and getting on another bus line. Maybe the ride will be smoother
      over there.

      Instead, we should stay on the bus and commit to the hard work
      of revisiting, rethinking, and revising our ideas.

      In order to do that, however, you must answer the toughest
      decision of all. Which bus will you ride? What story do you want to
      tell with your life? What craft do you want to spend your years
      revising and improving?

      How do you know the right answer? You don’t. Nobody knows the
      best bus, but if you want to fulfill your potential you must choose
      one. This is one of the central tensions of life. It’s your choice,
      but you must choose.

      And once you do, stay on the bus.

      

    

  
    

    
      Make Your Life Better by Saying Thank You in These 7
      Situations

      
      I don’t say “Thank You” as often as I should and I doubt I’m the
      only one.

      In fact, I’m starting to believe that “Thank You” is the most
      under-appreciated and under-used phrase on the planet. It is
      appropriate in nearly any situation and it is a better response
      than most of the things we say. Let’s cover 7 common situations
      when we say all sorts of things, but should say “Thank You”
      instead.

      [image: Say Thank You]

      1. Say “Thank You” when you’re receiving a
      compliment.

      We often ruin compliments by devaluing the statement or acting
      overly humble. Internally, you might think this prevents you from
      appearing arrogant or smug.

      The problem is that by deflecting the praise of a genuine
      compliment, you don’t acknowledge the person who was nice enough to
      say something. Simply saying “Thank You” fully acknowledges the
      person who made the compliment and allows you to enjoy the moment
      as well.

      Example: “Your dress looks great.”

      
      	Instead of: “Oh, this old thing? I’ve had it for
      years.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you. I’m glad you like it.”

      

      Example: “Wow! 20 points tonight. You played really well
      in the game.”

      
      	Instead of: “Yeah, but I missed that wide-open shot in the
      3rd quarter.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you. It was a good night.”

      

      Example: “You killed your presentation
      today!”

      
      	Instead of: “Did I? I felt so nervous up there. I’m glad it
      looked alright.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you. I’m happy it went well.”

      

      There is something empowering about fully accepting a
      compliment. When you deflect praise, you can’t really own it. When
      you just say “Thank You,” you let the weight of the compliment sink
      in and become yours. Saying “Thank You” gives your mind permission
      to be built up by the compliments you receive.

      Getting compliments should be fun and enjoyable, but we often
      ruin the experience. There’s no need to sabotage compliments that
      come your way. Accept them with grace and enjoy the moment.

      2. Say “Thank You” when you’re running late.

      Being late is the worst. It’s stressful for the person who is
      running late and it’s disrespectful to the person who is
      waiting.

      It might seem strange to thank someone for dealing with your
      hassle, but that’s exactly the correct response. Most people
      stumble in the door and say, “Sorry I’m late.”

      The problem is this response still makes the situation about
      you. Sorry, I’m late. Saying “Thank You” turns the tables
      and acknowledges the sacrifice the other person made by waiting.
      Thank you for waiting.

      Example: You walk in the door 14 minutes
      late.

      
      	Instead of: “So sorry I’m late. Traffic was insane out
      there.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for your patience.”

      

      When we make a mistake, someone else often makes a sacrifice.
      Our default response is to apologize for our failure, but the
      better approach is to praise their patience and loyalty. Thank them
      for what they did despite your error.

      3. Say “Thank You” when you’re comforting
      someone.

      When someone comes to you with bad news, it can be awkward. You
      want to be a good friend, but most people don’t know what to say. I
      know I’ve felt that way before.

      Often times, we think it’s a good idea to add a silver lining to
      the problem. “Well, at least you have…”

      What we fail to realize is that it doesn’t matter if you don’t
      know what to say. All you really need is to be present and thank
      them for trusting you.

      Example: Your co-worker’s mother passed away
      recently.

      
      	Instead of: “At least you have a lot of fond memories to
      hold onto.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing that with me. I know
      this is a hard time for you.”

      

      Example: Your brother lost his job.

      
      	Instead of: “At least you have your health.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing this with me. I’m here
      to support you.”

      

      Example: Your friend’s pet just died.

      
      	Instead of: “At least they had a long and happy
      life.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing that with me. I’m here
      for you.”

      

      In times of suffering, we don’t need to hear words to ease the
      pain as much as we need someone to share our pain. When you don’t
      know what to say, just say “Thank You” and be there.

      4. Say “Thank You” when you’re receiving helpful
      feedback.

      Feedback can be very helpful, but we rarely see it that way.
      Whether it is an unflattering performance review from your boss or
      an email from an unhappy customer, the standard reaction is to get
      defensive. That’s a shame because the correct response is to simply
      say, “Thank You” and use the information to improve.

      Example: “This work isn’t good enough. I thought you
      would do better.”

      
      	Instead of: “You don’t understand. Here’s what really
      happened.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for expecting more of me.”

      

      Example: “I bought your product last week and it already
      broke. I am not happy with this experience.”

      
      	Instead of: “How did you use it? We made it very clear in
      our terms and conditions that the product is not designed to work
      in certain conditions.“

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing your thoughts. Please
      know we are committed to becoming better. Can you share more
      details about the issue?”

      

      Nobody likes to fail, but failure is just a data
      point. Respond to helpful feedback with thanks and use it to
      become better.

      5. Say “Thank You” when you’re receiving unfair
      criticism.

      Sometimes criticism isn’t helpful at all. It’s just vindictive
      and mean. I’ve written about how to deal with haters
      previously, but one of the best approaches is to just say thank you
      and move on.

      When you thank someone for criticizing you, it immediately
      neutralizes the power of their statements. If it’s not a big deal
      to you, then it can’t grow into a larger argument.

      Example: “This might be good advice for beginners, but
      anyone who knows what they are doing will find this
      useless.”

      
      	Instead of: “Well, clearly, I wrote this for beginners.
      This might be a surprise, but not everything was written with you
      in mind.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing your opinion. I’ll try
      to improve next time.”

      

      Example: “Your statement is the dumbest thing I’ve read
      all week.”

      
      	Instead of: “You’re an idiot. Let me tell you
      why…”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for the feedback. I still have a lot
      to learn.”

      

      Releasing the need to win every argument is a sign of maturity.
      Someone on the internet said something wrong? So what. Win the
      argument by the way you live your life.

      6. Say “Thank You” when someone gives you
      unsolicited advice.

      This shows up a lot in the gym. Everybody has an opinion about
      what your technique should look like. I think most people are just
      trying to be helpful, but hearing someone’s opinion about you when
      you didn’t ask for it can be annoying.

      One time, someone pointed out some flaws in my squat technique
      in a video I posted online. I responded by sarcastically asking if
      he had a video of himself doing it correctly. Somewhere deep in my
      mind, I assumed that if I reminded him that his technique wasn’t
      perfect, then I would feel better about the fact that mine wasn’t
      perfect either. That’s an unnecessary and defensive response.

      The better approach? Just say “Thank You.”

      Example: “You know, you should really keep your hips
      back when you do that exercise.”

      
      	Instead of: “Oh really? Do you have a video of yourself
      doing it so I can see it done correctly?”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for the help.”

      

      Pointing out others faults doesn’t remove your own. Thank people
      for raising your self-awareness, even if it was unsolicited.

      7. Say “Thank You” when you’re not sure if you
      should thank someone.

      When in doubt, just say thank you. There is no downside. Are you
      honestly worried about showing too much gratitude to the people in
      your life?

      “Should I send a Thank You card in this situation?” Yes, you
      should.

      “Should I tip him?” If you don’t, at least say thank you.

      Say thank you, more often.

      Read Next

      

    

  
    

    
      One Research-Backed Way to Effectively Manage Your Stressful
      and Busy Schedule

      
      About twenty years ago, a group of college students at Stanford
      University headed home for winter break. While they were gone, they
      were given the task of keeping a daily journal.

      In this journal, some of the students were asked to write about
      their most important personal values and then describe how the
      events of each day connected with those values.

      Another group of students was simply asked to describe the
      positive events that happened throughout their day.

      When the students returned to school after the break, the
      researchers discovered that those students who wrote about their
      personal values were healthier, experienced fewer illnesses, and
      had better energy and attitude than the students who merely wrote
      about the positive events in their lives.

      

      As time has gone on, these findings have been replicated in nearly
      a hundred additional studies. In fact, according to the book
      The
      Upside of Stress (audiobook)
      by Stanford professor Kelly McGonigal:

      “It turns out that writing about your values is one of the
      most effective psychological interventions ever studied. In the
      short term, writing about personal values makes people feel more
      powerful, in control, proud, and strong. It also makes them feel
      more loving, connected, and empathetic toward others. It increases
      pain tolerance, enhances self-control, and reduces unhelpful
      rumination after a stressful experience.

      In the long term, writing about values has been shown to
      boost GPAs, reduce doctor visits, improve mental health, and help
      with everything from weight loss to quitting smoking and reducing
      drinking. It helps people persevere in the face of discrimination
      and reduces self-handicapping. In many cases, these benefits are a
      result of a one-time mindset intervention. People who write about
      their values once, for ten minutes, show benefits months or even
      years later.”

      —Kelly McGonigal

      But why?

      The Power of Personal Values

      Why would such a simple action like writing about your personal
      values deliver such incredible results?

      Researchers believe that one core reason for this is that
      journaling about your personal values and connecting them to the
      events in your life helps to reveal the meaning behind stressful
      events in your life. Sure, taking care of your family or working
      long hours on a project can be draining, but if you know why these
      actions are important to you, then you are much better equipped to
      handle that stress.

      In fact, writing about how our day-to-day actions match up with
      our deepest personal values can mentally and biologically improve
      our ability to deal with stress. In McGonigal’s words, “Stressful
      experiences were no longer simply hassles to endure; they became an
      expression of the students’ values… small things that might
      otherwise have seemed irritating became moments of meaning.”

      Living Out Your Personal Values

      My own experiences have mirrored the findings of the
      researchers. In fact, I stumbled into a very similar practice by
      accident before I had even heard about these research findings.

      Each year, I conduct an Integrity Report. This
      report has three sections. First, I list and explain my core
      values. Second, I discuss how I have lived and worked by those core
      values over the previous year. Third, I hold myself accountable and
      discuss how I have missed the mark over the previous year and where
      I did not live up to my core values.

      I have found that doing this simple exercise each year actually
      helps to keep my values top of mind on a daily basis. Furthermore,
      I have direct proof of how and why my writing and work connects
      with my most meaningful personal values. This type of reinforcement
      makes it easier for me to continue working when the work gets stressful and
      overwhelming.

      If you’re interested in writing about your own personal values,
      I put together a core
      values list with more than 50 common examples of personal
      values. You are welcome to browse that list for inspiration when
      considering your own values.

      Whether you choose to conduct an integrity report like I do or
      keep a journal like the Stanford students, the science is pretty
      clear on the benefits. Writing about your personal values will make
      your life better and improve your ability to manage stressful
      events in your life.

      

    

  
    

    
      Scott Dinsmore: A Tribute

      
      My friend Scott Dinsmore died last week. He passed away during a
      tragic mountain climbing accident on Mount Kilimanjaro. He was 33
      years old.

      Scott is my first friend to die young and unexpectedly. One of
      the hardest parts of growing up is realizing that life is a race
      with a different finish line for each of us. We walk this journey
      together, but we all finish it separately.

      This article is about Scott, about the lessons I learned from
      him, about the global movement he created, and about the incredible
      difference one person can make in the world. My words are a poor
      tribute to the life he lived, but they are the best I can
      offer.

      

      The Mastermind

      In August of 2011, Tyler Tervooren reached out to me and asked
      if I would like to join a three-person mastermind group. It would
      include Scott, Tyler, and myself.

      The three of us were just beginning to take online
      entrepreneurship seriously. We used the calls to talk through
      business issues, make big plans, hold ourselves accountable,
      and—mostly—as a form of therapy for dealing with the rollercoaster
      ride of emotions that awaits every entrepreneur.

      Because of these calls, I spoke with Scott every month for the
      last four years. He became a peer, a mentor, a friend. When we
      started, I had no idea that I was about to watch him connect people
      from around the world and make a dent in his corner of the
      universe.

      TEDx

      Scott ran a business called Live Your Legend where he focused
      on helping people find and do work they love. He was on a quest to
      help people make a living off of their passion.

      His website grew rapidly. Out of the three of us, Scott’s site
      was the first to hit 10,000 subscribers. About a year after we
      began our monthly calls, Scott told me that he wanted to give a
      TEDx Talk.

      He spent months talking to previous speakers and conference
      organizers. He went to dinners and other conferences with the hope
      of connecting with someone who could get him on the shortlist for a
      TEDx event. Eventually, he worked his way into the second alternate
      spot for TEDxGoldenGatePark.

      A month before the event, the first speaker dropped out. Six
      days before the event, a second speaker dropped out. Scott received
      the call informing him that he would be speaking, created his
      presentation in six days, and delivered his now famous TEDx Talk
      titled, “How
      to Find and Do Work You Love.”

      Within a week, his talk had nearly 50,000 views. Within a year,
      500,000 views. By the time he passed away, it was one of the 25
      most popular TEDx Talks in history with more than 2.5 million
      views.

      I was fortunate to get a behind-the-scenes look at how hard
      Scott worked to achieve his success. He didn’t stand by and hope
      for his chance to come. He didn’t wait patiently to be tapped,
      nominated, appointed, or chosen. He worked his tail off to get the
      chance to be on stage and when the window of opportunity opened, he
      made the most of it.

      The World’s Greatest Gym

      A few months after his TEDx Talk, I visited Scott in San
      Francisco. We decided to get a workout in while I was there. I just
      assumed that we would head to his local gym and train together.
      When Scott picked me up, I asked which gym we were going to and he
      looked at me like I was crazy.

      “Hell no. You’re not coming to San Francisco and training in
      some gym.”

      We drove down by the marina and parked along the bay near
      Chrissy Field Marsh. The early morning fog had burned off and the
      sun was warming the Golden Gate Bridge. The weather was
      perfect.

      We ran for a mile or two along the water before Scott told me
      that he had designed a workout for us. We ran back to his SUV, he
      pulled a few kettlebells out of his back seat with a grin on his
      face, and we proceeded to do so many damn burpees that I nearly
      threw up.

      Before our final set of kettlebell swings, Scott asked a woman
      walking by to snap a photo of us working out in the world’s
      greatest gym. Now that he is gone, I find myself wishing that I had
      more photos of our times together. I wish I had pictures from our
      dinner in San Francisco, from our brunch in Portland, from the
      drinks we shared at the hotel bar or from the conversations we had
      on the rooftop patio at WDS. Memories will have to do.

      Take photos with the people you love. It’s too easy to let those
      moments pass us by.

      

      Going Global

      Scott and I both had dreams about facilitating ways for our
      community to meet in the real world and not just online.

      We decided that hosting a series of meetups in various cities
      would probably be the best way to start. I got commitments from
      readers in over 60 countries who expressed an interest in hosting a
      local meetup in their area. Scott developed his own list.

      The software for organizing something like this wasn’t great and
      while I was busy whining about how I didn’t have the right tools,
      Scott said, “Screw it. I’m going to go with what we
      have.”

      Live Your Legend LOCAL was born. The global kickoff event
      featured simultaneous meetups in more than 150 cities. Scott asked
      me to be the featured speaker at the event in my area. I was happy
      to help.

      By the time Scott passed away, Live Your Legend LOCAL had grown
      to include monthly in-person meetups in 206 cities in 57 countries
      around the world.

      The scope of the project is incredible, but I know that the
      impact of the venture meant even more to Scott than the numbers. He
      told me with pride about one attendee who, after attending the
      meetup with his wife, sent Scott an email that said, “After the
      meetup, my wife told me that she finally understands me.” There
      were tons of
      testimonials like that.

      The moment that Live Your Legend LOCAL launched, Scott’s work
      and mission became bigger than himself. His life was a perfect
      example of how work is not merely a task to be finished, but an
      opportunity for us to do something that matters. I’m so grateful
      that I was there to witness it.

      Living His Legend

      If you could rewind the clock to January 1, 2015 and tell Scott
      that he had eight months to live, he very well might have done the
      same thing he actually did.

      The climbing accident that took Scott’s life happened during a
      year-long round-the-world trip with his wife, Chelsea. He traveled
      the globe with the person he loved most in the world. He shared
      meals with people he impacted through his work. He sipped wine in
      France with Leo. He
      battled strangers in a Mexican dance off with Corbett. He re-lived his
      honeymoon in Croatia.

      Is it even possible to fill eight months with more adventure,
      love, passion, and joy? His final year was a gift.

      One of my favorite memories of Scott was the night he ran
      through the streets of Portland in a cape, twirling at every turn,
      while Steve Kamb and I ran behind him covered in paint of all
      colors. We finished the night drinking beers and doing
      impersonations of one another. I can’t imagine what the strangers
      who passed us thought, but we were having a blast.

      [image: Scott, Steve, and James]

      We tell people to follow their dreams. We claim that you should
      be the change that you wish to see in the world. We encourage
      people to bring others together and to create projects and
      businesses that impact those around them. Start a business. Travel
      the world. Live life to the fullest.

      Scott actually did those things.

      You Are Not Alone

      During one of our regular calls a few months ago, Scott said
      something that I immediately wrote down and placed at the top of my
      mission statement.

      “People just don’t want to do this journey solo.”

      We all need to be surrounded by people who can support our
      dreams. We all need to connect with someone and think, “You
      understand me.” Scott used Live Your Legend to build a space
      where connections like that could happen. He fostered
      understanding, meaning, and connection for people all around the
      world.

      And as I try to grapple with this loss, I’d like to extend
      Scott’s advice to the people who need it most:

      To Scott’s family and his closest friends, you don’t have to do
      this journey solo. I am so sorry for your loss. Know that Scott
      loved you, that he talked of you often, and that he was grateful
      for your presence in his life.

      To his wonderful wife Chelsea, you don’t have to do this journey
      solo. I’m here to talk, to support, to help. That’s true today.
      It’s true in a month. It’s true in a year. And I know you already
      know this, but let me tell you again: Scott adored you. He loved
      you fully. He was constantly talking about how lucky he was for
      “marrying up.”

      And to Scott, wherever you are now, you didn’t make this journey
      solo and you won’t make the next one alone either. We are with you.
      We are here to carry on the work you did. You are not alone.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Be Happy When Everything Goes Wrong

      
      In the summer of 2010, Rachelle Friedman was preparing for one
      of the best periods of her life. She was recently engaged,
      surrounded by her best friends, and enjoying her bachelorette
      party.

      Friedman and her friends were spending the day at the pool when
      one of them playfully pushed her into the shallow end of the water.
      Friedman floated slowly to the top of the pool until her face
      emerged. It was immediately obvious that something was wrong. “This
      isn’t a joke,” she said.

      Her head had struck the bottom of the pool and shattered two
      vertebrae. In particular, the fracture of her C6 vertebra severed
      her spinal cord and left her permanently paralyzed from the chest
      down. She would never walk again.

      

      “We are just so happy…”

      One year later, Rachelle Friedman became Rachelle Chapman as she
      married her new husband. She decided to share some of her own
      thoughts on the whole experience during an online
      question-and-answer session in 2013.

      She started by discussing some of the challenges you might
      expect. It was hard to find a job that could accommodate her
      physical disabilities. It could be frustrating and uncomfortable to
      deal with the nerve pain.

      But she also shared a variety of surprisingly positive answers.
      For example, when asked if things changed for the worse she said,
      “Well things did change, but I can’t say in a bad way at all.”
      Then, when asked about her relationship with her husband she said,
      “I think we are just so happy because my injury could have been
      worse.”

      How is it possible to be happy when everything in life seems to
      go wrong? As it turns out, Rachelle’s situation can reveal a lot
      about how our brains respond to traumatic events and what actually
      makes us happy.

      The Surprising Truth About Happiness

      There is a social psychologist at Harvard University by the name
      of Dan Gilbert. Gilbert’s best-selling book, Stumbling on
      Happiness, discusses the many ways in which we miscalculate how
      situations will make us happy or sad, and reveals some
      counterintuitive insights about how to be happy.

      One of the primary discoveries from researchers like Gilbert is
      that extreme inescapable situations often trigger a response from
      our brain that increases positivity and happiness.

      For example, imagine your house is destroyed in an earthquake or
      you suffer a serious injury in a car accident and lose the use of
      your legs. When asked to describe the impact of such an event most
      people talk about how devastating it would be. Some people even say
      they would rather be dead than never be able to walk again.

      But what researchers find is that when people actually suffer a
      traumatic event like living through an earthquake or becoming a
      paraplegic their happiness levels are nearly identical six months
      after the event as they were the day before the event.

      How can this be?

      The Impact Bias

      Traumatic events tend to trigger what Gilbert refers to as our
      “psychological immune systems.” Our psychological immune systems
      promote our brain’s ability to deliver a positive outlook and
      happiness from an inescapable situation. This is the opposite of
      what we would expect when we imagine such an event. As Gilbert
      says, “People are not aware of the fact that their defenses are
      more likely to be triggered by intense rather than mild suffering.
      Thus, they mis-predict their own emotional reactions to misfortunes
      of different sizes.”

      This effect works in a similar way for extremely positive
      events. For example, consider how it would feel to win the lottery.
      Many people assume that winning the lottery would immediately
      deliver long-lasting happiness, but research has found the
      opposite.

      In a very famous study published by researchers at Northwestern
      University in 1978 it was discovered that the happiness levels of
      paraplegics and lottery winners were essentially the same
      within a year after the event occurred. You read that correctly.
      One person won a life-changing sum of money and another person lost
      the use of their limbs and within one year the two people were
      equally happy.

      It is important to note this particular study has not been
      replicated in the years since it came out, but the general trend
      has been supported again and again. We have a strong tendency to
      overestimate the impact that extreme events will have on our lives.
      Extreme positive and extreme negative events don’t actually
      influence our long-term levels of happiness nearly as much as we
      think they would.

      Researchers refer to this as The Impact Bias because we tend to
      overestimate the length or intensity of happiness that major events
      will create. The Impact Bias is one example of affective
      forecasting, which is a social psychology phenomenon that refers to
      our generally terrible ability as humans to predict our future
      emotional states.

      How to Be Happy: Where to Go From Here

      There are two primary takeaways from The Impact Bias about how
      to be happy.

      First, we have a tendency to focus on the thing that
      changes and forget about the things that don’t change.
      When thinking about winning the lottery, we imagine that event and
      all of the money that it will bring in. But we forget about the
      other 99 percent of life and how it will remain more or less the
      same.

      We’ll still feel grumpy if we don’t get enough sleep. We still
      have to wait in rush hour traffic. We still have to work out if we
      want to stay in shape. We still have to send in our taxes each
      year.

      It will still hurt when we lose a loved one. It will still feel
      nice to relax on the porch and watch the sunset. We imagine the
      change, but we forget the things that stay the same.

      Second, a challenge is an impediment to a particular
      thing, not to you as a person. In the words of Greek
      philosopher Epictetus, “Going lame is an impediment to your leg,
      but not to your will.” We overestimate how much negative events
      will harm our lives for precisely the same reason that we overvalue
      how much positive events will help our lives. We focus on the thing
      that occurs (like losing a leg), but forget about all of the other
      experiences of life.

      Writing thank you
      notes to friends, watching football games on the weekend,
      reading a good
      book, eating a tasty meal. These are all pieces of the good
      life you can enjoy with or without a leg. Mobility issues represent
      but a small fraction of the experiences available to you. Negative
      events can create task-specific challenges, but the human
      experience is broad and varied.

      There is plenty of room for happiness in a life that may seem
      very foreign or undesirable to your current imagination.

      For more on how to be happy and the fascinating ways in which
      our brain creates happiness, read Dan Gilbert’s book Stumbling on
      Happiness (ebook |
      audiobook).

      

    

  
    

    
      Shoshin: A Remarkable Zen Concept Used to Let Go of Old
      Assumptions

      
      I played baseball for 17 years of my life. During that time, I
      had many different coaches and I began to notice repeating patterns
      among them.

      

      Coaches tend to come up through a certain system. New coaches will
      often land their first job as an assistant coach with their alma
      mater or a team they played with previously. After a few years, the
      young coach will move on to their own head coaching job where they
      tend to replicate the same drills, follow similar practice
      schedules, and even yell at their players in a similar fashion as
      the coaches they learned from. People tend to emulate their
      mentors.

      This phenomenon—our tendency to repeat the behavior we are
      exposed to—extends to nearly everything we learn in life.

      Your political or religious beliefs are mostly the result of the
      system you were raised in. People raised by Catholic families tend
      to be Catholic. People raised by Muslim families tend to be Muslim.
      Although you may not agree on every issue, your parents political
      attitudes tend to shape your political attitudes. The way we
      approach our day-to-day work and life is largely a result of the
      system we were trained in and the mentors we had along the way. At
      some point, we all learned to think from someone else. That’s how
      knowledge is passed down.

      Here’s the hard question: Who is to say that the way you
      originally learned something is the best way? What if you simply
      learned one way of doing things, not the way of
      doing things?

      Consider my baseball coaches. Did they actually consider all of
      the different ways of coaching a team? Or did they simply mimic the
      methods they had been exposed to? The same could be said of nearly
      any area in life. Who is to say that the way you originally learned
      a skill is the best way? Most people think they are experts in a
      field, but they are really just experts in a particular style.

      In this way, we become a slave to our old beliefs without even
      realizing it. We adopt a philosophy or strategy based on what we
      have been exposed to without knowing if it’s the optimal way to do
      things.

      Shoshin: The Beginner’s Mind

      There is a concept in Zen Buddhism known as shoshin,
      which means “beginner’s mind.” Shoshin refers to the idea
      of letting go of your preconceptions and having an attitude of
      openness when studying a subject.

      When you are a true beginner, your mind is empty and open.
      You’re willing to learn and consider all pieces of information,
      like a child discovering something for the first time. As you
      develop knowledge and expertise, however, your mind naturally
      becomes more closed. You tend to think, “I already know how to do
      this” and you become less open to new information.

      There is a danger that comes with expertise. We tend to block
      the information that disagrees with what we learned previously and
      yield to the information that confirms our current approach. We
      think we are learning, but in reality we are steamrolling through
      information and conversations, waiting until we hear something that
      matches up with our current philosophy or previous experience, and
      cherry-picking
      information to justify our current behaviors and beliefs. Most
      people don’t want new information, they want validating
      information.

      The problem is that when you are an expert you actually need to
      pay more attention, not less. Why? Because when you are
      already familiar with 98 percent of the information on a topic, you
      need to listen very carefully to pick up on the remaining 2
      percent.

      As adults our prior knowledge blocks us from seeing things anew.
      To quote zen master Shunryo Suzuki, “In the beginner’s mind there
      are many possibilities, but in the expert’s there are few.”

      How to Rediscover Your Beginner’s Mind

      Here are a few practical ways to rediscover your beginner’s mind
      and embrace the concept of shoshin.

      Let go of the need to add value. Many people,
      especially high achievers, have an overwhelming need to provide
      value to the people around them. On the surface, this sounds like a
      great thing. But in practice, it can handicap your success because
      you never have a conversation where you just shut up and listen. If
      you’re constantly adding value (“You should try this…” or “Let me
      share something that worked well for me…”) then you kill the
      ownership that other people feel about their ideas. At the same
      time, it’s impossible for you to listen to someone else when you’re
      talking. So, step one is to let go of the need to always
      contribute. Step back every now and then and just observe and
      listen. For more on this, read Marshall Goldsmith’s excellent book
      What
      Got You Here Won’t Get You There (audiobook).

      Let go of the need to win every argument. A few
      years ago, I read 
      a smart post by Ben Casnocha about becoming less competitive as
      time goes on. In Ben’s words, “Others don’t need to lose for me to
      win.” This is a philosophy that fits well with the idea of
      shoshin. If you’re having a conversation and someone makes
      a statement that you disagree with, try releasing the urge to
      correct them. They don’t need to lose the argument for you to win.
      Letting go of the need to prove a point opens up the possibility
      for you to learn something new. Approach it from a place of
      curiosity: Isn’t that interesting. They look at this in a
      totally different way. Even if you are right and they are
      wrong, it doesn’t matter. You can walk away satisfied even if you
      don’t have the last word in every conversation.

      Tell me more about that. I have a tendency to
      talk a lot (see “Providing Too Much Value” above). Every now and
      then, I’ll challenge myself to stay quiet and pour all of my energy
      into listening to someone else. My favorite strategy is to ask
      someone to, “Tell me more about that.” It doesn’t matter what the
      topic is, I’m simply trying to figure out how things work and open
      my mind to hearing about the world through someone else’s
      perspective.

      Assume that you are an idiot. In his fantastic
      book, Fooled by
      Randomness, Nassim Taleb writes, “I try to remind my group each
      week that we are all idiots and know nothing, but we have the good
      fortune of knowing it.” The flaws discussed in this article are
      simply a product of being human. We all have to learn information
      from someone and somewhere, so we all have a mentor or a system
      that guides our thoughts. The key is to realize this influence.

      We are all idiots, but if you have the privilege of knowing
      that, then you can start to let go of your preconceptions and
      approach life with a beginner’s mind.

      Shoshin.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why Old Ideas Are a Secret Weapon

      
      A series of explosions shook the city of St. Louis on March 16,
      1972. The first building fell to the ground at 3 p.m. that
      afternoon. In the months that followed, more than 30 buildings
      would be turned to rubble.

      The buildings that were destroyed were part of the now infamous
      housing project known as Pruitt-Igoe. When the Pruitt-Igoe housing
      project opened in 1954 it was believed to be a breakthrough in
      urban architecture. Spanning 57 acres across the north side of St.
      Louis, Pruitt-Igoe consisted of 33 high-rise buildings and provided
      nearly 3,000 new apartments to the surrounding population.

      Pruitt-Igoe was designed with cutting-edge ideas from modern
      architecture. The designers emphasized green spaces and packed
      residents into high-rise towers with beautiful views of the
      surrounding city. The buildings employed skip-stop elevators, which
      only stopped at the first, fourth, seventh, and tenth floors.
      (Architects believed that forcing people to use the stairs would
      lessen the foot traffic and congestion in the building.) The
      buildings were outfitted with “unbreakable” lights that were
      covered in metal mesh and intended to reduce vandalism. The floors
      featured communal garbage chutes and large windows to brighten the
      corridors with natural light.

      On paper, Pruitt-Igoe was a testament to modern engineering. In
      practice, the project was a disaster.

      

      The Pruitt-Igoe Failure

      Once the troublemakers of the neighborhood heard that the light
      fixtures were supposedly unbreakable, they accepted the challenge
      and threw water on the lights until they overheated and burnt
      out.

      Next, they busted the garbage chutes and shattered the windows.
      According to one report, the bright new corridors had so many
      broken windows that “it was possible to see straight through to the
      other side.”

      The St. Louis Housing Authority had planned to use rental
      incomes to pay for the maintenance of the buildings. In the years
      after the massive project opened, the population of St. Louis began
      to drop as people moved out of the city. With fewer tenants than
      expected and increasing rates of vandalism, the buildings were left
      unfixed.

      Soon the modern design of Pruitt-Igoe began to accelerate its
      downfall. Suddenly, the skip-stop elevators became a danger to
      well-behaved citizens who were forced to walk through additional
      corridors and risky stairways just to get into and out of their
      apartments. As criminal activity rose, more things were broken,
      more people moved away, and less money came in.

      In 1972, less than 20 years after the project had opened, the
      St. Louis Housing Authority scheduled a demolition and blew up the
      entire $36 million complex.
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      Old Ideas Are Undervalued

      The sprawling 33-building, 57-acre layout of Pruitt-Igoe ignored
      the traditional knowledge about how cities grow and develop. Nearly
      every thriving and successful city on our planet was built
      organically and unpredictably. Buildings popped up as needed. City
      blocks expanded gradually.

      There is a reason we tend to undervalue old ideas:

      At first glance, we just see an idea that has been around for a
      long time. We incorrectly assume that familiar ideas provide
      average results. “Everyone does it this way, so it can’t be
      that great … right?”

      What we fail to understand is that the fundamentals are not
      merely a collection of good ideas. The fundamentals are a
      collection of good ideas that outlasted thousands of bad ideas.

      For example:

      
      	Fitness. Decades have seen the rise and fall
      of countless exercise fads. New training styles come into vogue,
      only to be replaced by another a few years later. In our quest to
      get fit we chase the latest and greatest offering even though
      boring fundamentals like lifting weights three times per week or
      going for a daily walk have outlasted all the previous fads.

      	Entrepreneurship. Simple fundamentals like
      making more sales
      calls can be the difference between success and failure as an
      entrepreneur. As Patrick McKenzie, CEO of Starfighter, says “Our
      secret weapon is patient execution of what everyone knows they
      should be doing, because that actually is a competitive
      barrier.”

      	Reading. Half of this year’s best-selling
      books are filled with ideas that may seem intelligent today, but
      will be proven wrong in the near future. Only a handful will still
      be read consistently a decade from now. These books—the ones that
      stand the test of time—are the ones you want to be reading because
      they are filled with ideas that last.
      This is why old books can provide incredible value.

      

      The Power of Inherited Knowledge

      Across the street from Pruitt-Igoe was more traditional housing
      complex named Carr Square Village. Unlike Pruitt-Igoe, Carr Square
      Village was a smaller, low-rise complex and featured more
      traditional designs. It was built 12 years before Pruitt-Igoe, but
      despite its older age, Carr Square Village outlasted Pruitt-Igoe
      and boasted lower crime and vacancy rates all while being in the
      same neighborhood.

      Is this evidence that we should abandon creative thinking and
      innovation in the name of sticking to the fundamentals? Of course
      not. But I do believe the Pruitt-Igoe story is one example of our
      tendency to undervalue inherited knowledge.

      Furthermore, I’d like to propose that sometimes the creative
      thing to do is to actually practice the fundamentals more
      consistently than everyone else. Most people don’t fully use the
      knowledge they already have. As I have written
      previously, “Everybody already knows that” is very
      different from “Everybody already does that.”

      

    

  
    

    
      Overrated vs. Underrated: Common Beliefs We Get Wrong

      
      As a society, we often overvalue unimportant things and
      undervalue the ideas and strategies that make a real
      difference.

      Here’s my take on a few common beliefs that I think we often get
      wrong.

      Overrated: Being busy.

      Underrated: Doing one thing at a time.

      Being in motion is not the same thing as taking action. As a
      society, we’ve fallen into a trap of busyness and overwork. More
      critically, we have mistaken all this activity as an indicator of
      living an important life. The underlying thought seems to be,
      “Look how busy I am? If I’m doing all this work, I must be
      doing something important.” And, by extension, “I must be
      important because I’m so busy.”

      Read more: The Myth of
      Multitasking: Why Fewer Priorities Leads to Better Work

      Overrated: Avoiding criticism.

      Underrated: Sharing unique ideas.

      You can either be judged because you created something or
      ignored because you left your greatness inside of you. Too often,
      we let our fears and emotions prevent us from sharing our work with
      others.

      Read more: Haters and Critics: How to Deal
      with People Judging You and Your Work

      Overrated: Unrestricted freedom.

      Underrated: Carefully designed constraints.

      Constraints actually increase our skill development
      rather than restrict it. We need lines to show us where to add
      color, not a blank canvas to draw on. As an entrepreneur, I
      struggled to manage myself until I realized that I needed to add
      some structure to my day. I began to only schedule calls in the
      afternoon. I blocked my email inbox until noon. I
      required myself to publish a new article every Monday and Thursday.
      By adding a few carefully designed
      constraints to my life I reduced my freedom, but actually
      improved my productivity and happiness. Instead of feeling
      restricted by constraints, I felt empowered.

      Read more: The More We Limit
      Ourselves, the More Resourceful We Become

      Overrated: Degrees, certifications, and
      credentials.

      Underrated: Courage and creativity.

      Degrees can be important. (I don’t want to be operated on by a
      neurosurgeon who didn’t attend medical school.) But as my friend
      Charlie Gilkey told me, “Most people need degrees because they
      don’t have the courage to ask for what they want.” In many cases,
      the courage to ask for what you want and a willingness to solve
      other people’s problems is all you really need. The degrees, the
      awards, going to the “right” school or being born into the “right”
      family—none of these things are a prerequisite for success.

      Read more: Let Your Values Drive Your
      Choices

      Overrated: Getting motivated.

      Underrated: Changing your environment.

      We incorrectly believe that motivation is the missing link that
      will enable us to stick to a new diet plan or write that book or
      learn a new language. Motivation is fickle and it doesn’t last.
      One
      study found that motivation had no impact on whether or not
      people exercised over a two week period. The effects of motivation
      essentially vanished after a day. Meanwhile, most of your daily
      choices are simply a response to the environment around you. We
      rarely think about the spaces we live and work in, but they drive
      our behavior whether we feel motivated or not.

      Read more: How to Stick With Good
      Habits Even When Your Willpower is Gone

      Overrated: Watching the news.

      Underrated: Reading old books.

      By default, any good book that is more than 10 years old is
      filled with life-changing ideas. Why? Because bad books are
      forgotten after a decade or two. Any lasting book must be filled
      with ideas that stand the test of time. Meanwhile, the news is
      filled with fleeting information. We justify paying attention to
      the media because we think it makes us informed, but being informed
      is useless when most of the information will be unimportant by
      tomorrow. The news is just a television show and, like most TV
      shows, the goal is not to deliver the most accurate version of
      reality, but the version that keeps you watching. You wouldn’t want
      to stuff your body with low quality food. Why cram your mind with
      low quality thoughts?

      Read More: Stop Overdosing on Celebrity
      Gossip, The News, and Low Quality Information

      Overrated: Discovering the “new” thing.

      Underrated: Mastering the fundamentals.

      I’ve been guilty of jumping at the latest tactic or strategy,
      just like everyone else. We fool ourselves into thinking that a new
      tactic will change the fact that we need to do the work. There
      really isn’t much of a secret to most things. Want to be a better
      writer? Write more. Want to be stronger? Lift more. Want to learn a
      new language? Speak the language more. The greatest skill in any
      endeavor is doing the work. You don’t need more time, more money,
      or better strategies. You just need to do the work.

      Read more: Vince Lombardi
      on the Hidden Power of Mastering the Fundamentals

      Overrated: Being the leader.

      Underrated: Being a better teammate.

      We love status. We want pins and medallions on our jackets. We
      want power and prestige in our titles. We want to be acknowledged,
      recognized, and praised. It’s too bad all of those make for hollow
      leaders. Great teams require great teammates. Nowhere is that more
      true that at the top. No leader ever became worse by thinking about
      their teammates more.

      Overrated: Winning.

      Underrated: Improving.

      Too often, we value immediate results over long-term
      improvement. CFOs play accounting games to meet quarterly earnings
      projections. Police chiefs fudge the numbers to make crime rates
      appear lower. Students cheat on exams because getting an A is more
      important than learning the material. Learning, growth, and
      improvement are undervalued in the name of getting faster results.
      The shame of it all is that if we could find the time to focus on
      the process, the outcomes would follow shortly after.

      Read more: Pat Riley on the
      Remarkable Power of Getting 1% Better

      Overrated: Training to failure.

      Underrated: Not missing workouts.
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      Feeling exhausted at the end of your workout is massively
      overrated. Working until you have nothing left is a recipe for
      burnout, injury, illness, and inconsistency. It is better to make
      small progress every day than to do as much as humanly possible in
      one day. Effort means nothing if it only last for a week or two.
      Do things you can
      sustain.

      

    

  
    

    
      It's Not Just About What You Say, It's About How You Live

      
      For the last 2,000 years the Nguni people have lived on the
      lands of central and southern Africa. Today, the Nguni people are
      primarily spread across the southern and eastern portions of the
      African continent.

      Given their long and rich culture, oral tradition and hand
      gestures are an important part of communication within the Nguni
      nations. The Nguni people speak not just with words, but also with
      their bodies.

      

      For example, when receiving a gift, it is customary to do so while
      holding both hands out in a cupped position. According to Melanie
      Finney, a communications professor at DePauw University, this
      gesture signals that “the gift you give me means so much that I
      must hold it in two hands.”

      The gestures of the Nguni people provide one example of how
      gratitude is not just about what we say, but also about the manner
      in which we live.

      This is an idea that we can apply to nearly any area of
      life:

      
      	As an athlete: the goal is not to talk about
      how fantastic you are as a leader, but to show your leadership by
      being a great teammate first and foremost.

      	As an entrepreneur: the goal is not to merely
      tell your customers that you care about them, but to show them that
      you care by how you run your business and how you deliver your
      product.

      	As a partner: the goal is not to simply claim
      that you love your spouse, but to show them your love by the care
      that you infuse into little behaviors each day.

      	As a doctor or a customer service rep or a middle
      manager: the goal is not to explain why you’re good at
      your job, but to make each day a work of art by the way that you do
      your job.

      

      Our behavior is perhaps the strongest indicator of what we
      believe and what we value. In the words of John F. Kennedy, “As we
      express our gratitude, we must never forget that the highest
      appreciation is not to utter words, but to live by them.”

      Gratitude is not just about what we say, but how we live.

      And so it is true for all of life.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Experts Figure What to Focus On

      
      Peak performance experts say things like, “You should focus. You
      need to eliminate the distractions. Commit to one thing and become
      great at that thing.”

      This is good advice. The more I study successful people from all
      walks of life—artists, athletes, entrepreneurs, scientists—the more
      I believe focus is a core factor of success.

      But there is a problem with this advice too.

      Of the many options in front of you, how do you know what to
      focus on? How do you know where to direct your energy and
      attention? How do you determine the one thing that you
      should commit to doing?

      I don’t claim to have all the answers, but let me share what
      I’ve learned so far.

      “Until Something Comes Easily…”

      Like most entrepreneurs, I struggled through my first year of
      building a business.

      I launched my first product without having any idea who I would
      sell it to. (Big surprise, nobody bought it.) I reached out to
      important people, mismanaged expectations, made stupid mistakes,
      and essentially ruined the chance to build good relationships with
      people I respected. I attempted to teach myself how to code, made
      one change to my website, and deleted everything I had done during
      the previous three months.

      To put it simply, I didn’t know what I was doing.

      During my Year of Many Errors I received a good piece of advice:
      “Try things until something comes easily.” I took the advice to
      heart and tried four or five different business ideas over the next
      18 months. I’d give each one a shot for two or three months, mix in
      a little bit of freelance work so I could continue scraping by and
      paying the bills, and repeat the process.

      Eventually, I found “something that came easily” and I was able
      to focus on building one business rather than trying to find an
      idea. In other words, I was able to simplify.

      This was the first thing I discovered about figuring out what to
      focus on. If you want to master and deeply understand the core
      fundamentals of a task you may, paradoxically, need to start by
      casting a very wide net. By trying many different things, you can
      get a sense of what comes more easily to you and set yourself up
      for success. It is much easier to focus on something that’s working
      than struggle along with a bad idea.

      Make a Call About What to Focus On

      Assuming you’re willing to try things and experiment a bit, the
      next question is, “How do I know what’s coming easily to me?”

      The best answer I can give is to pay attention. Usually, this
      means measuring
      something.

      Even when you do measure things, however, there comes a point
      where you have to make a call and decide what to focus on.

      In my mind, this moment of decision is one of the central
      tensions of entrepreneurship. Do we continue trying new things or
      do we double down on one strategy? Do we try to innovate or do we
      commit to doing one thing well?

      Everyone wants to know the right time to simplify and focus on
      one thing, but nobody does. That’s what makes success so hard.
      Entrepreneurship isn’t like baking a cake. There is no recipe.
      There is no guidebook.

      At this stage, your best option is to decide. You can’t try
      everything. At some point, you don’t need more information, you
      just need to make a choice.

      A Volume of Work

      Now we have reached the stage where figuring out what to focus
      on becomes a real possibility.

      You have experimented with enough ideas to discover one or two
      options that seem to provide better than average results for you.
      You’ve overcome the hurdle of wanting more information and the fear
      of committing to something and now you’ve made a choice. You took
      the job. You started the business. You signed up for the class.
      You’re ready.

      Welcome to the grind. It’s time to put in a volume of work. Not
      just once or twice. Not just when it’s easy. But a consistent,
      repeated volume of work. You have to fall in love with
      boredom and stay on the bus.

      It is through this sheer number of repetitions that you’ll come
      to understand the fundamentals of your task. You might know what
      greatness looks like before this point, but you won’t understand
      how to achieve greatness until you’ve put the work in yourself.

      In the words
      of Ira Glass, “your taste is good enough that you can tell that
      what you’re making is kind of a disappointment to you.” You’ll
      bridge that gap between what you know is good and what you can
      produce yourself by putting in the reps.

      This applies to so many areas of life.

      Want to dress well and develop killer style?
      You’re going to have to try on a lot of clothes before you can
      simplify down to the essentials. You’ll probably have to buy a lot
      of clothes before you can really get a feel for what your day-in,
      day-out style is. I’m not a fan of promoting rampant consumerism,
      but if that’s the skill set you want to develop then it’s likely
      going to take some experimentation and effort.

      Want to become a great cook? How many bad meals
      do you think you need to make before you can whip up a “simple, but
      tasty dinner” whenever you feel like it? I’d say hundreds at least.
      I don’t know many people who are amazing cooks after making their
      tenth meal ever. Developing a deep understanding of the
      fundamentals of cooking takes a while.

      Want to write an amazing book? You’re going to
      have to write and write and write some more. You need to write
      hundreds of thousands of words to find your voice, maybe millions.
      Then you need to edit those words and whittle them down to the most
      powerful version possible.

      Only after the repetitions have been completed will you
      understand which pieces of the task are fundamental to success.

      Getting to Simple

      Now, finally, after trying many things and figuring out what to
      focus on and putting in enough reps, you can begin to simplify. You
      can trim away the fat because you know what is essential and what
      is unnecessary.

      As the Frenchman Blaise Pascal famously wrote in his Provincial
      Letters, “If I had more time, I would have written you a shorter
      letter.”

      Mastering the fundamentals is often the hardest and longest
      journey of all.

      

    

  
    

    
      Famous Biologist Louis Agassiz on the Usefulness of Learning
      Through Observation

      
      Louis Agassiz, the famous Swiss biologist, placed a fish
      specimen on the table in front of his post-graduate student.

      “That’s only a sunfish,” the student said.

      “I know that,” Agassiz replied.

      He continued, “Write a description of it. Find out what you can
      without damaging the specimen. When I think that you have done the
      work I will question you.”

      

      Louis Agassiz and the Power of Observation

      The student wrote for an nearly an hour, until he felt confident
      that he knew nearly all there was to know about this particular
      fish.

      Much to the student’s frustration, however, Louis Agassiz did
      not return to see him that day. His teacher did not come the next
      day either. Nor for the entire week that followed. Eventually, the
      student realized Agassiz’s game: the teacher wanted him to observe
      the fish more deeply.

      After nearly one hundreds hours of study, the student began to
      notice finer details that had escaped his vision previously: how
      the scales of the fish were shaped and the patterns they made, the
      placement of the teeth, the shape of each individual tooth, and so
      on. When his teacher finally returned and the student explained all
      that he had learned, Agassiz replied, “That’s not right.” And
      walked out of the room.

      Shocked and angry at first, the student eventually recommitted
      to the task with new vigor. He threw out all of his previous notes.
      He studied the fish for 10 hours per day for an entire week. When
      he met with Agassiz a final time, the student had produced work
      that “astonished.”
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      The Art of Comparing Objects

      After his investigation of the sunfish Agassiz’s student wrote,
      “I had learned the art of comparing objects.” How does this tooth
      compare to the one next to it? How does this scale compare to the
      one on the opposite side? How does the symmetry of the bottom half
      of the fish compare to the top half?

      The art of comparing objects is a remarkably useful strategy in
      many areas of life. Take weightlifting, for
      example.

      For the first five years that I lifted weights, I experienced
      mediocre results at best. I assumed that it was information that
      held me back. Like many people, I thought that once I found the
      right workout routine, then I would be set. I was under the
      assumption that I simply hadn’t reached the next level yet because
      I hadn’t come across the right information. What I didn’t realize
      was my search for the perfect pre-made formula was preventing me
      from observing my actual results.

      When I started to observe with greater care and focus, I
      realized that my body tended to respond better to higher volume
      rather than higher intensity. I noticed that my foundational
      strength in major movements like the squat and deadlift was
      lacking. I was able to use these observational discoveries to
      tailor my training to my needs and, subsequently, make much greater
      strides because of it. It was through comparing what I was doing
      with what was actually working for me that I made progress.

      Do the Work For Yourself

      
      “I never pay attention to anything by ‘experts.’ I calculate
      everything myself.”

      -Richard Feynman

      

      When Richard Feynman,
      the brilliant physicist, was working on a new theory of beta decay
      he noticed something surprising. For years, experts had been saying
      that beta decay occurred in a particular way, but when Feynman
      actually ran the experiments he kept getting a different
      result.

      Eventually, Feynman investigated the original data that all of
      the experts were basing their theory on and discovered that the
      study was flawed. For years, nobody had bothered to read or repeat
      the original study! All of the experts just kept quoting one
      another and used their mutual opinions as justification for the
      theory. Then Feynman came along and turned everything upside simply
      because he did the calculations himself.

      Look, And See for Yourself

      
      “Take the facts into your own hands; look, and see for
      yourself!”

      -Louis Agassiz

      

      Pick any industry of life and you’ll find that very few people
      actually do
      the work.

      Rather than read the original study, most people cite the
      headline from a secondary source. Rather than spend 100 hours
      observing every detail of a fish, most biology students would look
      up the description of the fish online. When most people say, “I
      read an article on climate change,” what they really mean is, “I
      read the title of an article on climate change.”

      This is exactly why doing the boring work more
      consistently is actually a competitive advantage. Ignore the
      expert advice and pay attention to what gets results for you.

      Look, and see for yourself.

      

    

  
    

    
      What I Do When I Feel Like Giving Up

      
      I am struggling today. If you’ve ever struggled to be consistent
      with something you care about, maybe my struggle will resonate with
      you too.

      It has been 939 days since November 12, 2012. That’s the date
      when I first published an article on JamesClear.com and it’s almost
      2 years and 7 months ago. During these 939 mostly glorious,
      sometimes frustrating days, I have written a new post every Monday
      and Thursday. Week after week. Month after month. Year after
      year.

      Today, I Feel Like Giving Up

      But today? Well, today I am struggling. Today, I don’t feel like
      writing. Today, I don’t feel like sticking to the routine. Today, I
      don’t feel like I have any great ideas and I don’t feel like I have
      enough time to make the good ideas great. Today, I feel like giving
      up.

      Research from the University of Pennsylvania has shown that
      grit is the
      characteristic linked most closely to success. I could use some
      grit today.

      Here’s what I try to remind myself of when I feel like giving
      up…

      

      Your Mind is a Suggestion Engine

      Consider every thought you have as a suggestion, not an order.
      Right now, my mind is suggesting that I feel tired. It is
      suggesting that I give up. It is suggesting that I take an easier
      path.

      If I pause for a moment, however, I can discover new
      suggestions. My mind is also suggesting that I will feel very good
      about accomplishing this work once it is done. It is suggesting
      that I will respect the identity I am
      building when I stick to the schedule. It is suggesting that I
      have the ability to finish this task, even when I don’t feel
      like.

      Remember, none of these suggestions are orders. They are merely
      options. I have the power to choose which option I follow.

      Discomfort Is Temporary

      Relative to the time in your normal day or week, nearly any
      habit you perform is over quickly. Your workout will be finished in
      an hour or two. Your report will be typed to completion by tomorrow
      morning. This article will be finished in just a moment.

      Life is easier now than it has ever been. 300 years ago, if you
      didn’t kill your own food and build your own house, you would die.
      Today, we whine about forgetting our iPhone charger.

      Maintain perspective. Your life is good and your discomfort is
      temporary. Step into this moment of discomfort and let it
      strengthen you.

      You Will Never Regret Good Work Once It is
      Done

      Theodore Roosevelt famously said, “Far and away the best prize
      that life has to offer is the chance to work hard at work worth
      doing.” So often it seems that we want to work easily at work worth
      doing. We want our work to be helpful and respected, but we do not
      want to struggle through our work. We want our stomachs to be flat
      and our arms to be strong, but we do not want to grind through
      another workout. We want the final result, but not the failed
      attempts that precede it. We want the gold, but not the grind.

      Anyone can want a gold medal. Few people want to train like an
      Olympian.

      And yet, despite our resistance to it, I have never found myself
      feeling worse after the hard work was done. There have been days
      when it was damn hard to start, but it was always worth finishing.
      Sometimes, the simple act of showing up and having the courage to
      do the work, even in an average manner, is a victory worth
      celebrating.

      This Is Life

      Life is a constant balance between giving into the ease of
      distraction or overcoming the pain of discipline. It is not an
      exaggeration to say that our lives and our identities are defined
      in this delicate balance. What is life, if not the sum of a hundred
      thousand daily battles and tiny decisions to either gut it out or
      give it up?

      This moment when you don’t feel like doing the work? This is not
      a moment to be thrown away. This is not a dress rehearsal. This
      moment is your life as much as any other moment. Spend it in a way
      that will make you proud.

      Let the World Decide

      So, what do I do when I feel like giving up? I show up.

      Do I show up at my best? I doubt it. But my job isn’t to judge
      how good or how bad I am.

      My job is to
      do the work and let the world decide.

      

    

  
    

    
      You’re Not Ready for Marriage

      
      Sometime in 2014, two famous men walked into a recording studio.
      They were working on a rap album, but at this particular moment
      they were talking about marriage.

      

      The first man was someone you would expect to be working on a rap
      album. His real name was Olubowale Akintimehin, but he is better
      known as the hip-hop artist Wale (pronounced WAH-lay). The second
      man was someone you would never expect to be working on a rap
      album, the popular comedian Jerry Seinfeld.

      Wale was partnering with Seinfeld for his fourth album, The
      Album About Nothing. During this particular session, he
      brought Seinfeld into the studio to ask him questions, record their
      conversation, and hopefully grab a few soundbites for the
      album.

      While working on a track called The Matrimony, Wale
      questioned Seinfeld about his thoughts on marriage. At first,
      Seinfeld talked about what it felt like to get engaged. He
      explained the combination of excitement and nervousness and
      helplessness that made engagement feel like being strapped into a
      rollercoaster headed to the top of the hill where the marriage
      awaits.

      Wale paused for a moment, looked at Seinfeld, and said, “So,
      even if you make plans you never think you’re really ready for
      marriage?”

      “No,” Seinfeld said. “It’s like any growth. You can’t be ready
      for it because it’s growth. It’s going to be new. You’re going to
      have a new life. You’re going to be a new person.”

      I like Seinfeld’s definition of growth. You’re not ready for
      marriage. You’re not ready to start a business. You’re not ready to
      move to a new city. You’re not ready for growth … and that’s
      exactly why it will make you grow. 
      Start before you feel ready.

      By definition, growth must be something that makes you feel
      unprepared and uncertain. If it was comfortable and easy, it
      wouldn’t be growth. It would be normal. It would be standard. It
      would be who you already are.
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      There will never be a perfect time to do something that
      stretches you. That’s true whether you are starting a marriage,
      having your first child, changing careers, or wrestling with any
      number of challenging goals. That’s not a license to be reckless
      and never think things through, but at some point you have to
      embrace the uncertainty because it is the only path forward.

      You can’t be ready for true growth. That’s why it’s growth. All
      you can do is step into it with everything you’ve got.

      

    

  
    

    
      Use This Simple Daily Habit to Add More Gratitude to Your
      Life

      
      I have a simple gratitude habit that I have been following
      nearly every day for three years. I want to share it with you
      here.

      First, let me set the stage.

      

      The Minor Tragedy

      The other day I ordered takeout from one of my favorite Indian
      restaurants for dinner. My family had a tight timeline that night,
      which meant we would only be together for an hour before everyone
      had to run off in separate directions.

      We picked up the food and drove home, but when we opened the bag
      we realized that the restaurant had forgotten to include one of the
      main dishes from our order.

      In the grand scheme of things, this isn’t a big deal. Missing
      half of the dinner that you bought from a nice Indian restaurant in
      suburban America is a classic example of a first world problem.
      That said, we had an issue at the moment. Either someone had to
      drive back and get the food while the others packed for their trip
      later that night or we had to settle for eating half of the dinner
      we ordered. It seems frivolous in retrospect, but this is exactly
      the type of little hassle that can ruin the mood and pull everyone
      into a negative spiral–especially when you are in a rush.

      I wasn’t going anywhere later that night, so I volunteered to
      drive back to the restuarant and pick up the missing food while
      everyone else packed their bags for their trip. When I returned 40
      minutes later, we finally sat down to eat dinner with about 20
      minutes to spare before we needed to get back in the car and leave.
      Basically, it was a rushed evening.

      So, this was the mood in the room–frustrated, rushed, and
      stressed–when our simple gratitude habit came to the rescue.

      The Daily Gratitude Habit

      The habit is super simple. Here it is…

      
      When I sit down to eat dinner, I say one thing that I am
      grateful for happening today.

      

      On this particular day, after the frantic rush of the evening, I
      said that I was grateful for a short shopping trip earlier in the
      day because it allowed us to spend time together that we didn’t get
      to spend later in the evening.

      Everyone else contributed their own grateful moment from the
      day. And in those 10 seconds, the energy completely reset in the
      room. It was like we all breathed a deep sigh and said, “Ok,
      that was annoying, but we’re over it now. We live a very good life
      and it’s time to move on and enjoy the moment.”

      Now, let’s talk about why this gratitude habit is so
      effective.

      Why It Works

      After using this mini-habit for three years, here are my biggest
      lessons learned.

      
      	It is a really good idea to force yourself into a positive
      frame of mind at least once per day. Everyone has bad days and
      frustrating moments, myself included. But no matter what happens
      each day, when I sit down for dinner I am forced to think about the
      good in my life for at least a few seconds. The result is that
      there is not a day that goes by without me specifically stating
      something positive that is happening around me. Positive thinking opens
      your eyes to more opportunities.

      	The individual impact of any one piece of gratitude is small,
      but the cumulative effect is
      huge. The power of this habit comes from a multiplier effect
      that takes hold after practicing it for a month or two. You begin
      to realize that nearly everyday is a good day (at least in a small
      way).

      	You start to realize how insignificant monetary things are for
      your day-to-day happiness. The majority of my grateful moments
      don’t cost a dime: time spent with friends and family, something
      nice someone said, a good workout that day. That’s not to say money
      is unimportant, but there is something comforting in realizing that
      the moments you’re actually grateful for each day are free.

      	I have stuck with the habit because it is stupidly small. I
      can’t name many habits that I have been able to pick up immediately
      and follow every day for three years. Perhaps the biggest reason
      that I have maintained so much consistency with this habit is that
      it is incredibly small. Do things you can
      sustain.

      	I have stuck with the habit because it is perfectly tied to
      another behavior. Using the idea of habit stacking, I
      stacked my gratitude habit on top of my habit of eating dinner each
      night. It is so much easier to build a new habit into your
      lifestyle when you choose the right
      trigger.

      

      Practice Gratitude

      Gratitude is an interesting concept. It’s one of those qualities
      that everyone accepts you should do, but that we rarely talk about
      how to do. It’s sort of like saying you should “live in the
      moment.” It’s easy advice to give, but you’ll rarely hear people
      explain how they actually live in the moment.

      Gratitude is fantastic, but what does it actually look like in
      everyday life? When someone lives with gratitude, what do they
      actually do each day that separates them from most people?

      I still have a lot to learn, but I can certainly say that my
      daily gratitude habit has made a difference for my long-term
      happiness. It has been one way that I have been able to live out
      gratitude on a daily basis.

      Give it a try and see if it works for you.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Lessons on Being Wrong

      
      As a rule, we are incredibly hard on ourselves when it comes to
      being wrong and making big decisions in life.

      
      	If our first five relationships end with a break up, we think
      we’re destined to be alone forever.

      	If we go to school, get a degree, and spend years training for
      a job that we end up hating, we feel like a failure for not having
      it all figured out.

      	If we have a dream of writing a book or starting a non-profit
      or creating something of value and we stumble on the first try, we
      say that we’re not cut out for this.

      

      In cases like these, when we are attempting to do something that
      is complex and multi-faceted, I believe that being wrong is
      actually a sign that you’re doing something right.

      Here’s why…

      

      First Choice vs. Optimal Choice

      For some reason, we often expect our first choice to be the
      optimal choice. However, it’s actually quite normal for your first
      attempt to be incorrect or wrong. This is especially true of the
      major decisions that we make in life.

      For example…

      
      	Finding the right person to marry. Think of
      the first person you dated. Would this person have been the best
      choice for your life partner? Go even further back and imagine the
      first person you had a crush on. Finding a great partner is
      complicated and expecting yourself to get it right on the first try
      is unreasonable. It’s rare that the first one would be the
      one.

      	Choosing your career. What is the likelihood
      that your 22-year-old self could optimally choose the career that
      is best for you at 40 years old? Or 30 years old? Or even 25 years
      old? Consider how much you have learned about yourself since that
      time. There is a lot of change and growth that happens during life.
      There is no reason to believe that your life’s work should be
      easily determined when you graduate.

      	Starting a business. It is unlikely that your
      first business idea will be your best one. It probably won’t even
      be a good one. This is the reality of entrepreneurship. (My first
      business idea lost $1,400. #winning)

      

      When it comes to complex issues like determining the values you
      want in a partner or selecting the path of your
      career, your first attempt will rarely lead to the optimal
      solution.

      

      5 Lessons On Being Wrong

      Being wrong isn’t as bad as we make it out to be. I have made
      many mistakes and I have discovered five major lessons from my
      experiences.

      1. Choices that seem poor in hindsight are an indication
      of growth, not self-worth or intelligence. When you look
      back on your choices from a year ago, you should always hope to
      find a few decisions that seem stupid now because that means you
      are growing. If you only live in the safety zone where you know you
      can’t mess up, then you’ll never unleash your true potential. If
      you know enough about something to make the optimal decision on the
      first try, then you’re not challenging yourself.

      2. Given that your first choice is likely to be wrong,
      the best thing you can do is get started. The faster you
      learn from being wrong, the sooner you can discover what is right.
      For complex situations like relationships or entrepreneurship, you
      literally have to 
      start before you feel ready because it’s not possible for
      anyone to be truly ready. The best way to learn is to start
      practicing.

      3. Break down topics that are too big to master into
      smaller tasks that can be mastered. I can’t look at any
      business and tell you what to do. Entrepreneurship is too big of a
      topic. But, I can look at any website and tell you how to optimize
      it for building an email list because that topic is small enough
      for me to develop some level of expertise. If you want to get
      better at making accurate first choices, then play in a smaller
      arena. As Niels Bohr, the Nobel Prize-winning physicist, famously
      said, “An expert is a person who has made all the mistakes that can
      be made in a very narrow field.”

      4. The time to trust your gut is when you have the
      knowledge or experience to back it up. You can trust
      yourself to make sharp decisions in areas where you already have
      proven expertise. For everything else, the only way to discover
      what works is to adopt a philosophy of experimentation.

      5. The fact that failure will happen is not an excuse
      for expecting to fail. There is no reason to be depressed
      or give up simply because you will make a few wrong choices. Even
      more crucial, you must try your best every time because it is the
      effort and the practice that drives the learning process. They are
      essential, even if you fail. Realize that no single choice is
      destined to fail, but that occasional failure is the cost you have to pay
      if you want to be right. Expect to win and play like it from
      the outset.

      Your first choice is rarely the optimal choice. Make it now,
      stop judging
      yourself, and start growing.

      

    

  
    

    
      Joseph Brodsky Explains Perfectly How to Deal With Critics and
      Detractors in Your Life

      
      In 1962, a young man named Joseph met a woman named Marina. They
      lived in Russia together. They shared a passion for art. He wrote
      poetry. She created paintings. They fell in love and had a child
      together.

      It was shaping up to be a good life until one day in 1972, the
      Soviet officials came knocking at the door. They stormed Joseph’s
      apartment, took him captive, tossed him on a plane to Vienna, and
      informed him that he was exiled from the Soviet Union.

      He never saw Marina again.

      

      Anti-Soviet

      Joseph was Joseph Brodsky, the famous poet. He won the Nobel
      Prize for Literature in 1987. His poetry, mostly written in
      Russian, was received favorably by pretty much everyone except the
      Soviet government. They claimed Brodsky’s writing was “anti-Soviet”
      and over the course of a decade he was slandered in the papers,
      pushed out of his job, and eventually exiled from the country.

      Thanks to the help of some fellow poets, Brodsky was able to
      find refuge in the United States and soon he had teaching positions
      at Yale, Cambridge, and the University of Michigan. In 1991,
      nineteen years after being exiled from the Soviet Union (and what
      must have seemed like an entirely different lifetime), Brodsky was
      appointed the United States Poet Laureate.
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      How to Deal with Your Critics and Detractors

      In 1988, Brodsky delivered the commencement speech to students
      at the University of Michigan. The full speech is shared in
      Brodsky’s book, On Grief and
      Reason: Essays. I think it shares a beautiful strategy and
      method for dealing with the critics, detractors, and negative
      influences in your life.

      “Try not to pay attention to those who will try to make life
      miserable for you. There will be a lot of those — in the official
      capacity as well as the self-appointed. Suffer them if you can’t
      escape them, but once you have steered clear of them, give them the
      shortest shrift possible. Above all, try to avoid telling stories
      about the unjust treatment you received at their hands; avoid it no
      matter how receptive your audience may be. Tales of this sort
      extend the existence of your antagonists; most likely they are
      counting on your being talkative and relating your experience to
      others. By himself, no individual is worth an exercise in injustice
      (or for that matter, in justice). The ratio of one-to-one doesn’t
      justify the effort: it’s the echo that counts. That’s the main
      principle of any oppressor, whether state-sponsored or autodidact.
      Therefore, steal, or still, the echo, so that you don’t allow an
      event, however unpleasant or momentous, to claim any more time than
      it took for it to occur.

      What your foes do derives its significance or
      consequence from the way you react. Therefore, rush
      through or past them as though they were yellow and not red lights.
      Don’t linger on them mentally or verbally; don’t pride yourself on
      forgiving or forgetting them — worse come to worse, do the
      forgetting first. This way you’ll spare your brain cells a lot of
      useless agitation; this way, perhaps, you may even save those
      pigheads from themselves, since the prospect of being forgotten is
      shorter than that of being forgiven. So flip the channel: you can’t
      put this network out of circulation, but at least you can reduce
      its ratings. Now, this solution is not likely to please angels,
      but, then again, it’s bound to hurt demons, and for the moment
      that’s all that really matters.”

      –Joseph Brodsky, On Grief and
      Reason: Essays

      “It’s the echo that counts”

      The impact of negativity is magnified when we talk about it, no
      matter what we say. We breathe life into poor decisions, bad ideas,
      and evil people by discussing them over and over again. You
      wouldn’t want to waste all of your meals on junk food. Why waste
      your thoughts on junk ideas and your energy on junk people?

      The best thing that can happen to bad advice is that it becomes
      irrelevant, ignored, and forgotten. In the words of Brodsky, “it’s
      the echo that counts.” Negativity doesn’t deserve a louder voice.
      Spend your time echoing something worth hearing

      

    

  
    

    
      What I Do When it Feels Like My Work Isn't Good Enough

      
      In the beginning, it was easy. There was no pressure. There were
      no outside eyes. There were no expectations.

      When I started writing, I wrote in a private document for over a
      year before I published my first article on JamesClear.com. I wrote
      about what I wanted to write about. I wrote because I wanted to get
      my thoughts down. I wrote because I felt like I needed to
      write.

      After a few months of sharing my work publicly, things began to
      change.

      As I developed an audience, I noticed that I began judging my
      work. In the beginning, I was just happy to get my ideas down on
      paper, but now I felt like they had to be “good” ideas. I began
      comparing new articles to my most popular ones. I was constantly
      measuring everything I wrote against my internal standard of good
      and bad—even though I didn’t know exactly what that meant.

      Thankfully, I didn’t let my self-doubt stop me from writing. I
      figured this was part of the creative
      process for anyone who created things consistently. I told
      myself that judgment and self-doubt was just a toll that I had to
      pay to continue the journey and create better work.

      In a way, this is true. Everyone deals with self-doubt—artists,
      creators, entrepreneurs, athletes, parents. But in a way, I was
      wrong. Self-doubt is not a cost you have to pay to become better.
      Let’s talk about why.

      The Inner Game of Tennis

      I just finished reading a book that has been on my reading list
      for quite some time, The Inner
      Game of Tennis (audiobook)
      by Timothy Gallwey. It is a book about life, not just tennis.

      In particular, there was one quote from Gallwey that made me
      pause and rethink my early months of writing and self-doubt.

      “When we plant a rose seed in the earth, we notice that it
      is small, but we do not criticize it as “rootless and stemless.” We
      treat it as a seed, giving it the water and nourishment required of
      a seed. When it first shoots up out of the earth, we don’t condemn
      it as immature and underdeveloped; nor do we criticize the buds for
      not being open when they appear. We stand in wonder at the process
      taking place and give the plant the care it needs at each stage of
      its development. The rose is a rose from the time it is a seed to
      the time it dies. Within it, at all times, it contains its whole
      potential. It seems to be constantly in the process of change; yet
      at each state, at each moment, it is perfectly all right as it
      is.”

      —Timothy Gallwey

      Ambition and contentment are not opposites, but we often make
      the mistake of thinking that they are incompatible. On the one
      hand, experts tell us that we should be mindful, focused on the
      present, and content with our lives regardless of the results. On
      the other hand, coaches and champions tell us that successful
      people outwork everyone else, that we must never be satisfied, and
      that complacency is undesirable.

      The rose seed, however, is both content and ambitious.

      As Gallwey says, at no point are we dissatisfied with the
      current state of the rose seed. It is perfectly all right at each
      moment. Yet, it is also incredibly ambitious. The rose seed never
      stops growing. It is constantly seeking to get to the next level.
      Every day it is moving forward, and yet, every day it is just as it
      should be.

      Is Self-Doubt Required for Success?

      Are self-doubt and judgment required for success? Do you have to
      be unhappy with your work to discover the drive to become better?
      Does judging ourselves make us any better?

      I don’t think it does.

      Those tasks are easier said than done, of course. When I find
      myself falling into the trap of judging my work, here’s a strategy
      I use to pull myself back on track: I try to remember that each
      outcome is simply a point along the spectrum of repetitions.
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      Here are a few examples…

      Writing: In this case, repetitions might be
      “number of articles published”

      
      	Point A is getting your first 1,000 readers.

      	Point B is landing a book deal.

      	Point C is speaking internationally about your work.

      

      Entrepreneurship: In this case, repetitions
      might be “years in business” or “number of sales calls”

      
      	Point A is making $10,000.

      	Point B is making $100,000.

      	Point C is making $1,000,000.

      

      Weightlifting: In this case, repetitions might
      literally be “squat repetitions” or “number of sprints”

      
      	Point A is squatting 100 pounds.

      	Point B is squatting 300 pounds.

      	Point C is squatting 500 pounds.

      

      Photography: In this case, repetitions might be
      “number of photos taken” or “number of galleries called”

      
      	Point A is selling your first print.

      	Point B is making a full-time living from your work.

      	Point C is showing your work in your first gallery.

      

      Every outcome you can achieve is simply a point along the
      spectrum of repetitions and time. The number of repetitions you
      need to put in for a particular goal is dependent on your
      circumstances, your experiences, your training, and many other
      factors. Everyone’s spectrum of repetitions is unique: your
      spectrum is different than mine.

      It is important to realize is that just because you are at Point
      A and someone else is at Point C that does not mean you are doing
      bad work. In fact, there is no bad work or good work. Just as there
      is no such thing as a rose seed that is a bad rose bush. There are
      just points in time and repetitions completed.

      Release the desire to define yourself as good or bad. Release
      the attachment to any individual outcome. If you haven’t reached a
      particular point yet, there is no need to judge yourself because of
      it. You can’t make time go faster and you can’t change the number
      of repetitions you have put in before today. The only thing you can
      control is the next repetition.

      

    

  
    

    
      Martha Graham on the Hidden Danger of Comparing Yourself to
      Others

      
      Agnes de Mille had just achieved the greatest success of her
      career, but right now the only thing she felt was confusion.

      She was a dancer and a choreographer. Early in her career, de
      Mille had created the choreography for a ballet called Three
      Virgins and a Devil. She thought it was good work, but nobody
      made much of it.

      A few years later, de Mille choreographed a ballet named
      Rodeo. Again, she thought her work was solid, but it
      resulted in little commercial fame.
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      Then, in 1943, de Mille choreographed Oklahoma!, a
      musical show from Rodgers and Hammerstein that enjoyed nearly
      instant success. In the coming years, Oklahoma! would run
      for an incredible 2,212 performances, both around the nation and
      abroad. In 1955, the film version won an Academy Award.

      But the success of Oklahoma! confused her. She thought
      that her work on Oklahoma! was only average compared to
      some of her other creations. She later said, “After the opening of
      Oklahoma!, I suddenly had unexpected, flamboyant success
      for a work I thought was only fairly good, after years of neglect
      for work I thought was fine. I was bewildered and worried that my
      entire scale of values was untrustworthy. I talked to Martha.”

      Martha was Martha Graham, perhaps the most influential dance
      choreographer of the 20th century. (Although not as well-known by
      the general public, Graham has been compared to other creative
      geniuses like Picasso or Frank Lloyd Wright.)

      During their conversation, de Mille told Martha Graham about her
      frustration. “I confessed that I had a burning desire to be
      excellent, but no faith that I could be.”

      Graham responded by saying,

      “There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening
      that is translated through you into action, and because there is
      only one of you in all of time, this expression is unique. And if
      you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and it
      will be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your
      business to determine how good it is nor how valuable nor how it
      compares with other expressions. It is your business to
      keep it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel
      open.”

      The Uselessness of Judging Yourself

      For nearly two years, I have been publishing articles every
      Monday and Thursday on JamesClear.com. Some days the words
      come easier than others, and there have been plenty of times when I
      have felt a smaller version of what Agnes de Mille felt.

      “I thought this was a good article. Why don’t people seem to
      enjoy it?” Or, I’ll feel like I wrote something average only
      to see it become the most popular post of the month. Regardless of
      the outcome, I’ve realized one thing: we are often terrible judges
      of our own work.

      Martha Graham’s advice takes this concept a step further by
      explaining that not only are you a bad judge of your own work, it
      is not your job to judge your own work. It is not your place to
      compare it to others. It is not your responsibility to figure out
      how valuable it is or how useful it can be. It is not your job to tell
      yourself, “No.”

      Instead, your responsibility is to create. Your job is share
      what you have to offer from where you are right now. To quote Pema
      Chodron, the Buddhist teacher, your job is to “come as you are.”
      (And then find your inner
      Sisu and keep coming.)

      There are people in nearly every field of work who make each day
      a work of art by the way they do their craft. In other words,
      nearly everyone is an artist in one way or another. And every
      artist will judge their work. The key is to not let your
      self-judgment keep you from doing your thing. Professionals
      produce, even when it isn’t easy.

      Keep Your Eyes on Your Own Paper

      In grade school, I remember my teacher passing out an assignment
      and telling each student to “keep your eyes on your own paper.”

      Perhaps she was simply trying to teach 8-year-olds to not cheat,
      but hidden within that phrase is also a deeper message about what
      really matters. It doesn’t make a difference what the person
      next to you writes down for his answer. This is your race to run.
      It’s your assignment to complete. It’s your answer to create. How
      your paper compares to someone else’s is not the point. The point
      is to fill the paper with your work.

      The same can be said of your work today. No matter what you
      spend your days doing, every morning you wake up and have a blank
      piece of paper to work with. You get to put your name at the top
      and fill it with your work.

      If what you write on your paper doesn’t meet someone else’s
      expectations … it is no concern of yours. The way someone else
      perceives what you do is a result of their own experiences (which
      you can’t control), their own tastes and preferences (which you
      can’t predict), and their own expectations (which you don’t set).
      If your choices don’t match their expectations that is their
      concern, not yours.

      Your concern is to do the work, not to judge it. Your
      concern is to fall in love with the
      process, not to grade the outcome. Keep your eyes on your own
      paper.

      

    

  
    

    
      Lessons on Living a Meaningful Life from Nichelle Nichols

      
      It was 1967 and the Civil Rights Movement was at a
      tipping point. On this particular evening, African-American leaders
      were meeting at an NAACP fundraiser in Beverly Hills, California.
      That’s when a woman named Nichelle Nichols turned around and saw
      Martin Luther King, Jr. smiling at her.

      

      Nichols was an actress and a singer. She had recently finished
      working on the first season of a science fiction television series
      called Star Trek. Nichols played Lieutenant Uhura, the
      Chief Communications Officer onboard the starship, and she was the
      first black woman on television who wasn’t cast in a stereotypical
      role as a maid or servant.

      Even so, Nichols was ready to leave the show. Her role had been
      largely written out of the script during the first season and,
      without many lines, she wanted to try acting on Broadway instead.
      She had written her letter of resignation the day before and now
      she found herself face-to-face with Dr. King.

      “We Never Thought We’d See This”

      To her surprise, Dr. King loved Star Trek and started
      the conversation by saying, “Ms. Nichols, I am your greatest fan.”
      Nichols was grateful and responded, “Dr. King thank you so much,
      but I’m going to miss my co-stars.” She began to explain her
      resignation, but King interrupted her.

      “You cannot,” King said. “You cannot leave. Do you understand?
      You have changed the face of television forever. This is not a
      black role. This is not a female role. It can be filled by a woman
      of any color, a man of any color. This is a unique role and a
      unique point in time that breathes the life of what we are marching
      for: equality.” He went on, “This is why we are marching. We never
      thought we’d see this on TV.”

      Nichols was stunned. She thought of herself as a simple cast
      member, as an actress with little impact and even fewer lines—not
      as a role model for men and women of color. It was the first time
      that the importance of her role had become clear to her.

      The following Monday, Nichols returned to work on Star
      Trek and continued to play Lieutenant Uhura in every Star Trek
      episode and movie of the next 40 years. She remained a trailblazer
      throughout her career as she performed the first interracial kiss
      on national television and took on a variety of acting roles that
      redefined black women in the eyes of society.

      It wasn’t just Dr. King who praised her work. When Whoopi
      Goldberg met Nichols years later, Goldberg said, “When Star Trek
      came on, I was 9 years old. And I saw this show and there you were
      and I ran through the house saying, “Hey! Come everybody! Quick!
      Quick! Look! There’s a black lady on television and she ain’t no
      maid! I knew from that moment that I could become anything I wanted
      to be.”
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      Ordinary to You, Amazing to Someone Else

      Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Nichelle Nichols’ story
      is that she had an obvious impact without it being obvious to her
      at all. In a 2011 interview, Nichols said, “I certainly wasn’t a
      pioneer then in my mind. I was just a young woman, and it was a
      wonderful opportunity to be on television. To my amazement, it
      became a lot more.”

      If you think about any job for long enough, you can find reasons
      for why it is unimportant, insignificant, or useless.

      In the theater of her own mind, Nichelle Nichols convinced
      herself that her work wasn’t useful. She thought it would be better
      to quit and move on. Meanwhile, people of color everywhere were
      finding inspiration in her work. Martin Luther King, Jr. was at
      home watching the show with his children each week. A 9-year-old
      Whoopi Goldberg was running around the house dreaming of her
      future.

      To paraphrase Derek Sivers: What seems ordinary to you can be
      amazing to someone else.What seems boring or monotonous or
      trivial can shape the worldview of another person. Your actions
      create ripples in a pond—even if you never see them reach the
      shore. You’ve been given this moment and it’s an opportunity to do
      something. So do something.

      Exhaust Your Gifts

      
      Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes you come alive,
      and go do it. Because what the world needs is people who have come
      alive.

      —Howard Thurman

      

      We all play roles in life. Some have more lines than others,
      some get more stage time than others, but everyone can be a role
      model for their values, principles, and beliefs. When performed
      with compassion and enthusiasm, any job can shift the hearts and
      minds of the people it touches.

      There are people who make each day a work of art by the way they
      do their work. There are unsung teachers who shift the minds of
      children, garbage men who keep society running smoothly, grocery
      store clerks who bring a smile to the face of people in the
      checkout line, and unknown artists who create beauty for a handful
      of fans. It’s not about what you do, it’s about how you do it.

      Most of us will never have someone like Martin Luther King, Jr.
      praise our work. It’s unlikely that you’ll be on national
      television or shape the outcome of a major social movement. But we
      can all exhaust our gifts. We can all focus on giving what we have.
      And that’s enough.

      Exhaust your gifts and you can always walk away at peace with
      yourself and the difference you have made.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Build Skills That Are Valuable

      
      In the early 1940s, a young boy was growing up in the small
      county of Almhult in southern Sweden. Within a few years, he would
      impact millions of people. At the time, however, nobody knew his
      name.

      The boy was occupied with a small and relatively simple project.
      He had recently discovered that it was possible to buy boxes of
      matches in bulk from Stockholm, which was a few hours away from his
      small town. He could get the matches for cheap and then sell them
      individually for a nice profit, but still at a reasonable
      price.

      Pretty soon, he was riding around town on his bicycle and
      selling matches one by one to anyone who needed them.

      Once the matches began selling well, the young boy expanded his
      tiny operation. Before long, he added Christmas ornaments, fish,
      seeds, ballpoint pens and pencils. A few years later, he started
      selling furniture.

      The young boy’s name was Ingvar Kamprad and when he was
      seventeen, he decided to name his business. He called it IKEA.

      In 2013, IKEA made over $37 billion dollars. It’s amazing what
      you can do with a few matches.

      

      Selling Matches and Building Valuable Skills

      Everybody is obsessed with building their IKEA. Nobody is
      focused on selling a few matches. We live in a society that values
      skills, but everyone is obsessed with results. The problem with
      this is that it can become really easy to get trapped focusing on
      results when you should really be building your valuable
      skills.

      It’s really easy to focus on the dream of building a successful
      business. What entrepreneur wouldn’t want a company that makes $37
      billion per year?

      But that’s not how Ingvar Kamprad started. He started by
      building his skill set. He started by selling one book of matches
      at a time. He focused on a small problem and then used the skills
      he developed to solve a bigger problem (just like cancer
      researchers do).

      Focus on Getting Good, Not Making It Big

      Ingvar Kamprad focused on getting good at business before he
      tried to get big at business. Think about that for a moment.

      Many people (and I’ve been guilty of this as well) want to get
      big more than they want to become good. The new photographer wants
      to be published in National Geographic or win that big photo
      contest, not shoot in relative obscurity while mastering his craft.
      The new writer wants to hit the best-seller list, not become an
      expert of prose. The young basketball player wants to be in the
      starting lineup, not become the best dribbler on the team.

      But if you only focus on these results, then it can be very easy
      to get distracted from doing the volume of work
      required to build the valuable skills you need to succeed. And it’s
      the volume that matters. The process is more
      important than the goal. This is especially true in the
      beginning. Focus on getting good before you worry about getting
      big.

      In fact, most of what you create early on — even if it’s good —
      probably won’t be that good. In a previous
      article, I shared a research study that analyzed over 70 famous
      composers and revealed that not a single one of these musical
      geniuses produced a famous musical piece before year 10 of their
      career. This period of little recognition and hard work was
      referred to as the “10 years of silence” and it’s very similar to
      the period that Ingvar Kamprad spent selling matches. Different
      industries, same dedication to developing skills.

      Think about what you want to be good at. How can you start
      selling matches?

      

    

  
    

    
      Do Things You Can Sustain

      
      In 1996, Southwest Airlines was faced with an interesting
      problem.

      During the previous decade, the airline company had methodically
      expanded from being a small regional carrier to one with a more
      national presence. And now, more than 100 cities were calling for
      Southwest to expand service to their location. At a time when many
      airline companies were losing money or going bankrupt, Southwest
      was overflowing with opportunity.

      So what did they do?

      Southwest turned down over 95% of the offers and began serving
      just 4 new locations in 1996. They left significant growth on the
      table.

      Why would a business turn down so much opportunity? And more
      important, what can we learn from this story and put to use in our
      own lives?

      What Is Your Upper Bound?

      Starting in the 1970s, Southwest was the only airline company
      that made a profit for nearly 30 consecutive years. In his book
      Great by
      Choice, author Jim Collins claims that one of the secrets to
      Southwest’s success was the willingness of company leaders to set
      an upper bound limit for growth.

      Sure, Southwest executives wanted to grow the business each
      year. But they intentionally avoided growing too much. The company
      leaders chose a pace that they could sustain, so the business could
      grow while maintaining the culture and profitability. They set an
      upper bound limit for their growth.

      This is an approach that can be applied to nearly any goal,
      business or otherwise. Most people, however, tend to do the
      opposite and focus only on the lower bound.

      
      	An individual might say, “I want to lose at least 5
      pounds this month.”

      	An entrepreneur might say, “I want to make at least 10
      sales calls today.”

      	An artist might say, “I want to write at least 500
      words today.”

      	A basketball player might say, “I want to make at
      least 50 free throws today.”

      

      We tend to focus only on the lower bound: the minimum threshold
      we want to hit. And the implicit assumption is, “Hey, if you can do
      more than the minimum, go for it.”

      But what would it look like if we added an upper bound to our
      goals and behaviors?

      
      	“I want to lose at least 5 pounds this month, but not
      more than 10.”

      	“I want to make at least 10 sales calls today, but not
      more than 20.”

      	“I want to write at least 500 words today, but not
      more than 1,500.”

      	“I want to make at least 50 free throws today, but not
      more than 100.”

      

      A Safety Margin for Growth

      [image: upper bound]

      In many areas of life, there is a magical zone of long-term
      growth: Pushing enough to make progress, but not so much that
      it is unsustainable.

      Take, for example, weightlifting.

      Over the past year, I have slowly added 5 pounds to my squat
      every few weeks. A year ago, I started with a weight that was too
      light: 200 lbs. for 5 sets of 5 reps. Last week, I did 300 lbs. for
      5 sets of 5 reps. I never followed a magical program. I simply did
      the work and added 5 pounds every two weeks or so.

      Sure, the lower limit was important. I had to keep adding weight
      in order to get stronger. But the upper limit was just as critical.
      I had to grow slowly and methodically if I wanted to prevent
      inflammation and injury. There were plenty of days when I could
      have added 10 pounds. Maybe even 15 pounds. But if I aggressively
      pursued growth I would have quickly hit a plateau (or worse, caused
      an injury).

      Instead, I chose stay within a safety margin of
      growth and avoided going too fast. I wanted every set to
      feel easy.

      The power of setting an upper limit is that it becomes easier
      for you to sustain your progress. And the power of sustaining your
      progress is that you end up blowing away everyone who chased
      success as quickly as possible.

      Put another way: Average speed wins.

      Do Things You Can Sustain

      There is a very simple way to put this idea into practice: Let
      upper bound limits drive your behaviors in the beginning and then
      slowly increase your output.

      Say you want to start working out. Most people would focus on
      the lower limit and say, “I have to start exercising for at least
      45 minutes on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.”

      Instead, you could turn the problem upside down
      and say, “I am not allowed to exercise for more than 5 minutes on
      Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

      By setting an incredibly easy upper limit, you make the process
      of getting started and sustaining your behavior much simpler. Once
      you establish the routine of doing your behavior over and over
      again, you can raise the limit as needed.

      It is better to make small progress every day than to do as much
      as humanly possible in one day. Do things you can sustain.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Let Your Values Drive Your Choices

      
      Nearly every problem you face is temporary.

      But these temporary problems cause immediate pain. And we often
      let this pain drive our choices and actions.

      For example…

      
      	An employee suffering from the pain of not feeling important
      enough or powerful enough might take a terrible job with a fancy
      title.

      	An individual suffering from the pain of feeling unloved or
      unappreciated or misunderstood might try to resolve that pain by
      cheating on their spouse.

      	An entrepreneur suffering from the pain of a faltering small
      business might resort to using questionable marketing tactics to
      try to drive more sales.

      

      …and so on.

      This is how you make choices you wouldn’t normally make. When
      you let the problem drive your decisions, you make exceptions and
      “just this once” choices to resolve the pain, annoyance, or
      uncertainty that you’re feeling in the moment.

      How can we avoid this pitfall and make better long-term choices
      while still resolving short-term pain?

      Here’s an approach I’ve been trying recently. See if it works
      for you…

      Let Your Values Drive Your Choices

      One of the solutions I’ve been trying out is to let my values
      drive my choices. That doesn’t mean I ignore other aspects of my
      decision-making process. I simply add my core values into the
      mix.

      For example, if I’m working on a problem in my business, rather
      than just asking, “Will this make money?”

      I can ask, “Is this in alignment with my values?” And then,
      “Will this make money?”

      If I say no to either, then I look for another option.

      The idea behind this method is that if we live and work in
      alignment with our values, then we’re more likely to live a life we
      are proud of rather than one we regret.

      The Power of a Constraint You Believe In

      Every decision is made within some type of constraint. Maybe
      it’s how much knowledge you have. Maybe it’s how much money you
      have. Maybe it’s how many resources you have. Why not what values
      you have?

      Making better choices is often a matter of choosing better
      constraints. By limiting your options to those that fit your
      values, you are taking an important step to ensuring that your
      behavior matches your beliefs. (Plus, constraints will boost your
      creativity.)

      Know your principles and you can choose your methods.

      How to Put This Into Practice

      Most people never take the time to think about their values,
      write them down, and clarify them. Maybe it sounds too simple or
      unnecessary.

      For what it’s worth, my 2014 Integrity
      Report was the first time that I sat down to clarify my values
      and tie them directly to my work.

      You are welcome to use that report as a template for discovering
      your own values and aligning them with your work and life.

      The Bottom Line

      If you never sit down to think about your values, then you’ll be
      more likely to make decisions based on whatever information is in
      front of you at the time. That can be a recipe for regret down the
      road.

      Life is complex and we are all faced with moments in our
      personal and professional lives that require us to make a choice
      without as much information as we need. The default assumption is
      that we need more knowledge or research in these situations, but
      often we just need a clear understanding of our values.

      
      He that always gives way to others will end in having no
      principles of his own.

      —Aesop

      

      If you don’t know what you stand for and where you’re headed,
      then it’s far too easy to get off course, to waste your time doing
      something you don’t need to be doing, or to make an exception
      (“just this once”) that leads you down a dangerous path. There are
      brilliant men and women with decent hearts and families they care
      dearly about spending a long time in jail right now because they
      made business decisions that were based on the pain they felt and
      not the values they believed in.

      Let your values drive your decisions.

      

    

  
    

    
      Thoughts on Struggling to Finish My First Book

      
      As regular readers know, I’m working on my first book right now.
      The book is about the power of small improvements in a world
      obsessed with overnight success.

      For the most part, the book will include the best ideas from my
      weekly articles plus dozens of additional research studies and
      topics that I haven’t mentioned yet. I will also mix in my usual
      dose of practical ideas, interesting stories, and real world
      experiences. I have about 40,000 words written right now. My hope
      is that it will be the best work I’ve created thus far.

      So what’s the problem?

      I am really struggling to tame this beast and make progress. I
      haven’t written consistently on the book for weeks and lately it
      feels like the project is always in the same place today as it was
      10 days ago.

      Although I write about habits and consistency every week, I have
      said many times that I am no expert. Like everyone else, I’m just
      learning as I go. In this article, I’m going to share a few of the
      issues I’m struggling with and discuss just how hard it is to take
      a big project from idea to execution.

      Big Project Syndrome

      Over time, I have learned how to become better at maintaining
      habits and reaching short-term goals.

      For example…

      
      	I publish a new article every Monday and Thursday. I have
      missed exactly one time since starting on November 12, 2012.

      	It is the same in the gym. I typically lift every Monday,
      Wednesday, and Friday. And because of that consistency I’m
      squatting 100 pounds more this year than I was last year.

      	And so on…

      

      Meanwhile, I seem to be very bad at managing larger, long-term
      projects.

      For example, writing a book.

      I know that I am capable of writing a book. As I mentioned in
      my article about systems vs.
      goals, I published over 120,000 words last year simply by
      writing two articles per week. So it’s not a question of
      ability.

      I also know that I have many readers who want to read the book.
      I get emails from kind folks each week who say they are looking
      forward to buying the book when it’s released. (Thank you for the
      support!) So it’s not a question of audience size or potential
      sales.

      And because I already write about these topics each week, I
      already know much of the material that should go into the book.

      What could be more frustrating than having the knowledge to
      create a product, knowing how to create it, having the ability to
      create it, and having a group of people who want it … and then not
      doing anything about it? What kind of mental block prevents someone
      from taking consistent action on the things they are skilled enough
      to accomplish?

      Right now, I’m calling it “Big Project Syndrome.” It’s simply an
      execution issue. But, of course, execution isn’t always simple.

      What Holds Us Back?

      I realize that I’m not facing a unique problem. Pretty much
      every entrepreneur I know has battled this feeling before…

      You have an idea. You have a skill set. You’re pretty sure that
      you can make it happen. And yet, for some weird reason, you don’t
      execute on the project. It’s incredibly frustrating.

      What is it that holds us back from doing what we are capable
      of?

      For me, it seems to be two things.

      
      	Wanting my work to be perfect, which causes me to spend more
      time planning, outlining, and researching, rather than actually
      writing.

      	Focusing on how big the project is and how much needs to be
      done rather than working on one small piece each day.

      

      There’s a bit of irony in all of this.

      I write about habits every week and tell people all of the time:
      “An imperfect start can always be improved, but obsessing over a
      perfect plan will never take you anywhere on its own.” (More on
      that here.)

      But when it’s my project — when it’s my baby — I want it to be
      incredible. I’m trying to set a high
      standard in the work that I do and the ideas that I share. And
      that is a difficult balance to maintain because sometimes I end up
      putting the quest to be perfect before the importance of being
      done.

      That said, this is the very reason that I try to offer a blend
      of scientific research and real-world experiences in my articles.
      You can have the greatest research and theories in the world, but
      if you don’t understand the struggle that comes with implementing
      those ideas, then you’ll never see the full picture.

      Big Projects and Small Starts

      In many ways, big projects are an exercise in getting started
      over and over. Each day, you wake up and have to find a way to work
      on something big, but in a small way and without letting the
      overall scope of the project overwhelm you.

      That can be a tough task and it’s proving to be a struggle for
      me.

      I want to make this happen and I believe that I can. But I have
      to remind myself that an imperfect project that is complete is
      always better than a perfect project that is never finished.

      

    

  
    

    
      Masters of Habit: Rituals, Lessons, and Quotes from Marcus
      Aurelius

      
      Marcus Aurelius was Roman Emperor from 161 to 180. Known as the
      last of the “Five Good Emperors,” Aurelius was not born into power,
      but rather was adopted (his biological father died when he was
      three years old). Historians refer to him as a kind ruler who was
      incredibly loyal to his duty to serve the Roman Empire.

      As a boy, Aurelius was taught by various private tutors and he
      became particularly interested in philosophy. It is even said that
      he went so far as to take on the dress and behavior of a
      philosopher by sleeping on the floor at night. (Which, apparently,
      made his mother rather unhappy.)

      

      We’ll never know for certain, but the story of his sleeping on the
      floor gives the impression that Aurelius had a natural curiosity
      and a desire to be a self-experimenter. If you told him, “Real
      philosophers sleep on the floor,” he wanted to try it out for
      himself.

      This same thought process is evident in many of his later
      writings. Aurelius believed that philosophy wasn’t merely something
      to think about, but that it should also be practiced.

      Today, Aurelius is perhaps best known for his collection of
      essays called Meditations (audiobook).
      Although we don’t know many details about Marcus’ day-to-day life,
      Meditations offers a glimpse into his mind, his habits,
      and his approach to life. The very act of writing
      Meditations, which took him at least 10 years, is evidence
      to his commitment to habit, consistency, and improvement.

      Many historians believe that Aurelius practiced writing as a
      daily habit, regardless of the circumstances. Some of his most
      famous passages were written from outposts and battlefields as he
      sought to expand the Roman Empire. It was through these essays that
      he shared his thoughts on how to balance the conflict of real life
      with the values of philosophy.

      Below, you’ll find a range of quotes from Marcus Aurelius on
      philosophy, habits, and life.

      Quotes from Marcus Aurelius

      On fulfilling your duty…

      Everything, a horse, a vine, is created for some duty. For
      what task, then, were you yourself created? A man’s true delight is
      to do the things he was made for.

      On dealing with criticism…

      You have power over your mind — not outside events. Realize
      this, and you will find strength.

      Everything we hear is an opinion, not a fact. Everything we
      see is a perspective, not the truth.

      You don’t have to turn this into something. It doesn’t have
      to upset you. Things can’t shape our decisions by
      themselves.

      I have often wondered how it is that every man loves himself
      more than all the rest of men, but yet sets less value on his own
      opinion of himself than on the opinion of others.

      On taking action…

      It is not death that a man should fear, but he should fear
      never beginning to live.

      Waste no more time arguing about what a good man should be.
      Be one.

      On asking for help…

      Don’t be ashamed to need help. Like a soldier storming a
      wall, you have a mission to accomplish. And if you’ve been wounded
      and you need a comrade to pull you up? So what?

      On living a good life…

      Your mind will be like its habitual thoughts; for the soul
      becomes dyed with the color of its thoughts. Soak it then in such
      trains of thoughts as, for example: Where life is possible at all,
      a right life is possible.

      When you arise in the morning think of what a privilege it
      is to be alive, to think, to enjoy, to love…

      Live a good life. If there are gods and they are just, then
      they will not care how devout you have been, but will welcome you
      based on the virtues you have lived by. If there are gods, but
      unjust, then you should not want to worship them. If there are no
      gods, then you will be gone, but will have lived a noble life that
      will live on in the memories of your loved ones.

      Note: I’ve been told this final quote has been incorrectly
      attributed to Marcus Aurelius, but I left it in because I still
      find it useful.

      Meditations by Marcus Aurelius

      For more ideas, quotes, and musings from Marcus Aurelius, I
      highly recommend reading his book, Meditations. As far as
      we know, it was written mostly for his own self-improvement, so it
      doesn’t follow a rigid structure of any type. That said, the book
      is widely regarded as one of the greatest texts on Stoic philosophy
      and I think any reader would find something useful to take away
      from it.

      Link: Meditations by Marcus
      Aurelius

      Masters of Habit is a series of mini-biographies on the
      rituals, routines, and mindsets of great athletes, artists, and
      leaders.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      I Watched an Artist Create Stained Glass And Learned An
      Important Lesson About Life

      
      Until recently, I had never been inside a stained glass studio.
      And then, without any planning at all, I found myself inside two
      different studios over the span of three days. Strange how life
      works like that.

      I assumed that I would see some nicely colored works windows or
      something similar, but that would be it. Little did I know, I was
      about to learn a lesson about life.

      During a conversation with one of the artists, I was told about
      a strategy they use to cut glass and immediately realized that this
      same idea applies to habits, improvement, and almost everything in
      life.

      Here’s what the artist told me…

      

      Lessons Learned from Stained Glass

      Stained glass artists create different designs by making cuts on
      the glass to “score” it and then breaking off the pattern or shape
      that they want to use in the finished product. (In other words,
      they make a notch in the glass and then break the pieces apart like
      you would with a Kit Kat bar.)

      The most difficult cut in stained glass is called an inside cut.
      Basically, it’s a curved line where you throw away the part inside
      of the curve. The problem with inside cuts is that the edges of the
      curve tend to chip when the pieces of scored glass are broken
      apart. The image below shows what I mean.

      [image: stained glass inside cut]

      As the artist talked about inside cuts, he said, “The glass will
      shatter if you try to cut too much off at once. The best way to do
      an inside cut is to slice off smaller curves piece-by-piece. In
      fact, it’s not just the best way to do it, it’s the only way to do
      it.”

      So, you start by slicing a shallow curve and breaking a small
      piece off. Then you cut a slightly deeper curve and break that off.
      And so on, until you have your full inside cut. The image below
      shows the strategy.

      [image: stained glass inside cut]

      By slowly cutting deeper and deeper curves, the artist prevents
      the glass from chipping and breaking as it changes shape.

      Inside Cuts in Everyday Life

      Changing your behavior, building new habits, and learning new
      skills is a lot like making an inside cut on a piece of glass.

      If you want, you can try to make a big change and cut the entire
      piece at once. We convince ourselves that we can do this all the
      time. We’ll commit to transforming our diet overnight or we get
      inspired to launch a business in a weekend or we finally get
      motivated to workout and push ourselves to the brink of
      exhaustion.

      If our life is like the piece of glass, we try to change the
      entire shape of it all at once.

      Why? Because it’s so easy to focus on achievements instead
      of progress. We tend to get obsessed with our goals rather than
      focusing on our
      system.

      I don’t know about you, but I’ve made this mistake tons of times
      myself. I’ll get excited and motivated and jump into a project or
      chase a goal with everything I have, but pretty soon the pieces
      begin to break and I have to start over.

      Approach Change Like a Stained Glass Artist

      The alternative is to approach your goals and dreams like a
      stained glass artist.

      You can choose to make slow, methodical gains. Start with a
      small, unimpressive cut — something you can easily handle — and do
      it well. Then, repeat with a slightly bigger step. And again. And
      again. And again.

      This process is like starting with something that is so easy that
      you can’t say no. And then focusing on improving by one percent
      each time. And then committing to doing more
      repetitions.

      Of course, change isn’t easy — no matter how you do it. Slow
      gains are boring. They’re unsexy. Nobody writes news stories about
      them. But moving forward in a slow and methodical manner doesn’t
      mean you lack ambition, drive, or vision. The stained glass artist
      has a very clear vision. He knows exactly what he is working
      toward.

      You and I can do the same. If we keep making small improvements,
      then pretty soon we will end up with a beautiful masterpiece on our
      hands instead of a bunch of fragments.

      

    

  
    

    
      Feeling Uncertain Doesn't Make You Weak, Weird, or
      Unqualified

      
      I have two stories to tell you.

      

      Story Number One

      I was in a bar in New York City and I was trying to convince a
      stranger to fly to Buenos Aires. I had never been there, but I knew
      it was the right place for him.

      This man told me that his dream was to run a soccer camp for
      kids in South America. After tossing out a few possible locations,
      we both agreed that Buenos Aires would be the perfect place to
      start.

      I asked if he would move there if he had the chance or if there
      was something keeping him in New York.

      “Absolutely, I would move,” he said. “I don’t have family or
      friends or anything keeping me tied down here.”

      We talked about whether he could save up enough money to fly
      down there. He could, and so I pressed him further.

      “Perfect,” I said, “Here’s what I would do, if I were you. Once
      you have the money saved up, buy a one-way ticket to Buenos Aires.
      Make sure you have enough to buy a ticket back as well. Get down
      there and hit the scene hard for as long as you can afford it. If
      for some reason you can’t make it work by the time your money runs
      up, then buy your ticket back to NYC and you’re back where you
      started.”

      He smiled, but shook his head and said, “Well, that’s just a
      dream.”

      Story Number Two

      I spent a long time preparing to launch my first business. I was
      drawing sketches of the website on a whiteboard for 4 years before
      I launched it. Basically, I was in perpetual planning mode.

      Eventually, I ran out of excuses, put some money where my mouth
      was, and launched it. In total, it cost me $1,600 to get a
      prototype built (I had to pay for some programmers to work on
      things because I didn’t know how to code).

      What happened? That business idea made me a grand total of
      $118.05. For those of you planning to do this at home, this is the
      opposite of what profitable businesses do. (Thankfully, I figured
      this out when I quickly moved on to other business ideas.)

      What’s the point of these two stories?

      Uncertainty

      I get what it’s like to feel uncertain and unsure about your
      abilities. I understand how it feels to finally work up the courage
      to do that thing you wanted to do … and then fall flat on your
      face.

      Thankfully, I kept pushing, continued to experiment with
      different business ideas, and I’ve been a full-time entrepreneur
      for over 3 years now. Becoming an entrepreneur was one of the best
      decisions I’ve ever made. But it wasn’t easy in the beginning.
      There was a lot of self-doubt and fear. And there were plenty of
      reasons to feel that way.

      I’ve noticed similar feelings in other areas. I wrote for over a
      year in a private document before I finally worked up the courage
      to start writing these Monday and Thursday articles. Now look at
      this place. We have over 47,000 members in our little
      community.

      These fears and uncertainties are everywhere. We feel them with
      little things like going to the gym. (Will people judge me?
      What do I look like?) We feel them with big things like moving
      to a new country. (That’s just a dream. I could never drop
      everything and make it work.)

      The Bottom Line

      But, and this is the main point of all this, I want you to know
      that I’m going through it with you. I’ve said this many times, but
      I don’t have all the answers. I’m just learning along the way like
      everyone else and sharing what comes up during the journey. But I
      have no plans of just becoming someone who writes about it and
      doesn’t practice it.

      How easy would it be for me to sit here and say, “That guy
      in the bar was an idiot! He has the money. He has the freedom. He
      should follow his dreams!”

      And I think he should follow them, but have you ever embraced
      that kind of uncertainty with open arms? Change is hard, but
      oftentimes the hardest part isn’t knowing what steps to take or
      figuring out what is important to you. The hard part is handling
      your own psychology, getting over your own fears, and finding the
      grit to make something happen.

      If I could see that stranger again, I’d tell him two things.

      First, I’ve been there man. I get it. You’re uncertain and
      unsure and you doubt that you can make it all work. That’s normal.
      I felt unsure when I moved to a new country. I felt uncertain when
      I started my first business. I felt like an amateur when I started
      writing publicly. It doesn’t make you weak or weird or unqualified.
      It’s normal.

      And second, keep pushing. Don’t chalk things up to “just a
      dream.” It can be something small like making it to the gym or
      something big like buying that one-way ticket to Buenos Aires, but
      if you keep pushing enough, it’s going to be a reality instead of a
      dream.

      
      If you are lucky enough to find a way of life you love, you have
      to find the courage to live it.

      -John Irving

      

      

    

  
    

    
      Do You Have to be Unhappy Now if You Want to be Successful
      Later?

      
      Most of us, at some point or another, think that we will be
      happy once we achieve a particular goal.

      I’ll be happy after I…

      
      	graduate from college

      	make a million dollars

      	get married

      	lose 40 pounds

      	get a job

      

      …and so on.

      To be clear, I have been guilty of this as well. There have been
      plenty of times that I have assumed that satisfaction and success
      would come after I won a championship or after I built a successful
      business or after XYZ goal.

      Society tells us that this is a good thing. We hear about
      athletes that are never satisfied until they have reached the top.
      We hear about entrepreneurs who worked like crazy to build a
      business that changed the world. The basic idea is that to be
      driven, you also have to be dissatisfied. Dissatisfied with second
      place. Dissatisfied with average.

      Then you have the other side of the equation: people who are
      happy with life as it is. They say that you need to develop the
      skill of “not wanting more.” That you can be happy where you are
      right now. That you are already perfect.

      The Problem

      Here’s the problem: I want both. Maybe you do too.

      I like being happy. It’s fun. I don’t want to delay happiness
      until I reach some milestone. But I also like getting better. I
      don’t want to settle for less than I can do in life. I’d like to be
      happy along the way and achieve my goals.

      For a long time, it bothered me that being happy (being
      satisfied) and being driven (being dissatisfied) seemed to be at
      odds with one another.

      I still don’t have a lot of this figured out, but the more I
      study people who have had a great deal of success, the more I think
      that it’s possible to be happy and driven.

      Driven and Happy

      Let’s start with being driven. If you want to maximize your
      potential, then you will need to continue to work to become better
      both before and after you achieve a given goal.

      Why would someone do that?

      For example, if your goal was to make a million dollars and you
      made it, why would you keep working hard after that?

      The answer is a little more complicated than you might
      think.

      The Law of Diminishing Returns

      In economics, there is a fundamental principle known as the Law
      of Diminishing Returns.

      Here’s the short definition: as you get more of something, it
      becomes less valuable. This isn’t just economic theory, a similar
      trend happens in real life.

      If you have zero money and you make $10,000,
      then it’s going to be a big deal. But if you have already earned $1
      million, then making another $10,000 doesn’t seem as significant.
      Making each dollar means a lot in the beginning, but less over
      time.

      If you have never won a championship, then that
      first one is going to be incredible. But if you already have five
      championship rings, then adding a sixth isn’t going to be as sweet
      as getting the first. Standing at the top means a lot in the
      beginning, but less over time.

      If you are starting a company, then getting
      your first customer is an incredible rush. But if you already have
      100 paying clients, then adding one more doesn’t provide the same
      thrill. Landing each client means a lot in the beginning, but less
      over time.

      In other words, the goals and results that seem so valuable to
      you in the beginning actually become less valuable as you achieve
      more of them.

      How to Stay Driven

      So, if the results mean less as you achieve more of them, how do
      you stay driven?

      By loving the practice of what you do. It’s only the people who
      embrace their work as a craft and fall in love with the
      boredom of doing it day in and day out that stay driven over
      the long-term.

      Here are some examples…

      
      Richard Branson is already a billionaire. He has
      already built hundreds of companies. He’s not still doing it
      because of the money. The money stopped meaning a lot to him a long
      time ago. He’s doing it because he loves the practice of doing
      it.

      Nick Saban has already won four national
      championships (1 with LSU and 3 with Alabama). He makes
      over $5 million dollars per year. He’s not coaching football for
      the money anymore. He’s not coaching to “make it to the top.” He’s
      coaching because he loves the process (and he talks about process
      all the time).

      Jack LaLanne
      was setting fitness records for 40+ years. He wasn’t
      working out to lose a few pounds. He exercised every day because he
      loved it.

      Summary: the only way to stay driven before and after achieving
      goals is to love the practice of what you do.

      How to Be Happy

      Guess what? This answer is now easy. If you love the practice of
      what you do, if you love the daily work, then you can be happy
      before and after you achieve your goals.

      When you learn to love the process of what you are doing and not
      focus so much on the goal, you automatically find happiness
      while staying driven.

      If you learn to love the practice of working out, then you’ll be
      happy right now and you’ll see results later. If you learn to love
      the practice of marketing your business, then you’ll be happy right
      now and you’ll see results later. If you learn to love the practice
      of supporting your friends and family, then you’ll be happy now and
      see the results later.

      Happy and driven. Just one more reason why the
      system is better than the goal.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Be Thankful For Your Life by Changing Just One Word

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      My college strength and conditioning coach, Mark Watts, taught
      me an important lesson about how to be thankful that applies to
      life outside of the gym as well as inside it…

      As adults, we spend a lot of time talking about all of the
      things that we have to do.

      

      You have to wake up early for work. You have to make another sales
      call for your business. You have to work out today. You have to
      write an article. You have to make dinner for your family. You have
      to go to your son’s game.

      Now, imagine changing just one word in the sentences above.

      You don’t “have” to. You “get” to.

      You get to wake up early for work. You get to make another sales
      call for your business. You get to cook dinner for your family. By
      simply changing one word, you shift the way you view each event.
      You transition from seeing these behaviors as burdens and turn them
      into opportunities.

      The key point is that both versions of reality are true. You
      have to do those things, and you also get to do them. We can find
      evidence for whatever mind-set we choose.

      I once heard a story about a man who uses a wheelchair. When
      asked if it was difficult being confined, he responded, “I’m not
      confined to my wheelchair—I am liberated by it. If it wasn’t for my
      wheelchair, I would be bed-bound and never able to leave my house.”
      This shift in perspective completely transformed how he lived each
      day.

      I think it’s important to remind yourself that the things you do
      each day are not burdens, they are opportunities. So often, the
      things we view as work are actually the reward.

      Embrace your constraints.
      Fall in love with
      boredom. Do the work.

      You don’t have to. You get to.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 10 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      You're Not Good Enough to Be Disappointed

      
      Dan John is a weightlifting coach. He is well-known in the
      fitness world for keeping things simple. As regular readers know,
      simplicity matches up well with my exercise
      philosophy. (Dan John also has two first names. And you should
      always fear a man with two first names.)

      Anyway, I recently heard Dan John say,

      
      I often tell my new athletes: “Sorry, you just are not good
      enough to be disappointed.”

      

      In other words, in the beginning you need to get
      comfortable with feeling stupid, uncertain, and unskilled.
      You’re not allowed to be disappointed by your amateur performance
      because you haven’t developed the skills of a professional yet.
      It’s only the professionals that are allowed to be disappointed
      because they have put in the work to be better.

      
      	J.K Rowling is allowed to
      be disappointed if she writes a bad book because she put in 20
      years of work to get good.

      	Kobe Bryant is
      allowed to be disappointed if he plays a bad game because he put in
      20 years of work to become amazing.

      	When he was alive, Jack LaLanne
      was allowed to be disappointed with a bad workout because he
      trained for 60 years to stay fit.

      

      But you and me? We’re not good enough to be disappointed yet.
      We’re bad enough to get to work.

      

      In the beginning, you’re still learning. You’re still
      developing. You’re still building. You haven’t developed enough
      competency to feel disappointed by your performance. You’re
      supposed to feel stupid and unskilled.

      Of course, it’s easy to forget to give yourself some slack when
      you’re starting a journey that is important to you. Usually, the
      people who have the least right to feel disappointed are the ones
      who get down on themselves the most.

      
      	We feel disappointed when we start a new job and don’t do it as
      well as we would like.

      	We feel disappointed when we set fitness goals for ourselves
      and don’t reach them.

      	We feel disappointed when we finally work up the courage to
      start our first business and it fails.

      	We feel disappointed when we write our first book and nobody
      reads it.

      	We feel disappointed when we pitch someone on our great idea
      and they don’t care.

      

      But the start is supposed to be a struggle. In fact, it’s all
      supposed to be a struggle. The approach of professionals is an
      indication of just how strongly struggle is linked to success. The
      
      Richard Bransons and Jerry
      Seinfelds and Tom Clancys of the
      world see failure as a signal to re-commit to the
      process, not as a reason to wallow in disappointment.

      And if that’s the way that the best in the world approach their
      craft, then that’s how you and I should approach our goals as
      well.

      You’re not good enough to be disappointed. You’re bad enough to
      get to work.

      

    

  
    

    
      Haters and Critics: How to Deal with People Judging You and
      Your Work

      
      It doesn’t matter how you choose to live your life — whether you
      build a business or work a corporate job; have children or choose
      not to have children; travel the world or live in the same town all
      of your life; go to the gym 5 times a week or sit on the couch
      every night — whatever you do, someone will judge you for it. There
      will always be haters and difficult people.

      For one reason or another, someone will find a reason to project
      their insecurities, their negativity, and their fears onto you and
      your life, and you’ll have to deal with it.

      With that in mind, let’s talk about being judged and criticized.
      And just for fun, I’ll share some of the most hateful comments I’ve
      received on my articles. And more importantly, the strategies I use
      to deal with them.

      Here’s what I’ve learned about dealing with haters and the
      people who judge you, your work, and your goals.

      

      The Biggest Critic in Your Life

      It’s easier to complain about the outside critics, but the
      biggest critic in your life usually lives between your own two
      ears. Working up the courage to move past your own vulnerability
      and uncertainty is often the greatest challenge you’ll face on the
      way to achieving your goals.

      When I started my first business, it wasn’t the criticism from
      outsiders that held me back. It was my own mind worrying that
      people would think I was a loser because I skipped getting a “real
      job” to “start some website.” I didn’t tell most of my friends
      about what I was doing for almost a year because I was so worried
      about what they would think about it.

      When I started writing, it wasn’t the hurtful comments from
      readers that prevented me from getting started. It was my own fears
      about what they would think if I wrote about the things I cared
      about. I wrote my ideas in a private document for a year before I
      worked up the courage to start sharing them publicly.

      Those are just two examples of the types of internal fears and
      criticism that so often prevent us from getting started on our
      goals. It can take a lifetime to learn that just because people
      criticize you doesn’t mean they really care about your choice to do
      something different. Usually, the haters simply criticize and move
      on. And that means that you can safely ignore them and continue
      doing your thing.

      But that is easier said than done because we all like to be
      validated. Some people like it more than others, but everyone wants
      to be respected and appreciated to some degree. I certainly do. I
      know that whenever I choose to take a risk and share my work with
      the world, I wonder about what my friends will think, what my
      family will think, and how the people around me will see me because
      of that choice. Will this help my reputation? Will this hurt my
      reputation? Should I even be worrying about my reputation?

      Especially with writing, these questions created an internal
      struggle for me.

      On one hand, I believed in myself and I knew that I wanted to
      contribute something to the world around me. But on the other hand,
      I was scared that people wouldn’t approve of my work and would
      criticize me when I started sharing the things I cared about or
      believed.

      I’ve written previously about the challenge of putting
      yourself out there by saying, “You can either be judged because
      you created something or ignored because you left your greatness
      inside of you.”

      Eventually, I decided that it was more important to
      contribute something to the world than it was to protect myself
      from criticism.

      The Truth About Criticism

      The truth about criticism is that it’s almost always in your
      head.

      Here’s an example from my personal experience…

      In the last 9 months, my articles have been read by more than
      1.2 million people (250,000+ on my site and over 1 million on other
      sites that publish my work).

      Of those people, about 98% of people have read a particular
      article and moved on with their life. About 2% of people have read
      an article and decided to become part of our little community by
      joining my free newsletter. (Thank
      you! It’s great to have you here!) And about 0.0008% of people have
      sent me a hateful comment or email.

      Even though the vast majority of readers were positive or
      neutral about my work, the critics were still heard loud and
      clear.

      Apparently, the tendency to hold onto negative criticism is
      natural for most people. According to Roy Baumeister and
      researchers at Florida State University, we remember negative
      emotions much more strongly and in more vivid detail.

      In a research paper titled, “Bad Is Stronger Than
      Good”, Baumeister summarizes academic studies that prove that
      we are more likely to remember negative criticism than praise.
      Baumeister found that even happy people tend to remember more
      negative events than positive ones. In fact, Baumeister and his
      team say that when it comes to your brain, it takes about five
      positive events to make up for one negative event.

      I’ll talk about a strategy for getting over this in a moment.
      But first, I want to share some of the criticism I’ve received
      recently.

      Pour Me a Glass of Haterade (My Most Hateful
      Comments)

      Each month, there is usually someone who whines about how my
      articles are totally worthless. For example, one reader recently
      left a comment saying, “I should have known better than to waste
      time reading this.”

      Another reader so eloquently wrote, “What’s interesting here is
      the author firmly believes that there are millions of dumb people
      in this world who believe in this crap.”

      At least those people commented on the actual article. Hate mail
      gets even better when people start ignoring your work entirely and
      make judgments about you as a person instead.

      Earlier this month, someone said that I was clearly “someone
      with a job with limited travel and without a busy lifestyle. Oh, to
      have no responsibilities…”

      Another kind gentleman just got straight to the point and said,
      “This author is a waste of skin.”

      All of this hate for someone who writes about building better
      habits, being healthy, and living an adventurous life. Could you
      imagine if I wrote about something that was actually controversial
      like politics or religion?

      And that brings us to the main point: it doesn’t matter what you
      do, there will always be someone who finds fault in it. So how do
      you get over it and move forward anyway? Here’s one approach that
      might help…

      Focus on the Road, Not the Wall

      Many racing experts consider Mario Andretti to be the most
      successful and versatile racing driver of all-time. During his
      career, Andretti won the Indianapolis 500, Daytona 500, Formula One
      World Championship and the Pike’s Peak International Hill Climb. He
      is one of only two drivers in history to win races in Formula One,
      IndyCar, World Sportscar Championship, and NASCAR.

      During an interview with SUCCESS magazine, Andretti was asked
      for his number one tip for success in race car driving. He said,
      “Don’t look at the wall. Your car goes where your eyes go.”

      When young drivers are starting to race, this is one of the most
      critical lessons that they learn. When you’re driving at 200mph you
      need to focus on the road in front of you. If you look at the wall,
      then you’ll end up hitting it.

      The same could be said for your life, your work, and dealing
      with haters and critics.

      Criticism and negativity from difficult people is like a wall.
      And if you focus on it, then you’ll run right into it. You’ll get
      blocked by negative emotions, anger, and self-doubt. Your mind will
      go where your attention is focused. Criticism and negativity don’t
      prevent you from reaching the finish line, but they can certainly
      distract you from it.

      However, if you focus on the road in front of you and on moving
      forward, then you can safely speed past the walls and barriers that
      are nearby.

      This is my preferred approach to criticism. When someone dishes
      out a negative comment, use that as a signal to recommit to your
      work and to refocus on the road ahead of you. Some people are
      determined to take things personally and tear down the work of
      others. Your life is too short to worry about pleasing those
      difficult people.

      Focus on the road, not the wall.

      How to Respond to Haters

      
      Most people need love and acceptance a lot more than they need
      advice.

      —Bob Goff

      

      In rare circumstances, you may want to respond to the people who
      dish criticism your way. If that’s the case, then I think Gary
      Vaynerchuk provides a good example of how to do it.

      When Vaynerchuk published his best-selling book Crush
      It, he received dozens of 1-star and 2-star reviews on Amazon.
      Negative reviewers claimed that the book was “absolutely awful” and
      called it a “piece of crap with no value whatsoever.”

      And this was for a book that was a best-seller!

      Rather than fight back and justify his work, Gary decided to
      respond to many of the negative reviews with a sincere apology. For
      example, a reader named Frank left a 1-star review for the book in
      which he complained, “How did this book ever get published?”

      Vaynerchuk responded to him by saying…

      
      Frank I am so so sorry I under delivered for you, I hope to meet
      u and spend 15 minutes apologizing and answering any questions u
      may have, I guess I needed more details in there for u, I am so
      sorry.

      

      Despite using grammar from a high school text message,
      Vaynerchuk ended up getting Frank’s number and called him to talk
      things over.

      After their conversation, Frank wrote a followup comment on his
      book review saying, “If Amazon had a people ranking system, I’d
      have to give Gary 5 stars. One can not help being impressed by
      someone who gets back to you so quickly and handles criticism so
      graciously.”

      If you’re going to respond to your haters and critics, then
      getting a response like that should be your goal. Rather than
      beating the haters back with insults, win them back with sincerity.
      Most people don’t want to be convinced that your work is wonderful,
      they just want to know that you care.

      Where to Go From Here

      I’ve said this many times before, but it bears repeating: I
      don’t really have anything figured out. I’m not an expert and I
      don’t have all the answers. I’m still learning to deal with
      criticism like everyone else.

      But in my limited experiences, here’s what I can summarize about
      dealing with difficult people and haters.

      
      	First and foremost, don’t be the hater. Don’t be the person who
      tears down someone else’s hard work. The world needs more people
      who contribute their gifts and share their work and ideas. Working
      up the courage to do that can be tough. Support the people who
      display that courage.

      	If you’re dealing with criticism, then don’t let the wall keep
      you from seeing the road. Focus on the path ahead. Another way I
      heard it put recently, “Ignore the boos. They usually come from the
      cheap seats.”

      	If you choose to respond to the haters, then surprise them with
      kindness. You might just win a new fan while you’re at it.

      	Finally, and most importantly, make the choices that are right
      for you. People will criticize you either way.

      

      

    

  
    

    
      Random Ideas About Life

      
      In the grand scheme of things, I have little to nothing figured
      out.

      But just in case I’ve stumbled on something that could help you,
      here are a few ideas about living well, doing good, and making life
      better.

      

      If you want to change your life, then change your
      identity.

      All behavior is belief driven.

      —Jim Kwik

      The type of person that you believe that you are and the type of
      things that you believe you are capable of — in other words, your
      identity — is what determines the actions you perform.

      The limitations in your life are framed by the box of your mind.
      If you want a new life, then start building a new identity.

      Start small. Prove your new identity to yourself in a thousand
      tiny ways. Soon it will become real in a thousand big ways.

      Further Reading: Identity-Based
      Habits: How to Actually Stick to Your Goals

      It’s your responsibility to pick the direction for
      your life.

      A lot of smart people waste years thinking, “If I just work
      hard, then things will work out for me.”

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      It’s your job to decide the direction for your life. The world
      is filled with good people who want good things for you, but they
      are busy with their own lives. It’s not their job to find
      opportunities for you. They won’t help you unless you can tap them
      on the shoulder and say, “I’d like to get here. Do you know
      how?”

      Purpose is everything. If you know where you want to go in life,
      then people will either help you get there or get out of the way.
      Both of those are useful.

      Further Reading: The #1 Regret From
      the Lives of Dying Hospital Patients (And How to Avoid It)

      Focus on average speed, not maximum speed.

      Inspiration is for amateurs. The rest of us just show up and
      get to work.

      —Chuck Close

      Most people only work hard every now and then. You can blow past
      them simply by showing up every day. While everyone else is waiting
      to get inspired and motivated, you get to work. It doesn’t take a
      monumental effort to achieve incredible results, just a consistent
      one.

      Professionals set a schedule for their work. Amateurs work when
      it’s convenient.

      Further Reading: What is Your “Average
      Speed?” and The Difference
      Between Professionals and Amateurs

      Give yourself permission.

      You don’t need permission to make yourself better. The typical
      standard doesn’t have to be your standard.

      You don’t need permission to love someone or something. If you
      love them, you love them. If you love it, you love it.

      You don’t need permission to create something you’re excited
      about, to quit your job and travel the world, to pursue a dream, to
      give up on a dream, or to do just about anything.

      If you want to do it, do it. You don’t need to be tapped,
      appointed, chosen, or nominated to live a good life. You don’t need
      to be selected for greatness, just start living it.

      Start before you feel ready.

      If you have a goal, the most important thing is to start. Do not
      wait for motivation. If it’s not there, it will come after
      starting.

      Most of us begin at the same place: no money, no resources, no
      contacts, no experience. The difference is that some people — the
      winners — choose to start anyway.

      Having the courage to start is more important than succeeding
      because the people who consistently get started are the only ones
      who can end up finishing anything. If you can’t find anyone to
      support you, be bold and start anyway. You’ll find supporters along
      the way.

      Further Reading: 
      Successful People Start Before They Feel Ready

      Push yourself physically.

      We live in a physical world and we’re meant to live a physical
      life.

      Challenging your own body is the greatest method for discovering
      the strength of your mind. Nowhere is this more true than with
      strength training. There will be days when you don’t feel like
      coming into the gym. There will be sets that you don’t feel like
      finishing. There will be times when everyone else in the gym will
      see you fail.

      And if you keep showing up anyway, then you’ll develop the
      mental fortitude to get past failure, work when you don’t feel like
      it, and discover what you’re really made of mentally and
      physically. Too many people are soft mentally because they’re soft
      physically.

      Further Reading: Why Everybody Should Lift
      Weights

      Create something rather than consuming
      something.

      When you cease to make a contribution, you begin to
      die.

      —Eleanor Roosevelt

      Too often we spend our lives visiting the world instead of
      shaping it. It is through the act of creating new experiences that
      we discover who we are and what is important to us.

      Cook a meal instead of buying one. Play a game instead of
      watching one. Write a paragraph instead of reading one. Don’t just
      consume, create.

      Further Reading: The Easy Way to
      Live a Short, Unimportant Life

      Live authentically.

      You have enemies? Good. That means you’ve stood up for
      something, sometime in your life.

      —Winston Churchill

      You have no responsibility to live up to someone else’s
      expectation of you. Don’t waste your life chasing what someone else
      says you should want instead of doing what’s right for you.

      Take a stand for something you believe in. Sometimes you need to
      look society in the eye and tell the world to stuff it. Never
      compromise your values or your dreams. It’s not the easy decision,
      but it’s the right decision.

      Give away your ideas. Take no credit. Share your
      victories.

      Team accomplishment is far greater than individual achievement.
      To make your work matter, share it with someone. Giving is the
      greatest joy.

      There’s no sense in pointing fingers, making claims, or
      demanding recognition. Pretty much every idea you’ve ever had isn’t
      yours — it’s the result of something you read, something you were
      taught, or something that happened to you.

      Embrace the learning experience that is life and share the
      knowledge you stumble across freely. Ideas that are hoarded help no
      one. Success follows generosity.

      

    

  
    

    
      What if You Treated Your Life Like a Team Sport?

      
      Here’s something we can all agree on: we want our lives to
      matter. We all want to live a satisfying, fulfilling, and
      purposeful life.

      This isn’t just a selfish desire. I believe that feeling a
      certain amount of significance in your life is healthy. It’s good
      for the human experience. There is a healthy satisfaction that
      comes from contributing to the world around you. It’s important to
      your physical and mental health. It can even make you live
      longer.

      But there is a problem.

      Simply saying, “You need to live a life of purpose,” doesn’t
      really help anyone. It’s too abstract. Sure, I want to live a life
      of purpose and fulfillment and significance … but how do I actually
      translate that into action?

      I certainly don’t have all the answers. (Big surprise.) But
      here’s one thing that has helped me recently: I’ve been thinking
      about my own life as a team sport. Viewing my life in this context
      has helped me develop a clear plan and design real action steps for
      living a healthier, happier, and more fulfilling life.

      Here’s how I’m thinking about my life as a team sport and how
      you might find it useful as well.

      Part I: The Mission

      Every team has a mission that it strives to accomplish. A good
      team measures itself by something: wins, losses, championships.

      There is no Superbowl of Life, but I like thinking about my life
      in the same way.

      How do you want your life to be measured? What do you
      want to be counted? What is a win? What is a loss?

      Additionally, just as a team needs the effort of every teammate
      to fulfill its mission, you need the help of those around you to
      fulfill your mission. How will the people on your “team” help you
      get to where you want to go? What role do your family, your
      friends, and your peers play in helping you achieve these goals?
      What about your teachers, your boss, and your mentors?

      So often we think about big questions like, “What do I want to
      do with my life?” without considering everyone else that we live
      with. Thinking about your life as a team sport forces you to
      realize an important lesson: your life is dramatically impacted by
      the people around you.

      Life is a shared experience. And for this reason, the people
      around you need to be part of the plan. A good mission in life is
      always about more than just you.

      How I’m using this idea: I often think
      about the mission of our team (and the mission of my life) when it
      comes to what we are building here. I’m working to change the way
      that we approach our health and to use the science of behavior
      change and habit formation to make it easier for us to live healthy
      lives. And to do it, I need the support of my family and friends,
      the guidance of mentors and business partners, and the help of
      readers like you. It may have started as my idea, but it rapidly
      became our mission.

      Part II: The Coaches

      Great teams have guidance and direction. They have a coach that
      keeps them on task, challenges them to become better, and looks for
      areas of improvement.

      But most importantly, great teams have a coach who aligns with
      their mission. Teams go to great lengths to find a coach who is not
      only skilled, but also is a good character fit for the program.
      It’s important to have the right type of person to leading the
      team.

      Just like in sports, there are coaches — or mentors — in our
      lives. In one way or another, you are an apprentice of your
      parents, your professors, your boss, and so on. They coach you
      towards certain habits, they teach you how to approach problems in
      life, and they impact what you believe about the world. Much of
      what you believe and how you act is determined by these people.

      But unlike a sports team, we rarely take the time to actively
      determine if these people are a good fit with our mission in life.
      Imagine how much easier it would be to achieve your goals if you
      connected with one or two mentors who could teach you how to
      develop expertise just like them and their expertise
      aligned directly with your mission in life.

      The people around us guide our behaviors in one way or another.
      How much easier would success be if the right people were guiding
      you?

      How I’m using this idea: A few weeks ago, I
      realized that (like many people) I haven’t actively sought out
      mentors in my life. I’ve never taken the time to say, “This is what
      I want to be good at. Here are 5 people who have already mastered
      these areas. I’m going to ask them to mentor me.”

      I’m planning for that to change real soon. In the last few days,
      I’ve developed a list of skills that I want to master. For me, this
      list included skills like medicine, photography, storytelling, and
      weightlifting. Then, I started listing people who were where I
      wanted to be in 20 years. Next, I’ll start reaching out to them and
      building a relationship that will (hopefully) turn into a
      mentorship down the line.

      I’ve never done this before, so I have no idea if I will
      formally structure it or just stay in touch with them consistently.
      Maybe I’ll meet with them once per month. Maybe I’ll workout with
      one of them three times every week. Either way, I’ll be sure to
      report back to let you know how it goes.

      For most of us, I think mentorship is the most underutilized
      resource we have for accelerating our success. It’s basically
      impossible to build a great team without a great coach. It’s very
      likely that your life could be the same way.

      Part III: The Captain

      Good teams always have a captain. They need someone who can
      carry the banner and set the tone for the rest of the group. This
      happens in two ways.

      1. The Captain as a Teammate

      Great leaders are also great teammates. They lead with their
      heart instead of their ego. They put the mission of the team before
      their needs as an individual. And they realize that it’s more
      important to be there for their teammates than to be
      revered by their teammates.

      2. The Captain as a Creator

      Sports teams often select their best players to be captains. And
      there is a reason why: leaders need to be able to execute.

      I hate the image of a leader as someone who comes up with ideas,
      points out errors, and gives out orders. Good leaders contribute to
      the conversation. They are adept and skilled. They don’t just
      spearhead the motivational charge, they get things done in the real
      world.

      How I’m using this idea: If you’re going to
      treat your life like a team sport, then you need to be the captain.
      (It is your life after all.) When it comes to our team, I’m still
      trying to become the leader I want to be. There are a couple ways
      that I try to be a good teammate: by writing articles that are
      (hopefully) beneficial, by answering emails, tweets, and questions,
      and by doing my best to help you achieve your
      goals.

      Secondly, I try to live out the ideas that
      I talk about. I lift weights. I contribute to the world around me
      by writing and sharing ideas. I exercise creativity through my
      photography. I still have a lot to learn, but I think it’s
      important to live a balanced and healthy life, not just talk about
      it. Talking about your ideas makes you a teacher. Living them out
      makes you a leader.

      Part IV: The Teammates

      Great teams have players who want greatness. This is true not
      only about their skills, but also about their priorities. They buy
      into the mission. They believe in the cause. Great teams are filled
      with people who want the same things. And because of that shared
      dedication and mutual connection, they believe in each other.

      In life, there are people who also want the same things as you
      do. What’s strange is that so often we waste our time trying to
      convince the people around us that they should believe the same
      things that we do. Why bother trying to fix people when you can
      just rally the people who don’t need to be fixed?

      There are people around you who will also believe in your
      mission. These people are your teammates. They connect with your
      values and share your priorities. That’s not to say that they
      believe in your mission as strongly as you do (after all, they have
      their own mission to chase after), but they play a role on your
      team. And they are happy to play that role because they also
      believe in your mission.

      How I’m using this idea: If you’re reading
      this right now, then you’re part of our team. One of the main
      reasons, I created this site was to rally the people who believed
      the same things I believed. I wanted to create a team of people who
      cared about setting a higher standard in their life, living a
      healthy and happy existence, and making the world a better place.
      As part of this community, we share those values. (Read the full
      list of our values here.)

      I couldn’t be happier to have you as part of our little
      community. And make no mistake, as a member of our team, I’ll
      always have your back.

      Your Life as a Team Sport

      I love sports, so maybe it’s natural that I like thinking about
      life as a team sport.

      But I also love this analogy because it works. I’m working hard
      to make our little community in this corner of the web something
      worth being part of. It’s not there yet, but it’s getting there. As
      the year rolls on, we’ll be adding live meetups in cities around
      the world, new forms of content and courses that make it easier to
      live healthy and be awesome, and a super secret project that I
      can’t reveal yet.

      But rest assured, I’m doing what I can to make sure that our
      team is championship caliber. Thanks for being part of it.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Magic of Committing to a Specific Goal

      
      In our noisy world of multitasking, always connected, and
      overstimulated work, it’s easy to live in a constant state of
      distraction.

      But it doesn’t have to be that way.

      Earlier this week, as I wrapped up a 5–day trip in San
      Francisco, I was reminded of the power of committing yourself to a
      single task.

      I woke up a few hours before sunrise, drove through the darkness
      and out of the city, hiked for 30 minutes to the top of a hill
      overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge, and snapped this photo…

      San Francisco Sunrise

      [image: san francisco california photos]
      As I stood there soaking in the early morning light, I was
      reminded of an important lesson that is dangerously easy to ignore:
      if you commit to a task rather than thinking about a desire, you
      get something done.

      The Dangerous Mistake We All Make

      When I arrived in San Francisco, I told myself, “Just take
      photos as you do other things.” My primary goal was to meet with
      friends and so I figured I could take pictures as we walked around
      the city. This resulted in exactly zero photos worth sharing.

      I had vague ideas like, “I’d like to do some street
      photography,” but I never went out with the intent of photographing
      something specific. Finally, on the last morning, I went out with
      the intent of capturing a specific picture and I ended up with
      something worth sharing.

      My mistake was that I assumed that because I wanted to take
      photos, I would end up getting a desirable result.

      How often do you do this in your own life?

      We think constantly about our vague desires without committing
      to a specific task. We go to the gym to “work out” without trying
      to become better at something specific. We want to “get stronger”
      without considering the exact muscle groups that we want to focus
      on. We wish that we were more creative, but never work on a
      particular project.

      Clarity Leads to Direction

      All of the broad questions we ask ourselves, like “What should I
      do with my life?” or “Will I ever find love?” or “Is there meaning
      to what I do?” … none of those questions make it clear about what
      you should do next.

      When you commit to a task, however, then the next step is
      obvious. You want to take a picture of the Golden Gate Bridge at
      sunrise? Next step: find a good spot. You’ve found a good spot?
      Next step: wake up early and drive there.

      If you only think about what you want, then you’ll end
      up confused or frustrated with luke warm results at best.

      Your choices will fall into place if you have a direction to
      move towards.

      Commitment to performing a specific task is often the only
      difference between our results and our desires.

      Begin It Now

      “Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to
      draw back. Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there
      is one elementary truth, the ignorance of which kills countless
      ideas and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits
      oneself, then Providence moves too. All sorts of things occur to
      help one that would never otherwise have occurred. A whole stream
      of events issues from the decision, raising in one’s favor all
      manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings and material
      assistance, which no man could have dreamed would have come his
      way. Whatever you can do, or dream you can do, begin it. Boldness
      has genius, power, and magic in it. Begin it now.”

      — W.H. Murray

      So often, we avoid staking our claim to a specific goal out of
      fear that we choose the wrong one. It’s as if we forget that we can
      always adjust our decisions later on.

      This is perhaps the most shocking thing about committing to a
      specific goal: if you box yourself in, then you’ll begin to break
      out and achieve something greater than you ever imagined.

      Commit to something and begin it now.

      Once you fully decide to start, the world will find ways to help
      you finish.

      

    

  
    

    
      What Does it Mean to Live a Healthy Life?

      
      This is one of the central questions that our community is
      working to answer.

      For my part, I started asking this question when I decided that
      exercising
      and eating
      healthy, while important, is a painfully limited view of what
      it means to live a healthy life.

      I would imagine that we’ll be answering this question for the
      rest of our lives, but here’s the answer I have today…

      

      Creativity

      A healthy life involves creativity.

      I mean this in the literal sense. Creative pursuits (art, dance,
      music, etc.) have been proven to reduce stress and provide
      numerous health benefits. Furthermore, I believe these
      activities are good for you because it’s healthy to contribute
      something to the world around you.

      Creativity also keeps you grounded. People who spend their life
      creating understand how hard it is to make something valuable. They
      appreciate great work. They respect the willingness to take a risk
      and the effort required to be part of the conversation. They live
      in the arena instead of judging from the crowd.

      And perhaps most importantly: It is through the act of creating
      new experiences that we discover who we are and what is important
      to us. The act of creating things is one of the best ways to
      avoid
      living a short, unimportant life.

      The joy of creativity is why I love photography and why I’m
      working to become better at it.

      Physicality

      Nobody dreams about typing at a keyboard.

      Almost everything we fantasize about involves a physical action:
      making the game winning shot, traveling the world, creating
      beautiful art. To accomplish the things we dream about, we are
      required to be makers, explorers, and creators. We are required to
      move and become active participants in life. In other words, to
      live fulfilling lives, we need to live physical lives.

      Too often, however, we take for granted the opportunity that our
      health gives us to live a life that’s
      true to us. Good health allows you to actively participate in
      your life. Not everyone chooses to live fully, but if you’re not
      physically fit then you can’t even make the choice if you wanted to
      do so.

      And finally, one of the best ways I’ve found for improving my
      mind is by improving my body. Not every person who is strong
      mentally pushes themselves physically. But I have yet to find
      someone who pushes themselves physically that isn’t strong
      mentally.

      The benefits of living a physical life is why I believe in
      strength
      training and why I’m working to become the type of person who
      never misses a workout.

      Connection

      Human beings are the most social creatures on planet earth.
      Fundamentally, we are here for connection. So, I have trouble
      believing that you are living a healthy life if it doesn’t involve
      others.

      Furthermore, the people you connect with will either make you or
      destroy you. Those who have already walked through the fire can
      help you do the same. And those who haven’t will make it seem
      impossible for you to do so.

      Exploration

      To be curious is to be human. Imagine the first year — or even
      five years — of your life. Almost everything you are exposed to is
      new. Each day brings something to discover, something to learn,
      something to explore.

      And then somehow, as the years roll by, we grow up and start to
      transition. We begin to learn things by reading about them and
      watching them instead of by experiencing them.

      When we are babies, we learn about the world by touching it,
      holding it, and living it … and not merely reading about it. Sure,
      we will eat a stray LEGO block every now and then, but we make it
      past the occasional misstep and end up better off. I believe there
      is value in experiencing the world around us instead of simply
      learning about it.

      These wonders of explorations are why I travel around the world
      in search of new cultures, new ideas, and new technologies. My hope
      is to learn things by living them, and to do my best to spread
      those lessons far and wide. The best ideas are always somewhere. My
      goal is to share them everywhere.

      Participation

      Living a healthy life is rooted in participating in the world
      around you. The people who are living healthy, fulfilling lives are
      actively living instead of simply being alive.

      The famous physicist Richard Feynman summarizes this idea
      perfectly:

      “Fall in love with some activity, and do it! Nobody ever
      figures out what life is all about, and it doesn’t matter. Explore
      the world. Nearly everything is really interesting if you go into
      it deeply enough. Work as hard and as much as you want to on the
      things you like to do the best. Don’t think about what you want to
      be, but what you want to do. Keep up some kind of a minimum with
      other things so that society doesn’t stop you from doing anything
      at all.”

      —Richard P. Feynman

      Go Live a Healthy Life

      Here in the United States, I’m getting ready to celebrate
      Christmas with my family.

      I’ll be doing my best to create (by taking photos, of course),
      live a physical life (I’ll still be lifting during the holidays),
      connecting with family and friends, exploring the world by
      experiencing it (the experience of opening some presents,
      perhaps?), and participating in life.

      Happy Holidays. Wherever you are in the world and whatever
      you’re celebrating, live well.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Top Life Regret of Dying Hospital Patients

      
      Bronnie Ware is a nurse in Australia. She has spent more than a
      decade counseling dying people. Over that time span, she began
      recording the top regrets that people have on their death bed.

      After 12 years, she concluded that the most common regret of all
      was this:

      “I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to
      myself, not the life others expected of me.”

      Why is this such a common dying regret at the end of our lives?
      And how can you make sure that you don’t end up feeling the same
      way?

      

      How to Be Courageous and Avoid the Biggest
      Regret

      If you’re reading this website, then you probably have the power
      to make decisions in your daily life. It’s rare that we are
      actually forced to live in a way that we don’t want to live
      (thankfully). But somehow, many of us still end up wishing we had
      lived in a way that was more true to ourselves.

      Here’s why I believe this happens:

      Anytime I find myself feeling stuck in neutral, it’s usually the
      result of not having a clear target. I find myself doing work
      without defining what the work should actually be or hoping for a
      change without determining the underlying actions that would lead
      to it. In other words, I’m not being clear about what I care about
      and how I can get there. More on this in a moment.

      Here’s the result:

      If you never draw a line in the sand and clarify what is really
      important to you, then you’ll end up doing what’s expected of you.
      When you don’t have a clear purpose driving you forward, you
      default to doing what other people approve of. We’re not sure what
      we really want, and so we do what we think other people want.

      The gray areas in life usually arise when we haven’t decided
      what we believe.

      This is the position I think we all find ourselves in from time
      to time. And it’s one reason why I think many of us end up living
      the life others expect us to live instead of a life that is true to
      ourselves.

      I think often about how I can get better at living with purpose
      and how I can 
      live an important life instead of an urgent one. When it comes
      to being clear about what I’m doing and why I’m doing it, I like to
      use a technique that I call the Bullseye Method.

      The Bullseye Method

      “A skillful archer ought first to know the mark he aims at,
      and then apply his hand, his bow, his string, his arrow and his
      motion accordingly. Our counsels go astray because they are not
      rightly addressed, and have no fixed end. No wind works for the man
      that has no intended post to sail towards.”

      — Michel de Montaigne

      The quote above essentially says: “If you didn’t know where the
      target was located, you would never fire an arrow and expect to hit
      the bullseye.”

      And yet, we often live our lives this way. We wake up and face
      the world day after day (we keep firing arrows), but we are focused
      on everything except the bullseye.

      For example, if you want to get in shape, then the bullseye is
      to become the type of person who never misses a workout. That’s on
      target. And yet, many of us spend our time looking for a stronger
      bow (workout program) or a better arrow (diet plan) or a tighter
      string (running shoes). Those things matter, but none of them serve
      you if you’re not firing arrows in the right direction.

      The Bullseye Method ignores the things we typically focus on
      like tactics, resources, or tools. Instead, it focuses on the
      identity and location of the bullseye. It forces us to be clear
      about what we really want from life.

      In other words, forget about how you want to perform or what you
      want to look like. A bullseye is not “gain 10 pounds of muscle” or
      “build a successful business.” The bullseye is living a life that’s
      on target. It’s having a purpose and a clear direction for the
      actions you will take.

      What type
      of person do you want to become? What type of values do you
      want to stand for? Which actions do you want to become your
      habits?

      The only way to live a life that is true to you is to have a
      purpose to organize your life around. Where is your bullseye
      located?

      What Have You Always Wanted for Yourself?

      Nothing is as important as knowing exactly where your target is
      located.

      If you know what you’re going after, then you’ll find a way to
      reach it. Don’t have a bow and arrow? You can throw a rock at your
      target. You can run up and punch it. You can buy a gun. There are a
      million ways to get to a destination, but there is only one
      target.

      Too often we shoot arrows in the general direction of our
      desires instead of spending time figuring out how we can live a
      life that’s on target. Stop firing shots before you know where they
      should be headed.

      Are you guilty of firing arrows in the general direction? Or do
      you know — down to the very tiny dot of the bullseye — where you
      are headed and why?

      It’s not easy, but if you take the time to be clear about what
      you stand for and where you want to go, then the courageous steps
      will seem simple. Clarity of purpose is everything.

      

    

  
    

    
      116 Years Old: Lessons Left Behind From the World's Oldest
      Living Person

      [image: Besse Cooper, world's oldest living person]
      Besse Cooper died peacefully earlier this week. At 116 years
      old, she was the oldest living person in the world. She was also
      one of the five oldest Americans in history.

      Cooper was born in 1896. She married her husband, Luther Cooper,
      in 1924. He died half a century ago in 1963, but she never
      remarried. She has four children, 11 grandchildren, 13 great
      grandchildren, and two great-great grandchildren.

      During an interview with the Guinness Book of World Records,
      Cooper was asked about the keys to living a long life. She offered
      two pieces of advice: “I mind my own business. And I don’t eat junk
      food.”

      Let’s talk about the wisdom in those two simple statements and
      how you can use it to live better.

      

      “I Mind My Own Business”

      Stress is a
      silent killer. It can take years off of your life, and in some
      cases, it can end it altogether.

      There’s no doubt that Besse’s mantra of minding her own business
      helped her avoid unnecessary drama, useless comparisons, and
      unwanted stress. That’s a good lesson to learn and it’s a deeper
      wisdom than it appears on the surface.

      Give how much we focus on our own lives, it would be easy to
      convince ourselves that we’re minding our own business when in fact
      we are doing exactly the opposite. We care about the job we have,
      the house we live in, the clothes we wear, and the car we drive.
      And there’s nothing wrong with that. Except that in many cases we
      think we are minding our own business, but really we are
      slowly being sucked into comparing our lives to our peers, our
      neighbors, and our community.

      And trust me, I’m guilty of this as well. I like being respected
      and praised as much as the next person.

      Truly minding your own business has nothing to do with
      comparison. It means knowing what you stand for, distancing
      yourself from the unimportant and unnecessary drama that has a way
      of seeping into your day, and living your life for the people
      around you instead of comparing it to the people around you.

      “I Don’t Eat Junk Food”

      Besse didn’t eat junk food and I suggest that you don’t either.
      But this piece of advice is about a lot more than what you put on
      your plate.

      If it’s not a
      good idea to fill your stomach with junk food, then it’s
      probably not a good idea to fill your mind with “junk” thoughts or
      your day with “junk” energy or your life with “junk” people. The
      work you do, the enthusiasm you bring to life, the people you hang
      out with — these aren’t just life decisions, these are health
      decisions.

      Fill your plate with real food instead of processed junk and
      you’ll go from overweight to overjoyed.

      Trade watching TV for going on a photography adventure and
      you’ll go from consuming what someone else created to contributing
      your own work to the world.

      Surround yourself with people who are doing amazing things and
      you’ll go from “How could I ever do that?” to “How could I
      not?”

      The way you live and the health you enjoy are one in the same.
      You can’t “do some healthy things” and then get on with your life.
      Your health and happiness are merely an expression of how you live
      your life.

      The good news is that the best way to live life is also the
      healthy way to live it. Dedicating yourself to fulfilling work,
      exploring life with curiosity and enthusiasm, contributing to the
      world around you, and surrounding yourself with people who are
      inspiring and exciting are great ways to not just live a wonderful
      life, but to live a healthy one as well. Those choices don’t merely
      make you feel alive, they keep you alive.

      Learn from the World’s Oldest Living Person

      Maybe Besse Cooper didn’t get bogged down in the drama and the
      junk of life because she was too busy setting her sights on
      something else.

      When she was asked what advice she would give to high school
      graduates, Besse said, “You can do most anything you set as a goal
      in life.”

      Besse Cooper didn’t become the world’s oldest living person by
      accident. She knew that what you put into your life determined how
      much, and how long, you got something out of it.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Easiest Way to Live a Short, Unimportant Life

      
      A 
      recent article in the New York Times shared research on
      longevity that revealed that the people who live the longest not
      only live healthy lifestyles, but also tend to engage and connect
      with the people around them. They visit their neighbors. They teach
      classes in town. They pass down traditions to their children.

      In other words, they contribute to the world around them.

      The article didn’t come out and say it, but what it alluded to
      was that as people age, they tend to find themselves consuming more
      and creating less. To put it bluntly: the easiest way to live a
      short unimportant life is to consume the world around you rather
      than contribute to it.

      Meanwhile, the people who keep on contributing tend to be the
      ones who keep on living. The message was clear. People who
      contribute to their community live longer.

      But why is this true? And how can you apply it to your own
      life?

      How Do Prisoners of War Stay Alive?

      Prisoners of war who have managed to survive the most brutal
      conditions will often claim one of the most important factors in
      survival is not food or water, but a sense of dignity and
      self–worth. In other words, the only thing that keeps some men
      alive in the most dire of circumstances is the belief that they are
      worthy of being alive.

      Applying this to our daily lives, it makes sense that longevity
      would be prevalent in cultures where contribution is baked into
      everyday life. For example, let’s take a culture where it’s common
      to go to your neighbor’s house and talk each night. During a
      face–to–face conversation, you have to either contribute or sit
      silently in the corner like a weirdo.

      The act of contributing to a conversation, no matter how simple
      it seems, allows you to derive a small sense of self–worth. Being a
      meaningful part of conversation makes you feel like were a
      worthwhile part of your neighbor’s life. When you add up all of
      your small contributions to the many conversations over the years,
      it’s easy to see how you can develop a strong sense of self–worth
      when you live in a culture where contribution is typical.

      You alter the course of other’s lives by what you create and
      contribute. When you speak or write or act, you influence the
      people around you. When you contribute something to the world, you
      matter. And thus the act of creating enhances your feelings of
      self–worth.

      That’s important and it’s often lost online. It’s becoming
      increasingly easy to spend our time consuming rather than
      contributing. Smartphones, iPads, and Kindles. Twitter and
      Facebook. The web in general. Most of the time we spend on those
      devices and networks is spent consuming what someone else has
      created rather than contributing our own ideas and work.

      The result, I believe, is that our sense of self–worth slowly
      dwindles and our lives become less healthy, less happy, and less
      meaningful.

      [image: the easiest way to live a short, unimportant life is to stop creating]

      Make Something

      
      When you cease to make a contribution, you begin to die.

      —Eleanor Roosevelt

      

      As you know, this website is not only about living a long,
      healthy life but also about doing something with it. And this new
      research is great news if you’re looking to make a difference.
      Creating and contributing to the world is not only a foundational
      piece of living a healthy and happy life, but also a meaningful
      one.

      You can’t control the amount of time you spend on this planet,
      but you can control what you contribute while you’re here. These
      contributions don’t have to be major endeavors. Cook a meal instead
      of buying one. Play a game instead of watching one. Write a
      paragraph instead of reading one. You don’t have to create big
      contributions, you just need to live out small ones each day.

      Too often we spend our lives visiting the world instead of
      shaping it.

      Be an adventurer, an inventor, an entrepreneur, an artist.
      Suggest your own ideas instead of reacting to everyone else’s. Be
      an active participant in life and contribute to the world around
      you. Make good conversation. Make good art. Make good adventure.
      But above all, make something.

      Contributing and creating doesn’t just make you feel alive, it
      keeps you alive.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Be Happy: A Surprising Lesson on Happiness From an
      African Tribe

      
      We would all love to learn how to be happy. And sometimes, the
      solution comes from a surprising place.

      Let me tell you a story…

      There was an anthropologist who had been studying the habits and
      culture of a remote African tribe.

      He had been working in the village for quite some time and the
      day before he was to return home, he put together a gift basket
      filled with delicious fruits from around the region and wrapped it
      in a ribbon. He placed the basket under a tree and then he gathered
      up the children in the village.

      The man drew a line in the dirt, looked at the children, and
      said, “When I tell you to start, run to the tree and whoever gets
      there first will win the basket of the fruit.”

      When he told them to run, they all took each other’s hands and
      ran together to the tree. Then they sat together around the basket
      and enjoyed their treat as a group.

      The anthropologist was shocked. He asked why they would all go
      together when one of them could have won all the fruits for
      themselves?

      

      A young girl looked up at him and said, “How can one of us be happy
      if all the other ones are sad?”

      [image: african tribe]

      How to Be Happy: Ubuntu

      Years later, the well known South African activist Desmond Tutu
      would describe the little girl’s thought process by using the word
      ubuntu, which means “I am because we are.”

      Here’s how Tutu explained the concept:

      
      We believe that a person is a person through other persons.

      

      “Africans have a thing called ubuntu. We believe that a
      person is a person through other persons. That my humanity is
      caught up, bound up, inextricably, with yours. When I dehumanize
      you, I dehumanize myself. The solitary human being is a
      contradiction in terms. Therefore you seek to work for the common
      good because your humanity comes into its own in community, in
      belonging.”

      This is exactly the type of philosophy that our community
      embraces.

      Community First

      “Your humanity comes into its own in community, in
      belonging.”

      In our little community here, we each have our own goals and
      mission. Some of us are working to lose weight and get
      healthy. Others are striving to gain muscle and feel happier. But regardless
      of our individual pursuits, we are always a team grinding towards
      greatness. We are a group of people on a quest to make the world
      better, not just different. We support each other.

      We believe that there is always room at the top. We believe in
      abundance and we work hard to make life great for everyone in our
      community. We walk to the tree and enjoy the fruit together.

      Happiness comes from combining what we love to do with something
      that is meaningful. In this community, our goal is to improve your
      health and happiness so that you can do what you love and
      contribute something that is meaningful. We believe that we are
      here to make the world a better place, and we think that happy and
      healthy people have a better chance to do that than anyone else.
      That’s why we share ways to naturally lose fat and gain muscle,
      reduce stress and feel happier, and boost your energy and
      creativity.

      If you choose to share your journey with us and work towards
      your goals as part of our team, then you’ll find thousands people
      who support you. That’s because we find value in community. We find
      our humanity in belonging.
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      Minimalism

      
      What is Minimalism?

      Let’s define minimalism.

      
      
      “Minimalismisnotalackofsomething.It’ssimply
      the perfect amount of something.”

      -Nicholas Burroughs

      

      Minimalism is about more than just possessions, though.
      Minimalism is focusing on and committing to the fundamentals,
      instead of wasting time, money, or energy on details.

      Committing to the basics and mastering the fundamentals can be
      hard, though.

      In the words of my friend,Corbett Barr, people waste
      too much time debating edge cases. Edge cases are the what-ifs, the
      could-bes, the minor details — the things that might make a 2
      percent difference, but mostly distract you from the real work that
      would make 80 percent of the difference.

      When you eliminate everything that is unnecessary, there are no
      details to hide behind. You’re left with just the basics and
      whether or not you have mastered them.

      As you’ll see throughout this guide, a minimalistic approach can
      be applied to consumption, goals, schedules, tasks, design, and
      much more.

      Why We Want Things We Don’t Need

      I want to tell you about something called The Diderot Effect to
      help explain why we want things we don’t need.

      The Diderot Effect states that obtaining a new possession often
      creates a spiral of consumption which leads you to acquire more new
      things. As a result, we end up buying things that our previous
      selves never needed to feel happy or fulfilled.

      The effect is named for Denis Diderot,the co-founder and
      writer of Encyclopédie, who experienced a large windfall of wealth
      after living nearly his entire life in poverty.Shortly after,
      Diderot acquired a new scarlet robe. That’s when everything went
      wrong.

      Diderot’s scarlet robe was beautiful. So beautiful, in fact,
      that he immediately noticed how out of place it seemed when
      surrounded by the rest of his common possessions. He soon felt the
      urge to buy some new things to match the beauty of his robe.

      He replaced his old rug with a new one from Damascus. He
      decorated his home with beautiful sculptures and a better kitchen
      table. He bought a new mirror to place above the mantle and his
      “straw chair was relegated to the antechamber by a leather
      chair.”

      These reactive purchases have become known as the Diderot
      Effect.

      You can spot similar behaviors in many other areas of life:

      
      	You buy a new dress and now you have to get shoes and earrings
      to match.

      	You buy a CrossFit membership and soon you’re paying for foam
      rollers, knee sleeves, wrist wraps, and paleo meal plans.

      	You buy your kid an American Girl doll and find yourself
      purchasing more accessories than you ever knew existed for
      dolls.

      	You buy a new couch and suddenly you’re questioning the layout
      of your entire living room. Those chairs? That coffee table? That
      rug? They all gotta go.

      

      Life has a natural tendency to become filled with more. We are
      rarely looking to downgrade, to simplify, to eliminate, to reduce.
      Our natural inclination is always to accumulate, to add, to
      upgrade, and to build upon.

      Why Minimalism?

      Not only will minimalism save you time, money, and resources,
      it’s also an important ingredient for success. If you want to be
      more productive, more focused, more creative, and exercise better
      willpower, it’s essential that you absorb the principles of
      minimalism.

      People often say that they want options. When it comes to
      getting things done, however, options aren’t always a good thing.
      When everything is a possibility, it actually becomes harder to
      make the right choice (or any choice at all). This is the paradox
      of choice.

      Meanwhile, when we place a constraint on ourselves, it can
      become much easier to get something done.

      How Minimalism Will Help You Do More

      The simplest way to get better is to eliminate your
      distractions.

      Want your software program to run
      faster?Delete every line of code that isn’t
      essential.

      Want to get stronger arms?Stop wasting
      energy on unrelated exercises.

      Want more people to read your blog?Stop
      distracting them with ads, buttons, and widgets.

      These choices have nothing to do with gaining new skills. They
      are simply about eliminating the things that are distracting from
      the essential. Learning to ignore, reduce, and remove the
      inessential choices can be just as beneficial as teaching yourself
      to make better ones.

      Let’s look at a few examples.

      Example No. 1: George R.R. Martin’s Minimalist Writing
      Strategy

      George R.R. Martin is the best-selling author of the fantasy
      seriesA Song of Ice
      and Fire. The first book in the series,A Game of
      Thrones, has also been turned into a blockbuster
      television series on HBO. (The first season of the show was
      nominated for 13 Emmy awards.) The epic 7-part series that
      hasn’t even been finished (Martin is currently working on the sixth
      book), but it has already sold more than 25 million copies.

      In total, Martin has written almost 2 million words for the
      series thus far…

      And what does Martin use to churn out such an amazing quantity
      of work?

      He writes the novels with a program that most people have never
      even heard of: WordStar 4.0. To give you an idea of just how
      ancient this program is, here’s a picture of the typical WordStar
      screen…

      [image: WordStar]

      Martin says, “I still do all my writing on an old DOS machine
      running WordStar 4.0, the Duesenberg of word processing software
      (very old, but unsurpassed).”

      He goes on, “I am not on Facebook. I am not on Twitter. I will
      not be on the next new thing to come along, the one that makes
      Facebook and Twitter as obsolete asGEnieand CompuServe
      and The Source, those halcyon communities of yore.”

      George “WordStar” Martin is selling more books than nearly
      anyone on the planet and his computer can’t even send an email.

      Example No. 2: The Minimalist App One Man Designed to
      Beat Procrastination

      In 2009, Fred Stutzman was a graduate student at the University
      of North Carolina and he wastryingto grind out
      some important work on his thesis.

      But there was a problem.

      His favorite coffee shop, which had previously been a quiet
      sanctuary where he could escape distraction and get work done, had
      just added a new and very dangerous feature.

      Wireless internet.

      Now Stutzman found himself constantly distracted by the endless
      supply of entertainment and social media on the web — even if he
      really wanted to get something done. He tried disconnecting from
      the internet, but it wasn’t that simple. He was always clicking it
      back on to “take a break.” He was constantly fighting the urge to
      check his messages and updates.

      Thankfully, Stutzman happened to be a programmer studying
      Information Science. When he went home that night, he decided to
      create a software program that would solve his problem.

      The program was simple. You turned the application on, told it
      how long you wanted to focus, and it prevented your computer from
      going online for that amount of time. If you wanted to get back on
      before your time was up, you had to turn your computer completely
      off and reboot.

      The program was calledFreedomand not long after
      Stutzman created it, the application went viral. It was picked up
      by NPR, The Economist, The New York Times, Oprah Magazine, Time,
      and nearly every major news outlet you can imagine. More than
      500,000 people downloaded it.

      The Freedom app that Stutzman designed is effective not only
      because it prevents you from reaching the web, but also because it
      eliminates your options and, as a result, doing the right thing
      becomes much easier. In other words, the application places a
      constraint on your behavior.

      Example No 3: I Removed Every Inessential Thing From My
      Website

      When I built my first website a little over 3 years ago, I had
      no idea what I was doing.

      Naturally, I figured that looking at what other websites and
      blogs had on their pages would be a good place to start. I started
      seeing sites with social media buttons, email popups,
      advertisements, comments, and all sorts of other things. At first
      glance, these things seemed important. After all, every other
      website had them and they appeared to serve a purpose.

      But as I continued tweaking my site design, I tested what would
      happen if I eliminated the unessential pieces. I didn’t run any
      advertisements. I took down all of the social media buttons. I
      eliminated the sidebars, the suggested content, and anything else
      that wasn’t absolutely essential.

      As I pulled away each piece, a funny thing happened. People were
      less distracted. Visitors spent more time reading my articles. More
      people joined my email list. The simpler things became, the better
      the results were.

      I realized the same thing George R.R. Martin and Fred Stutzman
      did: Less is more.

      So often we think that we need more to be successful. More
      outside funding for our startup. More software programs or
      productivity tools to handle our to-do list. More business
      contacts, a bigger network. More clothes or cars or credit
      cards.

      But the success of these minimalist tactics show us that maybe
      what we really need is less. Maybe what we really need are fewer
      distractions and more focus. Maybe what we really need are a few
      carefully chosen constraints that narrow our energy onto what
      really matters.

      For this reason, minimalism is key to success.

      Why You Should Create More and Consume Less

      Minimalism is also key to happiness to longevity.

      Arecent
      articlein the New York Times shared research on longevity
      that revealed that the people who live the longest not only live
      healthy lifestyles, but also tend to engage and connect with the
      people around them.

      As a lot of people age, they tend to find themselves consuming
      more and creating less.

      Meanwhile, the people who keep on contributing tend to be the
      ones who keep on living. The message was clear. People who
      contribute to their community live longer.

      Creating and contributing to the world is not only a
      foundational piece of living a healthy and happy life, but also a
      meaningful one.

      You can’t control the amount of time you spend on this planet,
      but you can control what you contribute while you’re here. These
      contributions don’t have to be major endeavors. Cook a meal instead
      of buying one. Play a game instead of watching one. Write a
      paragraph instead of reading one. You don’t have to create big
      contributions, you just need to live out small ones each day.

      Time and energy that is wasted consuming is time and energy that
      can’t be spent creating.

      Most of the information you come across in your daily life — the
      news stories, the social media updates, the television shows —
      isn’t going to change the choices you make. Instead of sitting
      around and consuming whatever is readily available, challenge
      yourself to make more conscious choices about what you consume and
      how you consume it.

      Do you really need social media apps on your phone? Or will you
      be just fine checking Facebook and Twitter when you get home?

      Is it necessary to turn on the same news program every night?
      Are you living a better life because of watching it?

      If something isn’t benefitting you, then eliminate it.

      The world doesn’t need more people who mindlessly digest
      whatever information is around. What the world needs are people who
      learn with purpose, who take action on the things that are
      important to them, and who seek out high quality information as a
      way to spark creativity — not as an excuse to consume even
      more.

      How to be a Minimalist

      Minimalistic Scheduling

      Doing more things does not drive faster or better results. Doing
      better things drives better results. Even more accurately, doing
      one thing drives better results.

      Mastery requires focus
      and consistency.

      I haven’t mastered the art of focus and concentration yet, but
      I’m working on it. One of the major improvements I’ve made recently
      is to assign one (and only one) priority to each work day. Although
      I plan to complete other tasks during the day, my priority task is
      the one non-negotiable thing that must get done.

      Here’s what my current weekly schedule looks like…

      
      	Monday – Write article.

      	Tuesday – Send two emails (one for networking, one for
      partnerships.)

      	Wednesday – Write article.

      	Thursday – Write article.

      	Friday – Complete weekly review.

      	Saturday – OFF

      	Sunday – OFF

      

      The power of choosingonepriority is that it
      naturally guides your behavior by forcing you to organize your life
      around that responsibility. Your priority becomes an anchor task,
      the mainstay that holds the rest of your day in place. If things
      get crazy, there is no debate about what to do or not to do. You
      have already decidedwhat is urgent and what is
      important.

      Minimalistic Goal Setting

      Your odds of success improve when you are forced to direct all
      of your energy and attention to fewer tasks.

      If you want to master a skill—truly master it—you have to be
      selective with your time. You have toruthlessly trim away good ideas to
      make room for great ones. You have tofocus on a few essential tasks and
      ignore the distractions. You have to commit toworking through 10
      years of silence.

      Here’s how Warren Buffet recommends people narrow down their
      goals, as told by Buffett’s longtime business partner Charlie
      Munger…

      
      When Warren lectures at business schools, he says, “I could
      improve your ultimate financial welfare by giving you a ticket with
      only 20 slots in it so that you had 20 punches—representing all the
      investments that you got to make in a lifetime. And once you’d
      punched through the card, you couldn’t make any more investments at
      all.”

      He says, “Under those rules, you’d really think carefully about
      what you did and you’d be forced to load up on what you’d really
      thought about. So you’d do so much better.”

      Again, this is a concept that seems perfectly obvious to me. And
      to Warren it seems perfectly obvious. But this is one of the very
      few business classes in the U.S. where anybody will be saying so.
      It just isn’t the conventional wisdom.

      To me, it’s obvious that the winner has to bet very selectively.
      It’s been obvious to me since very early in life. I don’t know why
      it’s not obvious to very many other people.

      

      Minimalistic Consumption

      Here are some tips for how to control the Diderot Effect and
      adopt a minimalist’s approach to buying and consuming.

      Reduce exposure.Nearly every habit is
      initiated by a trigger or cue. One of the quickest ways to reduce
      the power of the Diderot Effect is to avoid thehabit triggersthat
      cause it in the first place. Unsubscribe from commercial emails.
      Call the magazines that send you catalogs and opt out of their
      mailings. Meet friends at the park rather than the mall. Block your
      favorite shopping websites using tools likeFreedom.

      Buy items that fit your current
      system.You don’t have to start from scratch each
      time you buy something new. When you purchase new clothes, look for
      items that work well with your current wardrobe. When you upgrade
      to new electronics, get things that play nicely with your current
      pieces so you can avoid buying new chargers, adapters, or
      cables.

      Set self-imposed limits.Live
      acarefully
      constrained lifeby creating limitations for you to
      operate within. Juliet Schor provides a great example with this
      quote…

      
      “Imagine the following. A community group in your town organizes
      parents to sign a pledge agreeing to spend no more than $50 on
      athletic shoes for their children. The staff at your child’s
      day-care center requests a $75 limit on spending for birthday
      parties. The local school board rallies community support behind a
      switch to school uniforms. The PTA gets 8o percent of parents to
      agree to limit their children’s television watching to no more than
      one hour per day.

      Do you wish someone in your community or at your children’s
      school would take the lead in these or similar efforts? I think
      millions of American parents do. Television, shoes, clothes,
      birthday parties, athletic uniforms-these are areas where many
      parents feel pressured into allowing their children to consume at a
      level beyond what they think is best, want to spend, or can
      comfortably afford.”

      —Juliet Schor,The Overspent
      American

      

      Buy One, Give One.Each time you make a
      new purchase, give something away. Get a new TV? Give your old one
      away rather than moving it to another room. The idea is to prevent
      your number of items from growing. Always be curating your life to
      include only the things that bring you joy and happiness.

      Go one month without buying something
      new.Don’t allow yourself to buy any new items for
      one month. Instead of buying a new lawn mower, rent one from a
      neighbor. Get your new shirt from the thrift store rather than the
      department store. The more we restrict ourselves,the more
      resourceful we become.

      Let go of wanting things.There will never
      be a level where you will be done wanting things. There is always
      something to upgrade to. Get a new Honda? You can upgrade to a
      Mercedes. Get a new Mercedes? You can upgrade to a Bentley. Get a
      new Bentley? You can upgrade to a Ferrari. Get a new Ferrari? Have
      you thought about buying a private plane? Realize that wanting is
      just an option your mind provides, not an order you have to
      follow.

      Best Minimalism Books

      Want more great minimalism books? Browse my full list of
      the best
      self-help books.

      All Minimalism Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on minimalism
      and simplicity. Enjoy!
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      The Scientific Argument for Mastering One Thing at a Time

      
      Many people, myself included, have multiple areas of life they
      would like to improve. For example, I would like to reach more
      people with my writing, to lift heavier weights at the gym, and to
      start practicing mindfulness more consistently. Those are just a
      few of the goals I find desirable and you probably have a long list
      yourself.

      The problem is, even if we are committed to working hard on our
      goals, our natural tendency is to revert back to our old habits at
      some point. Making a permanent lifestyle change is really
      difficult.

      Recently, I’ve come across a few research studies that (just
      maybe) will make these difficult lifestyle changes a little bit
      easier. As you’ll see, however, the approach to mastering many
      areas of life is somewhat counterintuitive.

      Too Many Good Intentions

      If you want to master multiple habits and stick to them for
      good, then you need to figure out how to be consistent. How can you
      do that?

      Well, here is one of the most robust findings from psychology
      research on how to actually follow through on your goals:

      Research has shown that you are 2x to 3x more likely to stick
      with your habits if you make a specific plan for when, where, and
      how you will perform the behavior. For example, in one study
      scientists asked people to fill out this sentence: “During the next
      week, I will partake in at least 20 minutes of vigorous exercise on
      [DAY] at [TIME OF DAY] at/in [PLACE].”

      Researchers found that people who filled out this sentence were
      2x to 3x
      more likely to actually exercise compared to a control group
      who did not make plans for their future behavior. Psychologists
      call these specific plans “implementation intentions” because they
      state when, where, and how you intend to implement a particular
      behavior.

      This finding is well proven and has been repeated in hundreds
      studies across a broad range of areas. For example, implementation
      intentions have been found to increase the odds that people will
      start exercising, begin recycling, stick with studying, and even
      stop smoking.

      However (and this is crucial to understand) follow-up research
      has discovered implementation intentions only work when you
      focus on one thing at a time. In fact, researchers found
      that people who tried to accomplish multiple goals were less
      committed and less likely to succeed than those who focused on a
      single goal.

      This is important, so let me repeat: developing a specific plan
      for when, where, and how you will stick to a new habit will
      dramatically increase the odds that you will actually follow
      through, but only if you focus on one thing.
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      What Happens When You Focus on One Thing

      Here is another science-based reason to focus on one thing at a
      time:

      When you begin practicing a new habit it requires a lot of
      conscious effort to remember to do it. After awhile, however, the
      pattern of behavior becomes easier. Eventually, your new habit
      becomes a normal routine and the process is more or less mindless
      and automatic.

      Researchers have a fancy term for this process called
      “automaticity.” Automaticity is the ability to perform a behavior
      without thinking about each step, which allows the pattern to
      become automatic and habitual.

      But here’s the thing: automaticity only occurs as the result of
      lots of repetition and practice. The more reps you put in,
      the more automatic a behavior becomes.

      For example, this chart shows how long it takes for people to
      make a habit out of taking a 10-minute walk after breakfast. In the
      beginning, the degree of automaticity is very low. After 30 days,
      the habit is becoming fairly routine. After 60 days, the process is
      about as automatic as it can become.

      [image: Habit automaticity for walking]

      The most important thing to note is that there is some “tipping
      point” at which new habits become more or less automatic. The time
      it takes to build a habit depends on many factors including how
      difficult the habit is, what your environment is like, your
      genetics, and more.

      That said, the study cited above found the average habit takes about 66
      days to become automatic. (Don’t put too much stock in that
      number. The range in the study was very wide and the only
      reasonable conclusion you should make is that it will take months
      for new habits to become sticky.)

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      Change Your Life Without Changing Your Entire
      Life

      Alright, let’s review what I have suggested to you so far and
      figure out some practical takeaways.

      
      	You are 2x to 3x more likely to follow through with a habit if
      you make a specific plan for when, where, and how you are going to
      implement it. This is known as an implementation intention.

      	You should focus entirely on one thing. Research has found that
      implementation intentions do not work if you try to improve
      multiple habits at the same time.

      	Research has shown that any given habit becomes more automatic
      with more practice. On average, it takes at least two months for
      new habits to become automatic behaviors.

      

      This brings us to the punchline of this article…

      The counterintuitive insight from all of this research is that
      the best way to change your entire life is by not changing your
      entire life. Instead, it is best to focus on one specific habit,
      work on it until you master it, and make it an automatic part of
      your daily life. Then, repeat the process for the next habit.

      The way to master more things in the long-run is to simply focus
      on one thing right now.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Diderot Effect: Why We Want Things We Don’t Need

      
      The famous French philosopher Denis Diderot lived nearly his
      entire life in poverty, but that all changed in 1765.

      Diderot was 52 years old and his daughter was about to be
      married, but he could not afford to provide a dowry. Despite his
      lack of wealth, Diderot’s name was well-known because he was the
      co-founder and writer of Encyclopédie, one of the most
      comprehensive encyclopedias of the time.

      

      When Catherine the Great, the Empress of Russia, heard of Diderot’s
      financial troubles she offered to buy his library from him for
      £1000 GBP, which is approximately $50,000 USD in 2015 dollars.
      Suddenly, Diderot had money to spare.

      Shortly after this lucky sale, Diderot acquired a new scarlet
      robe. That’s when everything went wrong.

      The Diderot Effect

      Diderot’s scarlet robe was beautiful. So beautiful, in fact,
      that he immediately noticed how out of place it seemed when
      surrounded by the rest of his common possessions. In his words,
      there was “no more coordination, no more unity, no more beauty”
      between his robe and the rest of his items. The philosopher soon
      felt the urge to buy some new things to match the beauty of his
      robe.

      He replaced his old rug with a new one from Damascus. He
      decorated his home with beautiful sculptures and a better kitchen
      table. He bought a new mirror to place above the mantle and his
      “straw chair was relegated to the antechamber by a leather
      chair.”

      These reactive purchases have become known as the Diderot
      Effect.

      The Diderot Effect states that obtaining a new possession often
      creates a spiral of consumption which leads you to acquire more new
      things. As a result, we end up buying things that our previous
      selves never needed to feel happy or fulfilled.

      [image: Denis Diderot, discoverer of the Diderot Effect]
      Why We Want Things We Don’t Need

      Like many others, I have fallen victim to the Diderot Effect. I
      recently bought a new car and I ended up purchasing all sorts of
      additional things to go inside it. I bought a tire pressure gauge,
      a car charger for my cell phone, an extra umbrella, a first aid
      kit, a pocket knife, a flashlight, emergency blankets, and even a
      seatbelt cutting tool.

      Allow me to point out that I owned my previous car for nearly 10
      years and at no point did I feel that any of the previously
      mentioned items were worth purchasing. And yet, after getting my
      shiny new car, I found myself falling into the same consumption
      spiral as Diderot.

      You can spot similar behaviors in many other areas of life:

      
      	You buy a new dress and now you have to get shoes and earrings
      to match.

      	You buy a CrossFit membership and soon you’re paying for foam
      rollers, knee sleeves, wrist wraps, and paleo meal plans.

      	You buy your kid an American Girl doll and find yourself
      purchasing more accessories than you ever knew existed for
      dolls.

      	You buy a new couch and suddenly you’re questioning the layout
      of your entire living room. Those chairs? That coffee table? That
      rug? They all gotta go.

      

      Life has a natural tendency to become filled with more. We are
      rarely looking to downgrade, to simplify, to eliminate, to reduce.
      Our natural inclination is always to accumulate, to add, to
      upgrade, and to build upon.

      In the words of sociology professor Juliet Schor, “the pressure
      to upgrade our stock of stuff is relentlessly unidirectional,
      always ascending.”

      Mastering the Diderot Effect

      The Diderot Effect tells us that your life is only going to have
      more things fighting to get in it, so you need to understand how to
      curate, eliminate, and focus on the things that matter.

      Reduce exposure. Nearly every habit is
      initiated by a trigger or cue. One of the quickest ways to reduce
      the power of the Diderot Effect is to avoid the habit triggers that
      cause it in the first place. Unsubscribe from commercial emails.
      Call the magazines that send you catalogs and opt out of their
      mailings. Meet friends at the park rather than the mall. Block your
      favorite shopping websites using tools like Freedom.

      Buy items that fit your current system. You
      don’t have to start from scratch each time you buy something new.
      When you purchase new clothes, look for items that work well with
      your current wardrobe. When you upgrade to new electronics, get
      things that play nicely with your current pieces so you can avoid
      buying new chargers, adapters, or cables.

      Set self-imposed limits. Live a carefully constrained life
      by creating limitations for you to operate within. Juliet Schor
      provides a great example with this quote…

      “Imagine the following. A community group in your town
      organizes parents to sign a pledge agreeing to spend no more than
      $50 on athletic shoes for their children. The staff at your child’s
      day-care center requests a $75 limit on spending for birthday
      parties. The local school board rallies community support behind a
      switch to school uniforms. The PTA gets 8o percent of parents to
      agree to limit their children’s television watching to no more than
      one hour per day.

      Do you wish someone in your community or at your children’s
      school would take the lead in these or similar efforts? I think
      millions of American parents do. Television, shoes, clothes,
      birthday parties, athletic uniforms-these are areas where many
      parents feel pressured into allowing their children to consume at a
      level beyond what they think is best, want to spend, or can
      comfortably afford.”

      —Juliet Schor, The Overspent
      American

      Buy One, Give One. Each time you make a new
      purchase, give something away. Get a new TV? Give your old one away
      rather than moving it to another room. The idea is to prevent your
      number of items from growing. Always be curating your life to
      include only the things that bring you joy and happiness.

      Go one month without buying something new.
      Don’t allow yourself to buy any new items for one month. Instead of
      buying a new lawn mower, rent one from a neighbor. Get your new
      shirt from the thrift store rather than the department store. The
      more we restrict ourselves, the more
      resourceful we become.

      Let go of wanting things. There will never be a
      level where you will be done wanting things. There is always
      something to upgrade to. Get a new Honda? You can upgrade to a
      Mercedes. Get a new Mercedes? You can upgrade to a Bentley. Get a
      new Bentley? You can upgrade to a Ferrari. Get a new Ferrari? Have
      you thought about buying a private plane? Realize that wanting is
      just an option your mind provides, not an order you have to
      follow.

      How to Overcome the Consumption Tendency

      Our natural tendency is to consume more, not less. Given this
      tendency, I believe that taking active steps to reduce the flow of
      unquestioned consumption makes our lives better.

      Personally, my goal is not to reduce life to the fewest amount
      of things, but to fill it with the optimal amount of things. I hope
      this article will help you consider how to do the same.

      In Diderot’s words, “Let my example teach you a lesson. Poverty
      has its freedoms; opulence has its obstacles.”

      

    

  
    

    
      How Experts Figure What to Focus On

      
      Peak performance experts say things like, “You should focus. You
      need to eliminate the distractions. Commit to one thing and become
      great at that thing.”

      This is good advice. The more I study successful people from all
      walks of life—artists, athletes, entrepreneurs, scientists—the more
      I believe focus is a core factor of success.

      But there is a problem with this advice too.

      Of the many options in front of you, how do you know what to
      focus on? How do you know where to direct your energy and
      attention? How do you determine the one thing that you
      should commit to doing?

      I don’t claim to have all the answers, but let me share what
      I’ve learned so far.

      “Until Something Comes Easily…”

      Like most entrepreneurs, I struggled through my first year of
      building a business.

      I launched my first product without having any idea who I would
      sell it to. (Big surprise, nobody bought it.) I reached out to
      important people, mismanaged expectations, made stupid mistakes,
      and essentially ruined the chance to build good relationships with
      people I respected. I attempted to teach myself how to code, made
      one change to my website, and deleted everything I had done during
      the previous three months.

      To put it simply, I didn’t know what I was doing.

      During my Year of Many Errors I received a good piece of advice:
      “Try things until something comes easily.” I took the advice to
      heart and tried four or five different business ideas over the next
      18 months. I’d give each one a shot for two or three months, mix in
      a little bit of freelance work so I could continue scraping by and
      paying the bills, and repeat the process.

      Eventually, I found “something that came easily” and I was able
      to focus on building one business rather than trying to find an
      idea. In other words, I was able to simplify.

      This was the first thing I discovered about figuring out what to
      focus on. If you want to master and deeply understand the core
      fundamentals of a task you may, paradoxically, need to start by
      casting a very wide net. By trying many different things, you can
      get a sense of what comes more easily to you and set yourself up
      for success. It is much easier to focus on something that’s working
      than struggle along with a bad idea.

      Make a Call About What to Focus On

      Assuming you’re willing to try things and experiment a bit, the
      next question is, “How do I know what’s coming easily to me?”

      The best answer I can give is to pay attention. Usually, this
      means measuring
      something.

      Even when you do measure things, however, there comes a point
      where you have to make a call and decide what to focus on.

      In my mind, this moment of decision is one of the central
      tensions of entrepreneurship. Do we continue trying new things or
      do we double down on one strategy? Do we try to innovate or do we
      commit to doing one thing well?

      Everyone wants to know the right time to simplify and focus on
      one thing, but nobody does. That’s what makes success so hard.
      Entrepreneurship isn’t like baking a cake. There is no recipe.
      There is no guidebook.

      At this stage, your best option is to decide. You can’t try
      everything. At some point, you don’t need more information, you
      just need to make a choice.

      A Volume of Work

      Now we have reached the stage where figuring out what to focus
      on becomes a real possibility.

      You have experimented with enough ideas to discover one or two
      options that seem to provide better than average results for you.
      You’ve overcome the hurdle of wanting more information and the fear
      of committing to something and now you’ve made a choice. You took
      the job. You started the business. You signed up for the class.
      You’re ready.

      Welcome to the grind. It’s time to put in a volume of work. Not
      just once or twice. Not just when it’s easy. But a consistent,
      repeated volume of work. You have to fall in love with
      boredom and stay on the bus.

      It is through this sheer number of repetitions that you’ll come
      to understand the fundamentals of your task. You might know what
      greatness looks like before this point, but you won’t understand
      how to achieve greatness until you’ve put the work in yourself.

      In the words
      of Ira Glass, “your taste is good enough that you can tell that
      what you’re making is kind of a disappointment to you.” You’ll
      bridge that gap between what you know is good and what you can
      produce yourself by putting in the reps.

      This applies to so many areas of life.

      Want to dress well and develop killer style?
      You’re going to have to try on a lot of clothes before you can
      simplify down to the essentials. You’ll probably have to buy a lot
      of clothes before you can really get a feel for what your day-in,
      day-out style is. I’m not a fan of promoting rampant consumerism,
      but if that’s the skill set you want to develop then it’s likely
      going to take some experimentation and effort.

      Want to become a great cook? How many bad meals
      do you think you need to make before you can whip up a “simple, but
      tasty dinner” whenever you feel like it? I’d say hundreds at least.
      I don’t know many people who are amazing cooks after making their
      tenth meal ever. Developing a deep understanding of the
      fundamentals of cooking takes a while.

      Want to write an amazing book? You’re going to
      have to write and write and write some more. You need to write
      hundreds of thousands of words to find your voice, maybe millions.
      Then you need to edit those words and whittle them down to the most
      powerful version possible.

      Only after the repetitions have been completed will you
      understand which pieces of the task are fundamental to success.

      Getting to Simple

      Now, finally, after trying many things and figuring out what to
      focus on and putting in enough reps, you can begin to simplify. You
      can trim away the fat because you know what is essential and what
      is unnecessary.

      As the Frenchman Blaise Pascal famously wrote in his Provincial
      Letters, “If I had more time, I would have written you a shorter
      letter.”

      Mastering the fundamentals is often the hardest and longest
      journey of all.

      

    

  
    

    
      Warren Buffett's "20 Slot" Rule: How to Simplify Your Life and
      Maximize Your Results

      
      Charlie Munger settled into his seat in front of the crowd at
      the University of Southern California.

      It was 1994 and Munger had spent the last 20 years working
      alongside Warren Buffett as the two men grew Berkshire Hathaway
      into a billion-dollar corporation.

      Today, Munger was delivering a talk to the USC Business School
      entitled, “A Lesson on Elementary Worldly Wisdom.”

      About halfway through his presentation, hidden among many
      fantastic lessons, Munger discussed a strategy that Warren Buffett
      had used with great success throughout his career.

      Warren Buffett’s “20-Slot” Rule

      Here it is:

      When Warren lectures at business schools, he says, “I could
      improve your ultimate financial welfare by giving you a ticket with
      only 20 slots in it so that you had 20 punches—representing all the
      investments that you got to make in a lifetime. And once you’d
      punched through the card, you couldn’t make any more investments at
      all.”

      He says, “Under those rules, you’d really think carefully
      about what you did and you’d be forced to load up on what you’d
      really thought about. So you’d do so much better.”

      Again, this is a concept that seems perfectly obvious to me.
      And to Warren it seems perfectly obvious. But this is one of the
      very few business classes in the U.S. where anybody will be saying
      so. It just isn’t the conventional wisdom.

      To me, it’s obvious that the winner has to bet very
      selectively. It’s been obvious to me since very early in life. I
      don’t know why it’s not obvious to very many other people.

      The Underrated Importance of Selective Focus

      Warren Buffett’s “20-Slot” Rule isn’t just useful for financial
      investments, it’s a sound approach for time investments as well. In
      particular, what struck me about Buffett’s strategy was his idea of
      “forcing yourself to load up” and go all in on an investment.

      The key point is this:

      Your odds of success improve when you are forced to direct all
      of your energy and attention to fewer tasks.

      If you want to master a skill—truly master it—you have to be
      selective with your time. You have to ruthlessly trim away good ideas to
      make room for great ones. You have to focus on a few essential tasks and
      ignore the distractions. You have to commit to working through 10
      years of silence.

      Simplify and Go All In

      If you take a look around, you’ll notice very few people
      actually go “all in” on a single skill or goal for an extended
      period of time.

      Rather than researching carefully and pouring themselves into a
      goal for a year or two, most people “dip their toes in the water”
      and chase a new diet, a new college major, a new exercise routine,
      a new side business idea, or a new career path for a few weeks or
      months before jumping onto the next new thing.

      In my experience, so few people display the persistence to
      practice one thing for an extended period of time that you can
      actually become very good in many areas—maybe even world-class—with
      just one year of focused work. If you view your life as a 20-slot
      punchcard and each slot is a period of focused work for a year or
      two, then you can see how you can enjoy significant returns on your
      invested time simply by going all in on a few things.

      My point here is that everyone is holding a “life punchcard”
      and, if we are considering how many things we can master in a
      lifetime, there aren’t many slots on that card. You only get so
      many punches during your time on this little planet. Unlike
      financial investments, your 20 “life slots” are going to get
      punched whether you like it or not. The time will pass either
      way.

      Don’t waste your next slot. Think carefully, make a decision,
      and go all in. Don’t just kind of go for it. Go all in.
      Your final results are merely a reflection of your prior
      commitment.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Ivy Lee Method: The Daily Routine Experts Recommend for
      Peak Productivity

      
      By 1918, Charles M. Schwab was one of the richest men in the
      world.

      

      Schwab was the president of the Bethlehem Steel Corporation, the
      largest shipbuilder and the second-largest steel producer in
      America at the time. The famous inventor Thomas Edison once
      referred to Schwab as the “master hustler.” He was constantly
      seeking an edge over the competition.

      One day in 1918, in his quest to increase the efficiency of his
      team and discover better ways to get things done, Schwab arranged a
      meeting with a highly-respected productivity consultant named Ivy
      Lee.

      Lee was a successful businessman in his own right and is widely
      remembered as a pioneer in the field of public relations. As the
      story goes, Schwab brought Lee into his office and said, “Show me a
      way to get more things done.”

      “Give me 15 minutes with each of your executives,” Lee
      replied.

      “How much will it cost me,” Schwab asked.

      “Nothing,” Lee said. “Unless it works. After three months, you
      can send me a check for whatever you feel it’s worth to you.”

      The Ivy Lee Method

      During his 15 minutes with each executive, Ivy Lee explained his
      simple daily routine for achieving peak productivity:

      
      	At the end of each work day, write down the six most important
      things you need to accomplish tomorrow. Do not write down more than
      six tasks.

      	Prioritize those six items in order of their true
      importance.

      	When you arrive tomorrow, concentrate only on the first task.
      Work until the first task is finished before moving on to the
      second task.

      	Approach the rest of your list in the same fashion. At the end
      of the day, move any unfinished items to a new list of six tasks
      for the following day.

      	Repeat this process every working day.

      

      The strategy sounded simple, but Schwab and his executive team
      at Bethlehem Steel gave it a try. After three months, Schwab was so
      delighted with the progress his company had made that he called Lee
      into his office and wrote him a check for $25,000.

      A $25,000 check written in 1918 is the equivalent of a $400,000
      check in 2015.

      The Ivy Lee Method of prioritizing your to-do list seems
      stupidly simple. How could something this simple be worth so
      much?

      What makes it so effective?
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      On Managing Priorities Well

      Ivy Lee’s productivity method utilizes many of the concepts I
      have written about previously.

      Here’s what makes it so effective:

      It’s simple enough to actually work. The
      primary critique of methods like this one is that they are too
      basic. They don’t account for all of the complexities and nuances
      of life. What happens if an emergency pops up? What about using the
      latest technology to our fullest advantage? In my experience,
      complexity is often a weakness because it makes it harder to
      get back on
      track. Yes, emergencies and unexpected distractions will arise.
      Ignore them as much as possible, deal with them when you must, and
      get back to your prioritized to-do list as soon as possible. Use
      simple rules to guide complex behavior.

      It forces you to make tough decisions. I don’t
      believe there is anything magical about Lee’s number of six
      important tasks per day. It could just as easily be five tasks per
      day. However, I do think there is something magical about imposing
      limits upon yourself. I find that the single best thing to do when
      you have too many ideas (or when you’re overwhelmed by everything
      you need to get done) is to prune your ideas and trim away
      everything that isn’t absolutely necessary. Constraints can make you
      better. Lee’s method is similar to Warren Buffett’s 25-5
      Rule, which requires you to focus on just 5 critical tasks and
      ignore everything else. Basically, if you
      commit to nothing, you’ll be distracted by everything.

      It removes the friction of starting. The
      biggest hurdle to finishing most tasks is starting them. (Getting
      off the couch can be tough, but once you actually start running it
      is much easier to finish your workout.) Lee’s method forces you to
      decide on your first task the night before you go to work. This
      strategy has been incredibly useful for me: as a writer, I can
      waste three or four hours debating what I should write about on a
      given day. If I decide the night before, however, I can wake up and
      start writing immediately. It’s simple, but it works. In the
      beginning, getting
      started is just as important as succeeding at all.

      It requires you to single-task. Modern society
      loves multi-tasking. The myth of
      multi-tasking is that being busy is synonymous with being
      better. The exact opposite is true. Having fewer priorities leads
      to better work. Study world-class experts in nearly any
      field—athletes, artists, scientists, teachers, CEOs—and you’ll
      discover one characteristic runs through all of them: focus. The
      reason is simple. You can’t be great at one task if you’re
      constantly dividing your time ten different ways. Mastery requires focus and
      consistency.

      The bottom line? Do the most important
      thing first each day. It’s the only productivity trick you
      need.

      If you want to learn more about the routines and habits of
      Olympic gold medalists, award-winning artists, business leaders,
      life-saving physicians, and star comedians, check out my
      bookAtomic
      Habits.

      

    

  
    

    
      Lessons From a Vexillonaire: Creativity, Simplicity, and the
      Carefully Constrained Life

      
      The flag of Chicago is widely regarded as one of the best city
      flags in the United States, perhaps in the world. It is certainly
      one of the most popular. You’ll find the flag of Chicago printed on
      t-shirts and mugs, tattooed on local musicians, and flying along
      streets, over rivers, and above doors throughout the city.

      The flag has three white bars and two blue stripes. The white
      areas represent the three main sides of the city: North, West, and
      South. The blue stripes stand for the north and south branches of
      the Chicago River flowing into Lake Michigan. In the center of the
      flag, there are four red stars symbolizing historical events in the
      city like the Great Chicago Fire.

      

      Vexillology

      Vexillology is the scientific study of flags. The flag of
      Chicago received stellar 9.03 out of 10 rating from the North
      American Vexillological Association and was ranked 2nd out of 150
      city flags by flag experts known as vexillologists.

      Let’s talk about why vexillology and good flag design can teach
      us an important lesson about life.
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      How to Design a Beautiful Flag

      “A 3×5 foot flag on a pole 100 feet away looks about the
      same size as a 1×1.5 inch rectangle seen about 15 inches from your
      eye. Try drawing your flag on a rectangle that is 1×1.5 inches.
      You’ll be surprised at how compelling and simple the design can be
      when you hold yourself to that limitation.”

      -Ted Kaye, vexillonaire

      If you wanted to design the best flag possible, then you would
      want to think creatively. Your first thought might be to give
      yourself as many possibilities as possible. “Give me a blank
      slate. I want tons of colors and a huge poster board to design this
      on. I want space to be creative and let my imagination run
      wild.”

      What you actually need, however, is a 1×1.5 inch piece of paper.
      Placing this simple constraint on yourself actually makes your
      design better.

      You see, flag designs that often look good on paper fail in the
      real world. A design that looks good in the pages of a report is
      often confusing and unrecognizable when it is flapping in the
      breeze 100 feet away.

      What makes the flag of Chicago so compelling is its simplicity.
      If you were to draw the flag of Chicago on a 1×1.5 inch piece of
      paper, it would still look like a good design. The same principle
      can be applied to our everyday lives. We often assume that we need
      more resources when a carefully constructed constraint would
      deliver better results.

      The Carefully Constrained Life

      The power of well-chosen
      limitations extends far beyond flag design and vexillology.
      Imposing simple constraints in our own lives can lead to
      well-designed and more effective lives as well.

      Here are a few examples from my own experience:

      As an entrepreneur, I saved up $10,000 before I
      started my first business. This money was my constraint. I had to
      learn how to create products, market my business, and live off of
      that money until I became profitable. This constraint forced me to
      start an online business, reduce overhead, and—after a few years of
      other projects—build this website.

      As a traveler, I pack ultralight and often
      travel for 2 weeks with just a 19-liter
      backpack. This tiny bag is my constraint. It still amazes me
      how little I actually need when I’m on the road. Furthermore, my
      small backpack required me to find the most useful and effective
      items for my needs. It didn’t just make my travel lighter, it made
      my travel better.

      As a writer, I set a publishing schedule of
      every Monday and Thursday. This bi-weekly deadline is my
      constraint. Has it always gone smoothly? No way. Sometimes I don’t feel like showing
      up, but I still do. And because I have religiously kept this
      publishing schedule, I have some very popular articles to show
      for it. Genius only reveals itself when you show up enough times to
      get the average ideas out of the way.

      We usually assume that constraints are the things that hold us
      back from what we want, but well-placed limitations can make us
      better, not worse.

      

    

  
    

    
      The More We Limit Ourselves, the More Resourceful We
      Become

      
      In 1843, Soren Kierkegaard published his first major book,
      Either/Or (ebook), in which he
      tries to answer the question, “How should we live?”

      During a particularly interesting passage, the Danish
      philosopher discusses our tendency to see boredom as a negative
      influence and points out that we often use boredom as justification
      to jump continually from thing to thing.

      “One is weary of living in the country and moves to the
      city; one is weary of one’s native land and goes abroad; one is
      weary of Europe and goes to America, etc.; one indulges in the
      fanatical hope of an endless journey from star to star…

      One is weary of eating on porcelain and eats on silver;
      wearying of that, one eats on gold.”

      —Soren Kierkegaard

      The assumption that often drives these behaviors is that if we
      want to find happiness and meaning in our lives, then we need more:
      more opportunity, more wealth, and more things.

      We start to believe that moving somewhere new will remove the
      messiness of life. Or, that if we just lived in a new location or
      had a new job, then we would finally be granted the permission and
      ability to do the things we always wanted to do. If had more, we
      would be set.

      Kierkegaard argues, however, that the life we are looking for
      can be found embracing less, not
      more.

      

      The Power of Limitations

      
      “The more a person limits himself, the more resourceful he
      becomes.”

      —Soren Kierkegaard

      

      History is filled with examples of people who embraced their
      limitations rather than fought them.

      Our limitations provide us with the greatest opportunity for
      creativity and inventiveness.

      Let Your Limitations Fill You With Strength

      “A solitary prisoner for life is extremely resourceful; to
      him a spider can be a source of great amusement. Think of our
      school days; we were at an age when there was no aesthetic
      consideration in the choosing of our teachers, and therefore they
      were often very boring—how resourceful we were then! What fun we
      had catching a fly, keeping it prisoner under a nutshell, and
      watching it run around with it! What delight in cutting a hole in
      the desk, confining a fly in it, and peeking at it through a piece
      of paper! How entertaining it can be to listen to the monotonous
      dripping from the roof! What a meticulous observer one becomes,
      detecting every little sound or movement.”

      —Soren Kierkegaard

      It can be easy to spend your life complaining about the
      opportunities that are withheld from us and the resources that we
      need to make our goals a reality.

      But there is an alternative. You can use your constraints to drive
      creativity. You can embrace your limitations to foster
      skill development. The problem is rarely the opportunities we
      have, but how we use them.

      
      	You want to write, but don’t have a large audience. Not a
      problem. That is your constraint. How can you create a work of art
      for your small corner of the universe?

      	You are not as strong or mobile as you wish? No worry. That is
      your constraint. What is the best workout your body can deliver
      given these boundaries?

      

      The only thing needed to begin a new life is a new perspective.
      Let your limitations fill you with strength rather than deplete
      your power.

      The more we limit ourselves, the more resourceful we become.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Myth of Multitasking: Why Fewer Priorities Leads to Better
      Work

      
      The word priority didn’t always mean what
      it does today.

      In his best-selling book, Essentialism
      (audiobook),
      Greg McKeown explains the surprising history of the word and how
      its meaning has shifted over time.

      

      “The word priority came into the English language in the
      1400s. It was singular. It meant the very first or prior thing. It
      stayed singular for the next five hundred years.

      Only in the 1900s did we pluralize the term and start
      talking about priorities. Illogically, we reasoned that by changing
      the word we could bend reality. Somehow we would now be able to
      have multiple “first” things.

      People and companies routinely try to do just that. One
      leader told me of this experience in a company that talked of
      “Pri-1, Pri-2, Pri-3, Pri-4, and Pri-5.” This gave the impression
      of many things being the priority but actually meant nothing
      was.”

      –Greg McKeown, Essentialism

      The Myth of Multitasking

      Yes, we are capable of doing two things at the same time. It is
      possible, for example, to watch TV while cooking dinner or to
      answer an email while talking on the phone.

      What is impossible, however, is concentrating on two
      tasks at once. Multitasking forces your brain to switch back and
      forth very quickly from one task to another.

      This wouldn’t be a big deal if the human brain could transition
      seamlessly from one job to the next, but it can’t. Multitasking
      forces you to pay a mental price each time you interrupt one task
      and jump to another. In psychology terms, this mental price is
      called the switching cost.

      Switching cost is the disruption in performance that we
      experience when we switch our attention from one task to another. A
      
      2003 study published in the International Journal of
      Information Management found that the typical person checks email
      once every five minutes and that, on average, it takes 64 seconds
      to resume the previous task after checking your email.

      In other words, because of email alone, we typically waste one
      out of every six minutes.

      [image: The myth of multitasking is that it will make you more effective. In reality, remarkable focus is what makes the difference. (Image inspired by Jessica Hagy.)]Jessica
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      While we’re on the subject, the word multitasking first
      appeared in 1965 IBM report talking about the capabilities of its
      latest computer.

      That’s right, it wasn’t until the 1960s that anyone could even
      claim to be good at multitasking. Today, people wear the word like
      a badge of honor as if it is better to be busy with all the things
      than to be great at one thing.

      Finding Your Anchor Task

      Doing more things does not drive faster or better results. Doing
      better things drives better results. Even more accurately, doing
      one thing as best you can drives better results.

      Mastery requires focus
      and consistency.

      I haven’t mastered the art of focus and concentration yet, but
      I’m working on it. One of the major improvements I’ve made recently
      is to assign one (and only one) priority to each work day. Although
      I plan to complete other tasks during the day, my priority task is
      the one non-negotiable thing that must get done.

      Here’s what my current weekly schedule looks like…

      
      	Monday – Write article.

      	Tuesday – Send two emails (one for networking, one for
      partnerships.)

      	Wednesday – Write article.

      	Thursday – Write article.

      	Friday – Complete weekly review.

      	Saturday – OFF

      	Sunday – OFF

      

      The power of choosing one priority is that it naturally
      guides your behavior by forcing you to organize your life around
      that responsibility. Your priority becomes an anchor task, the
      mainstay that holds the rest of your day in place. If things get
      crazy, there is no debate about what to do or not to do. You have
      already decided what is urgent and what is
      important.

      Saying No to Being Busy

      As a society, we’ve fallen into a trap of busyness and overwork.
      In many ways, we have mistaken all this activity to be something
      meaningful. The underlying thought seems to be, “Look how busy
      I am? If I’m doing all this work, I must be doing something
      important.” And, by extension, “I must be important
      because I’m so busy.”

      While I firmly believe everyone has worth and value, I think
      we’re kidding ourselves if we believe being busy is what drives
      meaning in our lives.

      In my experience, meaning is derived from contributing something
      of value to your corner of the universe. And the more I study
      people who are able to do that, people who are masters of their
      craft, the more I notice that they have one thing in common. The
      people who do the most valuable work have a remarkable willingness
      to say no to distractions and focus on their one thing.

      I think we need to say no to being busy and say yes to being
      committed to our craft. What do you want to master? What is the one
      priority that anchors your life or work each day?

      If you commit to nothing you’ll be
      distracted by everything.

      

    

  
    

    
      Vince Lombardi on the Hidden Power of Mastering the
      Fundamentals

      
      It was July of 1961 and the 38 members of the Green Bay Packers
      football team were gathered together for the first day of training
      camp. The previous season had ended with a heartbreaking defeat
      when the Packers squandered a lead late in the 4th quarter and lost
      the NFL Championship to the Philadelphia Eagles.

      The Green Bay players had been thinking about this brutal loss
      for the entire off-season and now, finally, training camp had
      arrived and it was time to get to work. The players were eager to
      advance their game to the next level and start working on the
      details that would help them win a championship.

      Their coach, Vince Lombardi, had a different idea.

      

      “This is a football.”

      In his best-selling book, When
      Pride Still Mattered: A Life Of Vince Lombardi, author David
      Maraniss explains what happened when Lombardi walked into training
      camp in the summer of 1961.

      He took nothing for granted. He began a tradition of
      starting from scratch, assuming that the players were blank slates
      who carried over no knowledge from the year before… He began with
      the most elemental statement of all. “Gentlemen,” he said, holding
      a pigskin in his right hand, “this is a football.”

      Lombardi was coaching a group of three dozen professional
      athletes who, just months prior, had come within minutes of winning
      the biggest prize their sport could offer. And yet, he started from
      the very beginning.

      Lombardi’s methodical coverage of the fundamentals continued
      throughout training camp. Each player reviewed how to block and
      tackle. They opened up the playbook and started from page one. At
      some point, Max McGee, the Packers’ Pro Bowl wide receiver, joked,
      “Uh, Coach, could you slow down a little? You’re going too fast for
      us.”Lombardi reportedly cracked a smile, but continued his
      obsession with the basics all the same. His team would become the
      best in the league at the tasks everyone else took for granted.

      Six months later, the Green Bay Packers beat the New York Giants
      37-0 to win the NFL Championship.

      [image: Vince Lombardi]
      Fundamentals First

      The 1961 season was the beginning of Vince Lombardi’s reign as
      one of the greatest football coaches of all-time. He would never
      lose in the playoffs again. In total, Lombardi won five NFL
      Championships in a span of seven years, including three in a row.
      He never coached a team with a losing record.

      This pattern of focusing on the basics has been a hallmark of
      many successful coaches. (For example, basketball legends John
      Wooden and Phil Jackson were known for having a similar obsession
      with the fundamentals. Wooden even went so far as to teach his
      players how to put on their socks and tie their shoes.)

      However, it is not just football and basketball where this
      strategy is useful. Throughout our lives, a focus on the
      fundamentals is what determines our results.

      It is so easy to overestimate the importance of one critical
      event or one “big break” while simultaneously forgetting about the
      hidden power that small choices, daily habits, and repeated actions
      can have on our lives. Without the fundamentals, the
      details are useless. With the fundamentals, tiny gains can add up to
      something very significant.

      Simple Ideas, Deeply Understood

      Nearly every area of life can be boiled down to some core task,
      some essential component, that must be mastered if you truly want
      to be good at it.

      Fitness: There are plenty of details you can
      focus on in the gym. Mobility work is great. Analyzing your
      technique can be important. Optimizing your programming is a good
      idea if you have the time and energy. However, these training
      details will never substitute for the one fundamental question that
      all athletes must answer: Are you stepping under the bar and
      getting your reps in?

      Love: Displays of affection are wonderful. It’s
      nice to buy your loved ones flowers or to spread joy with presents.
      Working hard for your family is admirable (and often very
      necessary). It’s wonderful to upgrade to a larger house or to pay
      for your children’s school or to otherwise advance to higher
      standard of living. I’d like to do these things myself. But make no
      mistake, you can never buy your way around the most essential unit
      of love: showing up. To be present, this is love.

      Web Design: Building a website is like painting
      on a canvas that never gets full. There is always space to add a
      new feature. There is never a moment when something couldn’t be
      optimized or split-tested. But these details can distract us from
      the only essential thing that websites do: communicate with
      someone. You don’t need fancy design or the latest software or
      faster web hosting to communicate with someone. The most basic unit
      of any website is the written word. You can do a lot with the
      right words.

      Mastery in nearly any endeavor is the result of deeply
      understanding simple ideas. For most of us, the answer to becoming
      better leaders, better parents, better lovers, better friends, and
      better people is consistently practicing the
      fundamentals, not brilliantly understanding the details.

      “This is a football.”

      

    

  
    

    
      Never Check Email Before Noon (And Other Thoughts on Doing Your
      Best Work)

      
      Dana Vollmer did not have an easy road to the Olympics.

      Vollmer is an olympic swimmer, but it wasn’t just the grueling
      practice schedule that made her journey to the top difficult. At
      the age of 15, Vollmer discovered that she had a heart disorder
      known as long QT syndrome. She had heart surgery later that year,
      but the operation didn’t eliminate the risk of heart failure. (Even
      today, her mother watches swim meets from the stands with a
      defibrillator between her feet.)

      When Vollmer finally qualified for the Women’s 100m butterfly at
      the 2012 Olympics in London, it was her heart that got all of the
      attention. Little did she know that her head was about to be the
      problem.

      

      Avoiding Drag

      As soon as Vollmer entered the pool in the 100m Final, her swim
      cap came off.

      Professional swimmers wear latex swim caps that tightly cover
      their head to reduce drag in the water. Nearly every swimmer wears
      them, but swim caps are especially important for female swimmers.
      If a female swimmer loses her swim cap and her hair flows out into
      the water, then it can significantly increase the drag that she
      must swim against during the race. In a highly competitive race
      like an olympic final, this additional drag force can be the
      difference between winning and losing.

      This is why nearly all professional swimmers wear not just one,
      but two swim caps. That’s exactly what Vollmer did. Although her
      top swim cap flipped off, her second cap stayed in place allowing
      her to not only avoid disaster, but also win the gold medal and set
      a new world record in the process.

      [image: dana vollmer swim cap from "Never Check Email Before Noon (And Other Thoughts on Doing Your Best Creative Work)"]
      Now, let’s get to the real fun. What does wearing swim caps have
      to do with living a better life?

      Physical Drag vs. Mental Drag

      Imagine that your brain is a computer. At the beginning of the
      day, your brain powers up and you have 100 percent of your computer
      memory available to use on your life. The only problem is that
      every time you add a task to your to-do list, a little bit of your
      computer memory goes toward that task.

      If you open your email in the morning and see three messages
      that you need to respond to later on, there goes three percent of
      your computer memory. If you have to remember to take your child to
      practice after school or pick up the dry cleaning or go to the
      grocery store, there goes a little bit more memory. The more tasks
      that are left unfinished, the more memory gets used up remembering,
      thinking, worrying, and planning for those tasks.

      Here’s the punchline: If your brain is constantly filled with
      all of these secondary tasks, how much memory do you have left over
      to do meaningful, creative work? 70 percent? 50 percent? Even
      less?

      Trying to do your best work with a distracted brain is like
      trying to swim for a gold medal without a swim cap. Divided
      attention is like a thick head of hair creating a constant drag in
      your mental waters. Split your attention in too
      many directions and you’ll be paralyzed.

      Swimmers realize that if they want to perform at their best,
      they need to get out of their own way. They need to cover the
      object that creates drag—their hair—for the race. Does this mean
      that their hair is bad? No, of course not. Similarly, there is
      nothing “bad” about your daily to-do list, handling your family
      responsibilities, or taking care of the emergencies that pop up
      throughout life. It’s just that when you want to perform at your
      best, you have to make a deliberate choice to tuck those things
      away for a few moments.

      How can we expect to do our best creative work if we are
      constantly fighting mental drag?

      How to Reduce the Drag Forces That Hold You
      Back

      I don’t consider myself to be an expert in peak performance. I’m
      working through these issues just like you are. We’re on this
      journey together. But I have taken a few steps to give myself a
      better chance of hitting the bullseye in my own creative work, and
      I’m happy to share those with you…

      Manage your energy, not your time. I have
      noticed that my creative energy is highest in the morning. That’s
      when I’m fresh. That’s when I do my best writing. That’s when I
      make the best strategic decisions about my business. So, what do I
      do? I schedule creative tasks for the morning. All other business
      tasks are taken care of in the afternoon. This includes doing
      interviews, responding to emails, phone calls and Skype chats, data
      analysis and number crunching. Nearly every productivity strategy
      obsesses over managing your time better, but time is useless if you
      don’t have the energy you need to complete the task you are working
      on.

      Never check email before noon. If I don’t check
      email at the beginning of the day, then I am able to spend the
      morning pursuing my own agenda rather than reacting to everybody
      else’s agenda. That’s a huge win because I’m not wasting mental
      energy thinking about all the messages in my inbox. I realize that
      waiting until the afternoon isn’t feasible for many people, but I’d
      like to offer a challenge. Can you wait until 10AM? What about 9AM?
      8:30AM? Don’t get wrapped up in the exact time frame. The point of
      this strategy is to allow yourself some time during your morning
      where you can work on what is most important to you without letting
      the rest of the world dictate your mental state.

      Leave your phone in another room. I usually
      don’t see my phone for the first few hours of the day. It is much
      easier to do focused work when you don’t have any text messages,
      phone calls, or alerts interrupting your focus.

      Work in full-screen mode. Nearly every
      application on my computer is in full-screen mode. If I’m reading
      an article on the web, my browser takes up the whole screen. If I’m
      writing in Evernote, I’m working in full-screen mode. If I’m
      editing a picture in Photoshop, it is the only thing I can see. I
      have set up my desktop so that the menu bar disappears
      automatically. When I am working, I can’t see the time, the icons
      of other applications, or any other distractions on the screen.
      It’s funny how big of a difference this makes. If you can see an
      icon on your screen, then you will be reminded to click on it
      occasionally. However, if you remove the visual cue then the urge
      to be distracted subsides in a few minutes.

      Remove all tasks that could distract from early morning
      focus. I love doing the most
      important thing first each day because the urgencies of the day
      have not crept in yet. I have gone a little far in this regard in
      that I have even pushed my first meal off until about noon each
      day. I have been intermittent fasting for three years now
      (here are
      some lessons learned), which means that I typically eat most of
      my meals between 12PM and 8PM. The result is that I get some
      additional time in the morning to do focused creative work rather
      than cook breakfast.

      Creative Work First

      The single most important change you can make in your
      working habits is to switch to creative work first, reactive work
      second. This means blocking off a large chunk of time every day for
      creative work on your own priorities, with the phone and e-mail
      off.

      –Mark McGuinness, Manage Your
      Day-to-Day

      The best way to avoid mental drag is to give yourself the time
      and space to do important work before distractions can creep into
      your day.

      Creating meaningful work is hard, even in optimal circumstances.
      Put on a swim cap and tuck your distractions away for a few
      moments. Give yourself the opportunity to perform at your best.

      

    

  
    

    
      To Make Big Gains, Avoid Tiny Losses

      
      In many cases, improvement is not about doing more things right,
      but about doing less things wrong.

      To understand what I mean, we need to take a trip to
      Japan.

      

      The Curious Case of Japanese Television Sets

      In the decades that followed World War II, the manufacturing
      industry in America thrived. For years, American companies grew in
      size and profitability—even though they produced many products of
      average quality.

      This gravy train began to slide off the tracks in the 1970s.
      Japanese firms implemented a series of surprising changes that
      helped them crush their American counterparts. As one New Yorker
      article put it…

      “Japanese firms emphasized what came to be known as “lean
      production,” relentlessly looking to remove waste of all kinds from
      the production process, down to redesigning workspaces, so workers
      didn’t have to waste time twisting and turning to reach their
      tools. The result was that Japanese factories were more efficient
      and Japanese products were more reliable than American ones. In
      1974, service calls for American-made color televisions were five
      times as common as for Japanese televisions. By 1979, it took
      American workers three times as long to assemble their
      sets.”

      Business buzzwords like Kaizen, Lean Production, and Process
      Improvement are so ubiquitous today that it can be easy to gloss
      over the subtlety of the Japanese strategy.

      The key insight I’d like to point out here is the
      difference between focusing on getting better vs. not getting
      worse. Japanese television makers did not seek out more
      intelligent workers or better materials, they simply said, “Let’s
      build the same product, but make fewer mistakes.” Japanese
      companies improved by subtracting the things that didn’t work, not
      by creating a bigger, better, or more expansive product.

      This is an important distinction and it applies to habits,
      processes, and goals of all kinds, not just television sets.

      Two Paths to Process Improvement

      The distinction we are making here is between improvement by
      addition vs. improvement by subtraction. Improvement by addition is
      focused on doing more of what does work: producing a faster car,
      creating a more powerful speaker, building a stronger table.
      Improvement by subtraction is focused on doing less of what doesn’t
      work: eliminating mistakes, reducing complexity, and stripping away
      the inessential.

      These concepts of addition and subtraction apply to many areas
      of life.

      Education

      
      	Addition: become more intelligent, increase your IQ.

      	Subtraction: avoid stupid mistakes, make fewer mental
      errors.

      

      Investing

      
      	Addition: earn more money, seek growth opportunities.

      	Subtraction: never lose money, limit your risk.

      

      Web Design

      
      	Addition: improve your call-to-action copy, boost
      conversions.

      	Subtraction: remove the on-page elements that distract
      visitors.

      

      Baseball

      
      	Addition: get more hits.

      	Subtraction: make fewer outs.

      

      Exercise

      
      	Addition: make your workouts more intense.

      	Subtraction: miss fewer workouts.

      

      Nutrition

      
      	Addition: follow a new diet of healthy foods.

      	Subtraction: eat fewer unhealthy foods.

      

      Many of these approaches seem similar, but they are not the
      same. Take the nutrition example above. Eating healthy foods and
      avoiding unhealthy foods seems very similar. However, in the first
      case, your focus is on “how to eat better” whereas the second case
      is focused on “how to not eat worse.” In one scenario you are
      trying to chase the upside, in another you are focused on limiting
      the downside.
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      Improvement by Subtraction

      Nearly every manager in the world wants to “do more great work”,
      but very few people want to “do less bad work.” We love peak
      performances. Every athlete wants to play an amazing game. Every
      business owner wants to land a blockbuster sale. Every writer wants
      to launch a best-selling book. Our desire for that next level of
      performance causes us to disproportionately focus on the front end
      of the curve.

      Eliminating mistakes is an underappreciated way to improve. In
      the real world, it is often easier to improve your performance by
      cutting the downside rather than capturing the upside. Subtraction
      is more practical than addition. This is true for two reasons.

      First, it is often easier to eliminate errors than it is to
      master peak performance. By simply writing down every step of a
      process, you can often identify a few areas that can be reduced or
      eliminated altogether. The easiest improvements I have made to my
      website were a result of eliminating every inessential
      element.

      Second, improvement by subtraction does not require you to
      achieve a new level of performance. This method is about doing what
      you are capable of doing more frequently. It is about reducing the
      likelihood that you’ll perform below your ability.

      One of the best ways to make big gains is to avoid tiny
      losses.

      

    

  
    

    
      Minimalism, Success, and the Curious Writing Habit of George
      R.R. Martin

      
      In 1971, a young writer graduated with his
      Master’s degree in Journalism from Northwestern University. He
      spent the first 13 years of his career writing professionally and
      made a living from it, but without major success. In 1983, he
      released his fourth book, The Armageddon Rag.

      Nobody read it—the book was a total flop. In the author’s own
      words, “It essentially destroyed my career as a novelist at the
      time.”

      But he was determined and so he found ways to keep writing. He
      landed a job writing a television script for CBS. Soon after, the
      show was canceled. He managed to work his way onto another TV
      series, this time on ABC, but it was canceled again. In 1991, after
      nearly a decade of bouncing around, he decided to start writing
      fiction again.

      Two million words later, George R.R. Martin was famous.

      Martin is the best-selling author of the fantasy series
      A
      Song of Ice and Fire. The first book in the series,
      A Game
      of Thrones, has also been turned into a blockbuster
      television series on HBO. (The first season of the show was
      nominated for 13 Emmy awards.) The epic 7-part series that
      hasn’t even been finished (Martin is currently working on the sixth
      book), but it has already sold more than 25 million copies.

      What is most surprising isn’t how good the books are, but how,
      exactly, Martin writes his best-selling works…

      

      The Power of WordStar

      In total, Martin has written almost 2 million words for the
      series thus far…

      
      	Book 1: A Game of Thrones – 298,000 words

      	Book 2: A Clash of Kings – 326,000 words

      	Book 3: A Storm of Swords – 424,000 words

      	Book 4: A Feast for Crows – 300,000 words

      	Book 5: A Dance with Dragons – 422,000 words

      

      That is a total of 1,770,000 words—an incredible
      effort.And what does Martin use to churn out such an amazing
      quantity of work?

      He writes the novels with a program that most people have never
      even heard of: WordStar 4.0. To give you an idea of just how
      ancient this program is, here’s a picture of the typical WordStar
      screen…
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      Martin says, “I still do all my writing on an old DOS machine
      running WordStar 4.0, the Duesenberg of word processing software
      (very old, but unsurpassed).”

      He goes on, “I am not on Facebook. I am not on Twitter. I will
      not be on the next new thing to come along, the one that makes
      Facebook and Twitter as obsolete as GEnie and CompuServe and The
      Source, those halcyon communities of yore.”

      Focus, Consistency, and Patience

      One of the greatest lessons I’ve learned from weightlifting is
      that there are 3 simple things that you need for success.

      
      	Focus: You can’t be good at everything and it’s hard to be
      great at more than one thing, so pick the one thing you’re going to
      become great at and focus on it.

      	Consistency: Focus is useless if you’re only focused every now
      and then. It’s showing up time after time that makes the
      difference.

      	Patience: If you’re focused and consistent, then let time work
      for you. Results will come when they come. Focus on the system, not
      the goal.

      

      George R.R. Martin’s creative
      process employs all three of these methods.

      Focus. He writes on a computer without the
      internet, without social media, without apps or distractions or
      graphics. But his computer can do one very important thing: type
      words. And typing words is his craft. That’s what he needs to
      create. He is 100 percent focused on doing the work that matters
      and he has completely eliminated anything that impedes that
      goal.

      Consistency. Martin was a working writer for
      twenty years before he sat down to write A Game of
      Thrones. He worked on shows that were canceled and found
      himself without a job. He wrote early books that flopped
      commercially. And I’m willing to bet that if A Song of Ice and
      Fire was a total dud, then he would have found another way to
      keep writing. He’s not just focused on writing when it’s easy. He’s
      focused on writing, plain and simple.

      Patience. I’m sure Martin wanted to achieve
      glorious success and commercial fame just as quickly as we all do.
      I’m sure he would have liked his first book to sell 25 million
      copies. I’m sure he didn’t want to put in 20 years of work to find
      commercial success. The difference is that he didn’t let the urge
      for overnight success derail his commitment to daily work. The
      greatest display of patience is a continued commitment to the
      process when you’re not being rewarded for it yet.

      The Minimum You Need to Succeed

      George “WordStar” Martin is selling more books than nearly
      anyone on the planet and his computer can’t even send an email.
      Think about that for a moment.

      So often we think that we need
      more to be successful. More outside funding for our startup.
      More software programs or productivity tools to handle our to-do
      list. More business contacts, a bigger network. More clothes or
      cars or credit cards.

      But maybe what we really need is less. Maybe what we really need
      are fewer distractions and more focus. Maybe what we really need
      are a few carefully
      chosen constraints that narrow our energy onto what really
      matters rather than compiling a bunch of resources that pull us
      away from what we actually need to do.

      It’s very possible that eliminating distractions, not
      accumulating resources, is the best way to maximize your potential.
      Constraints drive creativity.
      What is the minimum you need to succeed?

      

    

  
    

    
      Warren Buffett's "2 List" Strategy: How to Maximize Your Focus
      and Master Your Priorities

      
      With well over 50 billion dollars to his name, Warren Buffett is
      consistently ranked among the wealthiest people in the world. Out
      of all the investors in the 20th century, Buffett was the most
      successful.

      Given his success, it stands to reason that Buffett has an
      excellent understanding of how to spend his time each day. From a
      monetary perspective, you could say that he manages his time better
      than anyone else.

      And that’s why the story below, which was shared directly from
      Buffett’s employee to my good friend Scott Dinsmore, caught my
      attention.

      Let’s talk about the simple 3-step productivity strategy that
      Warren Buffett uses to help his employees determine their
      priorities and actions.

      The Story of Mike Flint

      Mike Flint was Buffett’s personal airplane pilot for 10 years.
      (Flint has also flown four US Presidents, so I think we can safely
      say he is good at his job.) According to Flint, he was talking
      about his career priorities with Buffett when his boss asked the
      pilot to go through a 3-step exercise.

      Here’s how it works…

      STEP 1: Buffett started by asking Flint to
      write down his top 25 career goals. So, Flint took some time and
      wrote them down. (Note: you could also complete this exercise with
      goals for a shorter timeline. For example, write down the top 25
      things you want to accomplish this week.)

      STEP 2: Then, Buffett asked Flint to review his
      list and circle his top 5 goals. Again, Flint took some time, made
      his way through the list, and eventually decided on his 5 most
      important goals.

      Note: If you’re following along at home, pause
      right now and do these first two steps before moving on to Step
      3.

      STEP 3: At this point, Flint had two lists. The
      5 items he had circled were List A and the 20 items he had not
      circled were List B.

      Flint confirmed that he would start working on his top 5 goals
      right away. And that’s when Buffett asked him about the second
      list, “And what about the ones you didn’t circle?”

      Flint replied, “Well, the top 5 are my primary focus, but the
      other 20 come in a close second. They are still important so I’ll
      work on those intermittently as I see fit. They are not as urgent,
      but I still plan to give them a dedicated effort.”

      To which Buffett replied, “No. You’ve got it wrong, Mike.
      Everything you didn’t circle just became your Avoid-At-All-Cost
      list. No matter what, these things get no attention from you until
      you’ve succeeded with your top 5.”

      The Power of Elimination

      I believe in minimalism and simplicity. I like getting rid of
      waste. I think that eliminating the inessential
      is one of the best ways to make life easier, make good habits more
      automatic, and make you grateful for what you do have.

      That said, getting rid of wasteful items and decisions is
      relatively easy. It’s eliminating things you care about that is
      difficult. It is hard to prevent using your time on things that are
      easy to rationalize, but that have little payoff. The tasks that
      have the greatest likelihood of derailing your progress are the
      ones you care about, but that aren’t truly important.

      Every behavior has a cost. Even neutral behaviors aren’t really
      neutral. They take up time, energy, and space that could be put
      toward better behaviors or more important tasks. We are often
      spinning in motion instead
      of taking action.

      This is why Buffett’s strategy is particularly brilliant. Items
      6 through 25 on your list are things you care about. They are
      important to you. It is very easy to justify spending your time on
      them. But when you compare them to your top 5 goals, these items
      are distractions. Spending time on secondary priorities is the
      reason you have 20 half-finished projects instead of 5 completed
      ones.

      Eliminate ruthlessly. Force yourself to focus. Complete a
      task or kill it.

      The most dangerous distractions are the ones you love, but that
      don’t love you back.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Only Productivity Tip You'll Ever Need

      
      Ernest Hemingway woke each morning and began writing straight
      away.

      He described his daily routine by saying, “When I am working on
      a book or a story I write every morning as soon after first light
      as possible. There is no one to disturb you and it is cool or cold
      and you come to your work and warm as you write.”

      Hemingway’s routine — along with hundreds of other prolific
      authors, artists, and scientists mentioned in Mason Currey’s book,
      Daily Rituals:
      How Artists Work (audiobook) —
      hints at the most productive strategy I have found for getting
      things done and making daily progress in the areas that are
      important to you.

      Let’s talk about the only productivity tip you’ll ever need, why
      it works, and what holds us back from using it consistently.

      Productivity, Simplified

      No need to draw this out. This productivity tip is
      straightforward: Do the most important thing first each day.

      Sounds simple. No one does it.

      Just like Hemingway, who produced a remarkable volume of
      high-caliber work during his career, you can make surprising
      progress each day if you simply do the most important thing
      first.

      Why It Works

      We often assume that productivity means getting more things done
      each day. Wrong. Productivity is getting important things done
      consistently. And no matter what you are working on, there are only
      a few things that are truly important.

      Being productive is about maintaining a steady, average speed on
      a few things, not maximum speed on everything.

      That’s why this strategy is effective. If you do the most
      important thing first each day, then you’ll always get something
      important done. I don’t know about you, but this is a big deal for
      me. There are many days when I waste hours crossing off the 4th,
      5th, or 6th most important tasks on my to-do list and never get
      around to doing the most important thing.

      As you’ll see below, there is no reason you have to apply this
      strategy in the morning, but I think starting your day with the
      most important task does offer some additional benefits over other
      times.

      First, willpower tends
      to be higher earlier in the day. That means you’ll be able to
      provide your best energy and effort to your most important
      task.

      Second, in my experience, the deeper I get into the day, the
      more likely it is that unexpected tasks will creep into my schedule
      and the less likely it is that I’ll spend my time as I had planned.
      Doing the most important thing first each day helps avoid that.

      Finally, the human mind seems to dislike unfinished projects.
      They create an unresolved tension and internal stress. When we
      start something, we want to finish it. You are more likely to
      finish a task after starting it, so start the important tasks as
      soon as possible. (Just another reason why getting started is more
      important than succeeding.)

      Why We Don’t Do It

      Most people spend most of their time responding to someone
      else’s agenda than their own.

      I think this is partially a result of how we are raised by
      society. In school, we are given assignments and told when to take
      our tests. At work, we are assigned due dates and given
      expectations from our superiors. At home, we have tasks or chores
      to perform to care for our kids and our partners. After a few
      decades of this, it can become very easy to spend your day reacting
      to the stimuli that surround you. We learn to take action as a
      reaction to the expectations, orders, or needs of someone else.

      So naturally, when it comes time to start our day, it doesn’t
      seem strange to open our email inbox, check our phone, and look for
      our latest marching orders.

      I think this is a mistake. The tasks assigned to us by others
      might seem urgent, but what is urgent is seldom
      important. The important tasks in our lives are the ones that
      move our hopes, our dreams, our creations, and our businesses
      forward.

      Does that mean that we should ignore our responsibilities as
      parents or employees or citizens? Of course not. But we all need a
      time and space in our days to respond to our own agenda, not
      someone else’s.

      Not a Morning Person?

      Does the word morning make you mourn? Does the morning sun
      remind you of The Eye of Sauron? Can you think of nothing worse
      than rays of golden sunshine streaming softly onto your pillow?

      No worries, night owls.

      As I scanned the daily habits of hundreds of authors, artists,
      and musicians in Daily Rituals
      (audiobook), I
      noticed an important trend: There was no trend.

      There is no one way to be successful. There are just as many
      night owls producing fabulous work as there are early birds. But no
      matter what their particular routine looked like, every productive
      artist embraced the idea of protecting a sacred time each day when
      they could work on their own agenda.

      I find morning to work best. Your mileage may vary.

      The phrase “Do the most important thing first each day” is just
      a simple way of saying, “Give yourself a time and space to work on
      what is important to you each day.”

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      What to Do When You Have Too Many Ideas and Not Enough
      Time

      
      What do you do when you have too many ideas and not enough time?
      Or similarly, what about when you have too many tasks and not
      enough energy?

      As an entrepreneur, I feel like I’ve been battling this issue
      for awhile. There is always another opportunity to chase or a new
      product idea that sounds exciting. For a long time, I felt guilty
      about ignoring good ideas that came my way and so I kept adding
      more to my to-do list.

      However, during a recent conversation with Travis Dommert, I
      learned about a new strategy for dealing with the issue of having
      too many ideas and projects.

      It all comes down to treating your life like a rose bush.

      Let me explain what Travis taught me…

      Ideas are Like Rose Buds

      As a rose bush grows, it creates more buds than it can sustain.
      If you talk to an experienced gardener, they will tell you that
      rose bushes need to be pruned to bring out the best in both their
      appearance and their performance.

      You see, a rose bush isn’t like a tree. It can’t grow wider and
      taller each year. And that means if you never trim away some of the
      buds, then the bush will eventually exhaust itself and die. There
      are only so many resources to go around. And if you really want a
      rose bush to flourish, then it needs to be trimmed down not just
      once, but each year.

      Ideas are like rose bushes: they need to be consistently pruned
      and trimmed down. And just like a rose bush, pruning away ideas —
      even if they have potential — allows the remaining ideas to fully
      blossom.

      Just like the rose bush, we face constraints in our lives. We
      have a limited amount
      of energy and willpower to apply each day. It’s natural for new
      ideas and projects to come into our life — just like it’s natural
      for a rose bush to add new buds — but we have to prune things away
      before we exhaust ourselves.

      In other words: new growth is natural and it’s normal for tasks
      and ideas to creep into your life, but full growth and optimal
      living requires pruning.

      We All Need to Cut Good Branches

      I like the rose bush analogy because it brings up something that
      is often lost in most conversations about productivity and simplicity: if you want to
      reach your full potential, you have to cut out ideas and tasks that
      are good, but not great.

      In my experience, this is really hard to do.

      
      	If you’re building a business, maybe you have
      3 product lines that are profitable. Your business might grow by 5x
      if you focus on all three, but which product line will grow by 500x
      if you put all of your energy into it?

      	If you’re training in the gym, there are all
      sorts of exercises that could make you stronger. But which two or
      three exercises will build a foundation of strength better than
      anything else?

      	If you’re thinking about the relationships in your
      life, there are dozens of people that you are connected to
      in some way. But which people bring energy into your life and which
      ones suck energy out of it?

      

      Most rose buds could grow if they are given the chance. In other
      words, most buds are like a good idea: they have potential. But in
      order for the entire bush to flourish and live a healthy life, you
      have to choose the ones with the most potential and cut the
      rest.

      The Bottom Line

      Gardener and writer Elizabeth Roth says, “Roses that are left
      unpruned can become a tangled mess of old and new canes all
      competing for air and light.”

      We can say the same thing about our lives. A life left unpruned
      can become a twisted knot of ideas, tasks, and projects competing
      for your limited time and resources. If you don’t prune some of the
      branches from your life, the important ones will never
      flourish.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to be More Productive and Eliminate Time Wasting Activities
      by Using the “Eisenhower Box”

      
      Dwight Eisenhower lived one of the most productive lives you can
      imagine.

      Eisenhower was the 34th President of the United States, serving
      two terms from 1953 to 1961. During his time in office, he launched
      programs that directly led to the development of the Interstate
      Highway System in the United States, the launch of the internet
      (DARPA), the exploration of space (NASA), and the peaceful use of
      alternative energy sources (Atomic Energy Act).

      Before becoming president, Eisenhower was a five-star general in
      the United States Army, served as the Supreme Commander of the
      Allied Forces in Europe during World War II, and was responsible
      for planning and executing invasions of North Africa, France, and
      Germany.

      At other points along the way, he served as President of
      Columbia University, became the first Supreme Commander of NATO,
      and somehow found time to pursue hobbies like golfing and oil
      painting.

      Eisenhower had an incredible ability to sustain his productivity
      not just for weeks or months, but for decades. And for that reason,
      it is no surprise that his methods for time management, task
      management, and productivity have been studied by many people.

      His most famous productivity strategy is known as the Eisenhower
      Box (or Eisenhower Matrix) and it’s a simple decision-making tool
      that you can use right now. Let’s talk about how to be more
      productive and how Eisenhower’s strategy works.

      

      The Eisenhower Box: How to be More Productive

      Eisenhower’s strategy for taking action and organizing your
      tasks is simple. Using the decision matrix below, you will separate
      your actions based on four possibilities.

      
      	Urgent and important (tasks you will do immediately).

      	Important, but not urgent (tasks you will schedule to do
      later).

      	Urgent, but not important (tasks you will delegate to someone
      else).

      	Neither urgent nor important (tasks that you will
      eliminate).

      

      The great thing about this matrix is that it can be used for
      broad productivity plans (“How should I spend my time each week?”)
      and for smaller, daily plans (“What should I do today?”).

      Here is an example of what my Eisenhower Box looks like for
      today.

      [image: how to be more productive with the eisenhower box ]

      The Difference Between Urgent and Important

      
      What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom
      important.

      -Dwight Eisenhower

      

      Urgent tasks are things that you feel like you need to react to:
      emails, phone calls, texts, news stories. Meanwhile, in the words
      of Brett McKay, “Important tasks are things that contribute to our
      long-term mission, values, and goals.”

      Separating these differences is simple enough to do once, but
      doing so continually can be tough. The reason I like the Eisenhower
      Matrix is that it provides a clear framework for making the
      decisions over and over again. And like anything in life,
      consistency is the hard part.

      Here are some other observations I’ve made from using this
      method.

      Elimination Before Optimization

      A few years ago, I was reading about computer programming when I
      came across an interesting quote:

      
      “There is no code faster than no code.”

      –Kevlin Henney

      

      In other words, the fastest way to get something done — whether
      it is having a computer read a line of code or crossing a task off
      your to-do list — is to eliminate that task entirely. There is no
      faster way to do something than not doing it at all. That’s not a
      reason to be lazy, but rather a suggestion to force yourself to
      make hard decisions and delete any task that does not lead you
      toward your mission, your values, and your goals.

      Too often, we use productivity, time management, and
      optimization as an excuse to avoid the really difficult question:
      “Do I actually need to be doing this?” It is much easier to remain
      busy and tell yourself that you just need to be a little more
      efficient or to “work a little later tonight” than to endure the
      pain of eliminating a task that you are comfortable with doing, but
      that isn’t the highest and best use of your time.

      As Tim Ferriss says, “Being busy is a form of laziness — lazy
      thinking and indiscriminate action.”

      I find that the Eisenhower Matrix is particularly useful because
      it pushes me to question whether an action is really necessary,
      which means I’m more likely to move tasks to the “Delete” quadrant
      rather than mindlessly repeating them. And to be honest, if you
      simply eliminated all of the things you waste time on each day then
      you probably wouldn’t need any tips on how to be more productive at
      the things that matter.

      Does This Help Me Accomplish My Goal?

      One final note: it can be hard to eliminate time wasting
      activities if you aren’t sure what you are working toward. In my
      experience, there are two questions that can help clarify the
      entire process behind the Eisenhower Box.

      Those two questions are…

      
      	What am I working toward?

      	What are the core values that drive my life?

      

      These are questions that I have asked myself in my Annual Review and
      my Integrity
      Report. Answering these questions has helped me clarify the
      categories for certain tasks in my life. Deciding which tasks to do
      and which tasks to delete becomes much easier when you are clear
      about what is important to you.

      The Eisenhower Matrix isn’t a perfect strategy, but I have found
      it to be a useful decision-making tool for increasing my
      productivity and eliminating the behaviors that take up mental
      energy, waste time, and rarely move me toward my goals. I hope
      you’ll find it useful too.

      

    

  
    

    
      Stop Wasting Time on the Details and Commit to the
      Fundamentals

      
      I was in the gym one day, training like usual, when my coach
      made an important observation. It didn’t take me long to see how
      this discovery applied to other areas of my life as well.

      Here’s what happened.

      We looked across the gym and saw someone performing lateral
      raises with dumbbells while standing on a Bosu ball. (This is an
      exercise that focuses on smaller muscles in the shoulder and
      doesn’t do much for the rest of the body.)

      My coach watched for a moment and then said, “Imagine how good
      you have to be for that exercise to be the thing that gets you to
      the next level.”

      His point was that this person was focusing on an exercise that
      improved a few, tiny muscles in their body while ignoring the more
      important foundational movements. Even an Olympic athlete who had
      mastered the basic movements
      (squats, bench press, etc.) could not honestly look in the mirror
      and say, “You know what’s holding me back? I’m not doing enough
      lateral raises.”

      In other words, the problem is that too many people waste time
      on the details before mastering the fundamentals. And I’d say the
      same in true outside of the gym as well.

      The Courage to Master the Fundamentals

      Everybody has the same basic body and needs, and we have to
      have the courage to train the fundamentals, the basics, at least
      80% of the time. Sure, add some spice in there now and again, but
      focus on the basics.

      —Dan John

      Committing to the basics and mastering the fundamentals can be
      hard. And I get it. I’ve struggled to fall in love with boredom
      and focus on the basics many times.

      For example, as an entrepreneur it is very easy for me to spend
      my days working on the details. Should I make a small tweak to my
      website design? Should I answer these 50 emails? Should I switch my
      payment processor so that I can save an extra 2 percent on
      fees?

      All of these things have a place, but that place should not be
      at the top of my to-do list. Instead, my time would be better spent
      focusing on the fundamentals. For example, writing two really good
      articles each week.

      Avoid the “Edge Cases”

      In the words of my friend, Corbett Barr, people waste
      too much time debating edge cases. Edge cases are the what-ifs, the
      could-bes, the minor details — the things that might make a 2
      percent difference, but mostly distract you from the real work that
      would make 80 percent of the difference.

      
      	If you’re considering a new diet, but you’re worried that you
      might not be able to stick with it when you go out with your
      friends on Thursday nights, then you’re worrying about an edge
      case. Thursday night isn’t going to make or break you. It’s the
      work you put in during the other 20 meals of the week that
      matters.

      	If you’re starting a business and you’re debating over business
      cards or shipping methods or a thousand other things that could
      delay you from finding your first paying customer, then you’re
      stuck on the edge cases. You can optimize later. Meanwhile,
      delaying this decision is bringing in exactly zero dollars.

      	If you’re trying to “get all of your ducks in a row” or figure
      out “the right way to do this” then you’re probably giving yourself
      an excuse to avoid the hard decisions. Research is only useful
      until it becomes a form of procrastination. In most cases, you’ll
      discover better answers by doing than by researching. (There is a
      difference between
      being in motion and taking action.)

      

      The greatest skill in any endeavor is doing the work. And for
      that reason, most people don’t need more time, more money, or
      better strategies. They just need to do the real work and master
      the basics.

      Don’t Fear the Fundamentals

      Most people avoid the fundamentals because they don’t have the
      guts to become great at them. When you eliminate everything that is
      unnecessary, there are no details to hide behind. You’re left with
      just the basics and whether or not you have mastered them.

      It’s easier to tell people that you’re “working on a new
      strategy” or you’re “doing more research.” It’s hard to say, “I’m
      focusing on the basics, but I haven’t made much progress yet.”

      Do you have the courage to simplify and become the best at the
      basics? Stop wasting time on the details that make the last 10% of
      difference.

      What good is a lateral raise if you can’t do a proper press?
      What good is a fancy business logo if you haven’t found your first
      paying customer? What good is a better guitar if you haven’t built
      the habit of practicing each day?

      Without the fundamentals, the details are useless.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Eliminate Procrastination (The Surprising Strategy One
      Man Used)

      
      In 2009, Fred Stutzman was a graduate student at
      the University of North Carolina and he was trying to
      grind out some important work on his thesis.

      But there was a problem.

      His favorite coffee shop, which had previously been a quiet
      sanctuary where he could escape distraction and get work done, had
      just added a new and very dangerous feature.

      Wireless internet.

      Now Stutzman found himself constantly distracted by the endless
      supply of entertainment and social media on the web — even if he
      really wanted to get something done. He tried disconnecting from
      the internet, but it wasn’t that simple. He was always clicking it
      back on to “take a break.” He was constantly fighting the urge to
      check his messages and updates.

      Thankfully, Stutzman happened to be a programmer studying
      Information Science. When he went home that night, he decided to
      create a software program that would solve his problem.

      The program was simple. You turned the application on, told it
      how long you wanted to focus, and it prevented your computer from
      going online for that amount of time. If you wanted to get back on
      before your time was up, you had to turn your computer completely
      off and reboot.

      The program was called Freedom and not long after Stutzman
      created it, the application went viral. It was picked up by NPR,
      The Economist, The New York Times, Oprah Magazine, Time, and nearly
      every major news outlet you can imagine. More than 500,000 people
      downloaded it.

      It seems that many people were struggling with online procrastination.

      Why did Freedom work so well? And what can it teach us about
      sticking to better
      habits and mastering
      our willpower?

      The Power of Decision Elimination

      Making decisions over and over again will drain your willpower.
      This is true even if it’s the same, tiny decision — like constantly
      resisting the urge to check your email. (Another example:
      continually trying to follow a new, strict diet.)

      You might be able to resist for 5 minutes or an hour or maybe
      even a week, but eventually, your willpower will begin to fade and
      you’ll give in. This is known as decision fatigue and in a previous
      article I discussed how it has a measurable impact on your
      willpower and the choices you make throughout any given day.

      The Freedom app that Stutzman designed is effective not only
      because it prevents you from reaching the web, but also because it
      reduces decision fatigue. It eliminates your options and, as a
      result, doing the right thing becomes much easier. In other words,
      the application places a constraint on your behavior.

      This brings us to an important point: constraints can make it easier
      to stick to good habits by eliminating the number of decisions you
      need to make to move forward.

      Constraints are a Good Thing

      People often say that they want options. When it comes to
      getting things done, however, options aren’t always a good thing.
      When everything is a possibility, it actually becomes harder to
      make the right choice (or any choice at all). This is the paradox
      of choice.

      Meanwhile, when we place a constraint on ourselves, it can
      become much easier to get something done. This is especially true
      if it is a constraint that forces us to start small.

      
      	If you want to start exercising, set a rule for yourself where
      you are not allowed to exercise for more than 5 minutes. You have
      to stop exercising after 5 minutes. I talked with a reader named
      Mitch who used this strategy to make his first six weeks of
      exercise very easy and then gradually built up to doing more. He
      ended up losing over 100 pounds. (Nice work, Mitch!)

      	If you want to become more creative, you can use constraints to
      drive your creativity. For example, you could write a book by only
      using 50 different words. This is the strategy Dr. Seuss used to
      write Green Eggs and
      Ham. (Full story here.)

      	If you want to eat more vegetables, you could limit yourself to
      only one type of vegetable this week. By limiting the number of
      choices you have to make, it’s more likely that you’ll actually eat
      something healthy rather than get overwhelmed trying to figure out
      all of the details of the perfect diet.

      

      We often think that we want an open road and the ability to
      choose any direction for ourselves. But sometimes, what we need is
      a tunnel that can reduce our choices and send us in a focused
      direction.

      How can you eliminate the need to make the same decisions over
      and over again? How can you use constraints to drive your habits
      forward — even if it’s in a very small way?

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Power of Less: I Removed Every Inessential Thing From My
      Website and Here’s What Happened

      
      When I built my first website a little over 3 years ago, I had
      no idea what I was doing.

      Naturally, I figured that looking at what other websites and
      blogs had on their pages would be a good place to start. I started
      seeing sites with social media buttons, email popups,
      advertisements, comments, and all sorts of other things. At first
      glance, these things seemed important. After all, every other
      website had them and they appeared to serve a purpose.

      But as I continued tweaking my site design, I tested what would
      happen if I eliminated the unessential pieces. I didn’t run any
      advertisements. I took down all of the social media buttons. I
      eliminated the sidebars, the suggested content, and anything else
      that wasn’t absolutely essential.

      As I pulled away each piece, a funny thing happened. People were
      less distracted. Visitors spent more time reading my articles. More
      people joined my email list. The simpler things became, the better
      the results were.

      But it’s not just websites. Once my eyes were opened, I noticed
      impact of simplicity in other areas of life as well.

      

      The Power of Less

      When I was a kid, I looked like a string bean. As an athlete, I
      knew I needed to get stronger and I thought that I needed to devise
      the ultimate, optimized workout plan.

      I spent hours trying to come up with the right combination of
      exercises and the perfect split routines for each week. When I
      barely got stronger, I assumed that I was missing an exercise. I
      figured the answer to gaining muscle and getting stronger was
      adding something else to the mix.

      It took me about 7 years (I’m a slow learner), but eventually I
      figured out that the answer was the exact opposite: simplicity.

      I abandoned the complex workouts, focused on one foundational
      movement (the back squat), and did just 2 or 3 exercises per
      workout. I increased my strength more in 4 months than I did in the
      previous 4 years. Just like with my website, the simpler things
      became, the better the results were.

      From websites to workouts, simplicity can make a big difference.
      But in both cases, my skills didn’t increase overnight. Instead, I
      made progress by eliminating the things that were distracting me
      from the essentials.

      It was a commitment to mastering the fundamentals, not the
      details, that made the difference. I think this principle applies
      to most things in life.

      Eliminate Your Distractions

      The simplest way to get better is to eliminate your
      distractions.

      Want your software program to run faster?
      Delete every line of code that isn’t essential.

      Want to get stronger arms? Stop wasting energy
      on unrelated exercises.

      Want more people to read your blog? Stop
      distracting them with ads, buttons, and widgets.

      These choices have nothing to do with gaining new skills. They
      are simply about eliminating the things that are distracting from
      the essential. Learning to ignore, reduce, and remove the
      inessential choices can be just as beneficial as teaching yourself
      to make better ones.

      This principle extends to many “good” uses of time as well.
      Eliminating bad habits and wasteful resources is like picking the
      low-hanging fruit. Simplicity becomes harder when you have to
      choose between two good options. But those choices are just as
      important. It took me a long time to learn this, but just because
      you can easily justify spending your time on something doesn’t mean
      it’s essential to your progress. Decide what is really important to
      you and eliminate the rest.

      Simplifying your options immediately makes you better because
      it’s so much easier to do the right thing when you’re not
      surrounded by the extra things. The simplest way to improve is to
      eliminate your distractions.

      

    

  
    

    
      Stop Overdosing on Celebrity Gossip, The News, and Low Quality
      Information

      
      How much time do you spend consuming information that you have
      no intention of taking action on or that you don’t care deeply
      about?

      For example: the nightly news cycle of local crimes, the endless
      stream of Facebook and Twitter updates, celebrity gossip, reality
      TV shows, Buzzfeed articles. The list goes on.

      In this age of information overload, your life can be filled
      with irrelevant or unnecessary information in an instant.

      And here’s the main problem:

      After a while, these information sources start to become normal.
      Pretty soon, you’re logging onto Facebook because of the fear of
      missing out on “something.” You turn on the news or check CNN, not
      because you care about a particular topic, but merely out of habit.
      You watch tonight’s reality TV show because that’s what you always
      do on Thursdays at 8pm.

      Now don’t get me wrong, I’m all for learning and soaking up new
      information. After all, education is one of the master keys to the
      universe. And staying up-to-date on important stories can help
      shape your worldview and make you a good global citizen.

      But it is becoming dangerously easy to consume low quality
      information and convince yourself that it’s normal and good, when
      it isn’t helping you live a better life at all.

      Circles of Concern vs. Circles of Control

      In Steven Covey’s best-selling book 
      The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People (audiobook),
      he covers the difference between Circles of Concern and Circles of
      Control.

      Circles of Concern are the things that you often waste time and
      energy worrying about, but that you have little to no control over.
      Meanwhile, Circles of Control are the things that you can influence
      in your daily life.

      As an example, the vast majority of news stories — war and
      terrorism, the economy and stock prices, celebrity gossip and
      political scandal — fall squarely in the Circle of Concern. They
      can easily soak up your time and energy, but you have virtually no
      control over those events.

      Other examples include getting angry about what someone posted
      on Facebook, worrying about what other people think about you, or
      wishing your kids would make better choices (a valid wish, but
      still outside of your control).

      As you can see in the image below, worrying about Circles of
      Concern is a hallmark of reactive people, while focusing on Circles
      of Control is a trait of proactive people.
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      Notice that by eliminating or reducing your Circle of Concern,
      you have more time and energy to put towards your Circle of
      Control. That means you have more mental space to use for creating
      art, starting a business, having meaningful conversations, or
      otherwise contributing to the world around you.

      On the flip side, the heavy barrage of information in our
      society can easily push most of your time and energy into Circles
      of Concern if you let it. What about the war? What about the
      economy? What about the choices of XYZ politician? If you’re
      constantly surrounded by these topics it’s easy to let them capture
      your time and energy — even if you realize that you can’t do very
      much about them.

      When you’re overdosing on information that you can’t act on it’s
      easy to see why people say things like “it’s a messed up world out
      there” or “somebody needs to fix it.” Why make an effort when
      everything seems out of your control?

      Create Space, So That You Can Create

      
      Do external things distract you? Then make time for yourself to
      learn something worthwhile; stop letting yourself be pulled in all
      directions.

      —Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

      

      Time and energy that is wasted consuming is time and energy that
      can’t be spent creating.

      I’ve written previously about the importance of making
      things and contributing to the
      world around you. You learn more, experience more, and
      contribute more to life by doing.

      It’s better to step into the arena and get your ass handed to
      you — whether that means starting a business and failing, creating
      art that is terrible, writing something nobody reads, or taking a
      risk that is important to you — than it is to passively sit and
      consume information.

      It’s great to learn new skills, follow story lines that are
      important to you, and become an engaged and thoughtful citizen, but
      sadly most consumption doesn’t fall into those categories. Most of
      us (myself included) have a handful of information sources that we
      could eliminate from our lives with no significant impact
      whatsoever.

      What Kind of Brain Food Are You Eating?

      News is to the mind what sugar is to the body. News is easy
      to digest. The media feeds us small bites of trivial matter,
      tidbits that don’t really concern our lives and don’t require
      thinking. That’s why we experience almost no saturation. Unlike
      reading books and long magazine articles (which require thinking),
      we can swallow limitless quantities of news flashes, which are
      bright-coloured candies for the mind.

      —Rolf Dobelli

      The problem with most news, gossip, and link-bait titled
      articles online is that they are filled with surface level
      information. Your life isn’t better off for reading them and you’re
      rarely better informed because of them.

      Of course, there are plenty of wonderful sources of information
      out there. The New York Times has many fantastic writers on various
      topics. As a personal example, I love learning about medicine and I
      often read 
      Atul Gawande’s lengthy articles in The New Yorker. But
      I don’t browse the internet passively and stumble upon his
      articles. I seek them out with intention and purpose.

      And that is the main point…

      The world doesn’t need more people who mindlessly digest
      whatever information is around. What the world needs are people who
      learn with purpose, who take action on the things that are
      important to them, and who seek out high quality information as a
      way to spark creativity — not as an excuse to consume even
      more.

      What type of brain food are you feeding your mind? You wouldn’t
      want to stuff your body with low quality food. Why cram your mind
      with low quality thoughts?

      Where to Go From Here

      Not all news is bad. For example, learning about the latest war
      can make me grateful to live in a stable society and keep my life
      in perspective. But if we’re being honest, there is a lot of
      information that fills our daily lives, clogs our minds, and
      prevents us from creating, building, sharing, and experiencing more
      important things.

      Most of the information you come across in your daily life — the
      news stories, the social media updates, the television shows —
      isn’t going to change the choices you make. Instead of sitting
      around and consuming whatever is readily available, challenge
      yourself to make more conscious choices about the brain food you
      consume and how you consume it.

      Do you really need social media apps on your phone? Or will you
      be just fine checking Facebook and Twitter when you get home?

      Is it necessary to turn on the same news program every night?
      Are you living a better life because of watching it?

      If something isn’t benefitting you, then eliminate it.

      And if you do care about something like the latest political
      scandal, then be intentional about getting quality information on
      that topic. And more importantly, take some action on it. It’s
      great to be smart, but it’s better to be helpful.

      

    

  
    

    
      What is Actually Required for Success?

      
      For over one year, I trained with the great folks at Columbus
      Weightlifting.

      One of our lifters, Heather, joined the team and didn’t have a
      pair of weightlifting shoes. So, she borrowed a beat up pair that
      was riddled with cracked leather. They were easily over 10 years
      old. For months, I would come into the gym and there was Heather,
      working her butt off in those crappy, old shoes.

      What happened?

      She qualified to compete in the National Championships — with
      shoes that were barely holding themselves together.

      Results like that serve as a reminder of what is actually
      required for success.

      Think about all of the things you assume that you need to
      succeed — the “right” gear, the “right” credentials, the “right”
      experiences, the “right” degree — how much is that stuff really
      worth? How much of it is actually required for success?

      Wasting Time on the Last 10%

      We love to obsess over tactics and strategies that make the last
      10% of difference.

      For example: Didn’t have a good workout?

      Well then, let’s debate all of the reasons why it could have
      been something other than you. Maybe you need to have your
      post–workout protein shake 30 minutes after working out instead of
      60 minutes after working out. Maybe you need to get a better pair
      of shoes. Or a belt. Or a sweat–wicking shirt. Or knee sleeves.

      What’s incredible is that these are things we actually waste
      time on! I’ve heard all of those crazy excuses mentioned in
      conversations. I’ve even said some of them myself.

      Why? Because it’s easier to waste time debating the last 10% of
      improvement than it is to just do the thing that makes 90% of the
      difference. It’s easier to claim that you need a better diet plan
      or a new workout template or different gear than it is to admit
      that what you really need is to not miss a workout for the next six
      months.

      This same idea holds true for diets and nutrition, business and
      entrepreneurship, writing and art, and virtually any other endeavor
      we attempt. We want strategies that scale. We want tactics that are
      optimized. But eventually, you realize that the biggest difference
      between success and failure comes from mastering the
      fundamentals.

      
      	Maybe a faster computer will make Stephen King a better writer
      … because he has already mastered the fundamentals of writing every
      day.

      	Maybe optimal meal timing will make an Olympic swimmer a better
      athlete … because she has already mastered the fundamentals of
      eating healthy and
      training hard.

      	Maybe a better guitar will make Eric Clapton a better musician
      … because he has already mastered the fundamentals of playing
      consistently.

      

      But for most of us, the final 10% of optimization will rarely
      lead to the difference we’re looking to achieve.

      The Greatest Skill

      Here’s the single greatest skill in any endeavor: doing the
      work.

      Not doing the work that is easy for you to do. Not doing the
      work that makes you look good. Not doing the work when you feel
      inspired. Just doing the work.

      You might not be a brilliant writer, but if you actually write
      something each week, then you’ll be better than most because you
      are doing the work.

      You might not be an incredible athlete, but if you never miss
      workouts, then you’ll be better than most because you are doing the
      work.

      You might not be a savvy business person, but if you make a
      point to serve your customers every single day, then you’ll be
      better than most because you are doing the work.

      And so it goes for any and every challenge we face. People love
      to soak in the details, search for new tactics, and debate the
      things that make a tiny difference. But at the end of the day, the
      greatest skill is always doing the work. That’s what makes
      the difference
      between professionals and amateurs.

      What You Don’t Need

      You don’t need a better computer to become a good writer. You
      don’t need a better guitar to learn how to play. You don’t need a
      better camera to become a good photographer. You don’t need more
      experience to become a public speaker. You don’t need more
      credentials to build a business. And you don’t need awesome
      weightlifting shoes to become a good weightlifter.

      You don’t need any of it.

      What you do need is to make a decision, set a schedule, and get
      started.

      What you need is to do the work.

      

    

  
    

    
      If You Commit to Nothing, You'll Be Distracted By
      Everything

      
      In the northeastern hills outside Kyoto, Japan there is a
      mountain known as Mount Hiei. That mountain is littered with
      unmarked graves.

      Those graves mark the final resting place of the Tendai Buddhist
      monks who have failed to complete a quest known as the
      Kaihogyo.

      What is this quest that kills so many of the monks? And what can
      you and I learn from it?

      Keep reading and I’ll tell you.

      The Marathon Monks

      The Tendai monks believe that enlightenment can be achieved
      during your current life, but only through extreme self–denial.

      For the Tendai, the ultimate act of self–denial — and the route
      to enlightenment — is a physical challenge known as the Kaihogyo.
      Because of this challenge, the Tendai are often called the
      “Marathon Monks.”

      But the Kaihogyo is much more than a marathon.

      The Kaihogyo

      The Kaihogyo is a 1,000 day challenge that takes place over
      seven years.

      If a monk chooses to undertake this challenge, this is what
      awaits him…

      During Year 1, the monk must run 30 km per day
      (about 18 miles) for 100 straight days.

      During Year 2, the monk must again run 30 km
      per day for 100 straight days.

      During Year 3, the monk must once more run 30
      km per day for 100 straight days.

      During Year 4, the monk must run 30 km per day.
      This time for 200 straight days.

      During Year 5, the monk must again run 30 km
      per day for 200 straight days. After completing the fifth year of
      running, the monk must go 9 consecutive days without food, water,
      or rest. Two monks stand beside him at all times to ensure that he
      does not fall asleep.

      During Year 6, the monk must run 60 km (about
      37 miles) per day for 100 straight days.

      During Year 7, the monk must run 84 km (about
      52 miles) per day for 100 straight days. (52 miles per day!) And
      then, he must run 30 km per day for the final 100 days.

      The sheer volume of running is incredible, of course, but there
      is one final challenge that makes The Kaihogyo unlike any other
      feat…

      Day 101

      During the first 100 days of running, the monk is allowed to
      withdraw from the Kaihogyo.

      However, from Day 101 onwards, there is no withdrawal. The monk
      must either complete the Kaihogyo … or take his own life.

      Because of this, the monks carry a length of rope and a short
      sword at all times on their journey.

      In the last 400+ years, only 46 men have completed the
      challenge. Many others can be found by their unmarked graves on the
      hills of Mount Hiei.

      3 Lessons on Mental Toughness and Commitment

      The mental toughness
      of the Marathon Monks is incredible and their feats are unlike most
      challenges that you and I will face. But, there are still many
      lessons we can learn from them.

      1. “Complete or Kill.”

      The Marathon Monks are an extreme version of the “complete or
      kill” mentality. But you can take the same approach to your goals,
      projects, and work.

      If something is important to you, complete it. If not, kill
      it.

      If you’re anything like me, then you probably have a bunch of
      half–finished, half–completed projects and ideas. You don’t need
      all of those loose ends.

      Either something is important enough to you to complete, or it’s
      time to kill it. Fill your life with goals that are worth finishing
      and eliminate the
      rest.

      2. If you commit to nothing, you’re distracted by
      everything.

      Most of us never face a challenge with the true possibility of
      death, but we can learn a lot from the monk’s sense of commitment
      and conviction. They have clarified exactly what they are working
      toward and for seven years they organize their life around the goal
      of completing the Kaihogyo. Every possible distraction is rendered
      unimportant.

      Do you think the monks get distracted by TV, movies, the
      internet, celebrity gossip, or any of the other things that we so
      often waste time on? Of course not.

      If you choose, you can make a similar decision in your life.
      Sure, your daily goals may not carry the same sense of urgency as
      the Kaihogyo, but that doesn’t mean you can’t approach them with
      the same sense of conviction.

      We all have things that we say are important to us. You might
      say that you want to lose weight or be a better parent or create
      work that matters or build a successful business or write a book —
      but do you make time for these goals above all else? Do your
      organize your day around accomplishing them?

      If you commit to nothing, then you’ll find that it’s easy to be
      distracted by everything.

      3. It doesn’t matter how long your goal will take, just
      get started.

      On Day 101, the Tendai monks are thousands of miles and 900 days
      from their goal. They are setting out on a journey that is so long
      and so arduous that it’s almost impossible for you and I to
      imagine. And yet, they still accept the full challenge. Day after
      day, year after year, they work.

      And seven years later, they finish.

      Don’t let the length of your goals prevent you from starting on them.

      
      Never give up on a dream just because of the length of time it
      will take to accomplish it. The time will pass anyway.

      —H. Jackson Brown

      

      What Makes You Different From the Marathon
      Monks

      There is one very fortunate difference between you and the
      Tendai monks. You won’t die if you don’t reach your goal!

      In the words of Seth Godin, you literally have the “privilege of
      being wrong.” You won’t die if you fail, you’ll only learn.

      Furthermore, you can always change your mind. If you commit to a
      goal, work on it for a year, and decide that this isn’t actually
      what you wanted … guess what? You’re free to choose something
      else.

      This should take a burden off of your shoulders! You don’t have
      to worry about committing to the right thing. If you’re debating
      between choices, just choose one. You can always adjust later
      on.

      You have the opportunity to choose a goal that is important to
      you and the privilege of failing with very little consequence.
      Don’t waste that privilege.

      Where to Go From Here

      The biggest lesson that the Tendai monks offer for everyday
      people like you and me is the lesson of commitment and
      conviction.

      Imagine the sense of commitment that the monk feels on Day 101.
      Imagine what it feels like to embrace the final 900 days of that
      challenge. Imagine what it feels like to accept a goal that is so
      important to you that you tell yourself, “I’m going to finish this
      or I will die trying.”

      If you have something that is important to you, then eliminate
      the unrelated and unimportant tasks, get started no matter how big
      the challenge, and commit to your goal.

      Every big challenge has a turning point. Today could be your Day
      101. Today could be your Day of Commitment.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Focus and Concentrate Better

      
      Over a century ago, a lion tamer named Clyde Beatty learned a
      lesson that is so important that it impacts nearly every area of
      your life today.

      What was that lesson?

      Keep reading to find out what a lion tamer can teach you about
      how to focus,
      concentrate better, and live a healthier life.

      

      The Lion Tamer Who Survived

      Clyde Beatty was born in Bainbridge, Ohio in 1903. When he was a
      teenager, he left home to join the circus and landed a job as a
      cage cleaner. In the years that followed, Beatty quickly progressed
      from a lowly cage boy to a popular entertainer.

      Beatty became famous for his “fighting act” in which he would
      tame fierce wild animals. At one point, Beatty’s act included a
      segment where he brought lions, tigers, cougars, and hyenas into
      the circus ring all at once and tamed the entire group.

      But here’s the most impressive feat of all…

      In an era when the majority of lion tamers died in the ring,
      Beatty lived into his 60s. In the end, it was cancer that took his
      life, not a lion.

      How did he manage to survive? Thanks to a simple idea.

      Clyde Beatty was one of the first lion tamers to bring a chair
      into the circus ring.

      Here’s what happened…

      The Whip and The Chair

      The classic image of a lion tamer is one of the entertainer
      holding a whip and a chair. The whip gets all of the attention, but
      it’s mostly for show. In reality, it’s the chair that does the
      important work.

      When a lion tamer holds a chair in front of the lion’s face, the
      lion tries to focus on all four legs of the chair at the same time.
      With its focus divided, the lion becomes confused and is unsure
      about what to do next. When faced with so many options, the lion
      chooses to freeze and wait instead of attacking the man holding the
      chair.
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      Avoid the Fate of the Lion

      How often do you find yourself in the same position as the
      lion?

      How often do you have something you want to achieve (i.e. lose
      weight, gain muscle, start a business, travel more) … only to end
      up confused by all of the options in front of you and never make
      progress?

      This is especially true in health, fitness, and medicine, where
      every person and company seems to believe it is their duty to make
      things more complex. Every workout routine you find is the best
      one. Every diet expert says their plan is the optimal one.

      This frustrates me to no end because while all the experts are
      busy debating about which option is best, the people who want to
      actually improve their lives (you and me) are left frustrated by
      all of the conflicting information.

      The end result is that we feel like we can’t focus or that we’re
      focused on the wrong things, and so we take less action, make less
      progress, and stay the same when we could be improving.

      I think it’s time we change that. Here’s how…

      How to Focus and Concentrate Better

      Anytime you find the world waving a chair in your face, remember
      this: all you need to do is commit to one thing.

      In the beginning, you don’t even have to succeed. You just need
      to get started. Starting
      before you feel ready is one of the 
      habits of successful people.

      Most of the time, the ability to get started and commit to a
      task is the only thing you need to do to focus better. Most people
      don’t have trouble with focusing. They have trouble with
      deciding.

      Have you ever had a task that you absolutely had to get done?
      What happened? You got it done. Maybe you procrastinated, but once
      you committed to doing it, you got it finished.

      In other words: making progress in your health, your work, and
      your life isn’t about learning how to focus and concentrate better,
      it’s about learning how to choose and commit to a specific
      task.

      You have the ability to focus, you just need to choose what to
      direct it towards instead of acting like the lion and dividing your
      attention among the four legs of the chair.

      Want to lose 40 pounds? Awesome. Eat real food (anything
      that doesn’t come in a package or a box is a good start) and
      exercise
      more. You don’t need more information. You don’t need to learn
      how to focus on the right things. You just need to commit to the
      fundamentals. Build good
      habits first, there will be plenty of time to figure the
      details out later.

      Want to perform like an elite athlete? Great.
      Quit dreaming and start living like one. Get to sleep earlier. Organize
      your day around your training. If you have to miss other
      commitments, then you have to miss them. If it’s important to you,
      then stop gazing at the other distractions and commit to it.

      Want to start a business? You can! Sure, you’ll
      be uncomfortable. Every entrepreneur is uncertain. You don’t need
      to learn a new strategy or figure out how to focus better. You just
      need to commit to making it happen. Take the first step and trust
      that you’ll figure out how to take the second step when you need to
      do so.

      We all have the ability to focus and concentrate, but only if we
      decide what is important to us and what we want to commit to
      accomplishing. The only wrong choice is no choice.

      Stop Gazing at the Chair

      Life isn’t a dress rehearsal. Whether you know it or not, you’re
      already in the ring. We all are. Most of the time, we sit quietly,
      gazing at the chair in front of us, silently debating about which
      leg is the most important.

      It doesn’t have to be that way.

      If you have somewhere you want to go, something you want to
      accomplish, someone you want to become… then make a decision. If
      you’re clear about where you want to go, the rest of the world will
      either help you get there or get out of the way. Both of those are
      useful.

      You don’t have to do it all at once, but there is
      something that you need to do now. Something that’s
      calling you, something that’s important to you, something that
      you’re destined to do. I don’t know what it is, but you do. Swipe
      the chair out of the way and choose it.

      

    

  
    

    
      3 Time Management Tips That Actually Work

      
      Time management can be tough. What is urgent in your life
      and what is important to your life are often very different
      things.

      This is especially true with your health, where the important
      issues almost never seem urgent even though your life ultimately
      hangs in the balance.

      
      	No, going to
      the gym today isn’t urgent, but it is important for your
      long–term health.

      	No, you won’t die from stress today, but if you don’t get it
      figured out soon, you might.

      	No, eating real,
      unprocessed foods isn’t required for you to stay alive right
      now, but will reduce your risk of cancer and disease.

      

      Is there anything we can do? If we all have 24 hours in a day,
      how do we actually use them more effectively?

      And most importantly, how can we manage our time to live
      healthier and happier, do the things that we know are important,
      and still handle the responsibilities that are urgent?

      I’m battling with that answer just like you are, but in my
      experience there are three time management tips that actually work
      in real life and will help you improve your health and
      productivity.
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      1. Eliminate half-work at all costs.

      In our age of constant distraction, it’s stupidly easy to split
      our attention between what we should be doing and what society
      bombards us with. Usually we’re balancing the needs of messages,
      emails, and to-do lists at the same time that we are trying to get
      something accomplished. It’s rare that we are fully engaged in the
      task at hand.

      I call this division of your time and energy “half-work.”

      Here are some examples of half-work…

      
      	You start writing a report, but stop randomly to check your
      phone for no reason or to open up Facebook or Twitter.

      	You try out a new workout routine. Two days later, you read
      about another “new” fitness program and try a little bit of that.
      You make little progress in either program and so you start
      searching for something better.

      	Your mind wanders to your email inbox while you’re on the phone
      with someone.

      

      Regardless of where and how you fall into the trap of half-work,
      the result is always the same: you’re never fully engaged in the
      task at hand, you rarely commit to a task for extended periods of
      time, and it takes you twice as long to accomplish half as
      much.

      Half-work is reason why you’re able to get more done on your
      last day before vacation (when you really focus) than you do in the
      2 weeks previous (when you’re constantly distracted).

      Like most people, I deal with this problem all of the time and
      the best way I’ve found to overcome it is to block out significant
      time to focus on one project and eliminate everything else.

      I pick one exercise and make it my only focus for the entire
      workout. (i.e. “Today is just for squats. Anything else is
      extra.”)

      I carve out a few hours (or even an entire work day) to deep
      dive on an important project. I’ll leave my phone in another room
      and shut down my email, Facebook, and Twitter.

      This complete elimination of distractions is the only way I know
      to get into deep, focused work and avoid fragmented sessions where
      you’re merely doing half-work.

      How much more could you achieve if you did the work you needed
      to do, the way you needed to do it, and eliminated the half-work,
      half-wandering that we fill most of our days with?

      2. Do the most important thing first.

      Disorder and chaos tend to increase as your day goes on. At the
      same time, the decisions and choices that you make throughout the
      day tend to drain your willpower. You’re less
      likely to make a good decision at the end of the day than you are
      at the beginning.

      I’ve found that this same trend holds true in my workouts as
      well. As the workout progresses, I have less and less willpower to
      finish sets, grind out reps, and perform difficult exercises.

      For all of those reasons, I do my best to make sure that if
      there is something important that I need to do, then I do it
      first.

      If I have an important article to write, I grab a glass of water
      and start typing as soon as I wake up. If there is a tough exercise
      that I need to do, then I do it at the beginning of each
      workout.

      If you do the most important thing first, then you’ll never have
      a day when you didn’t get something important done. By following
      this simple strategy, you will usually end up having a productive
      day, even if everything doesn’t go to plan. If you actually do the
      most important thing first each day, it is the only
      productivity tip you’ll ever need.

      3. Reduce the scope, but stick to the
      schedule.

      I’ve written previously about the importance of holding yourself to a
      schedule and not a deadline. There might be occasions when
      deadlines make sense, but I’m convinced that when it comes to doing
      important work over the long–term, following a schedule is much
      more effective.

      When it comes to the day-to-day grind, however, following a
      schedule is easier said than done. Ask anyone who plans to workout
      every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and they can tell you how hard
      it is to actually stick to their schedule every time without
      fail.

      To counteract the unplanned distractions that occur and overcome
      the tendency to be pulled off track, I’ve made a small shift in how
      I approach my schedule. My goal is to put the schedule first and
      not the scope, which is the opposite of how we usually approach our
      goals.

      For example, let’s say you woke up today with the intention of
      running 3 miles this afternoon. During the day, your schedule got
      crazy and time started to get away from you. Now you only have 20
      minutes to workout.

      At this point, you have two options.

      The first is to say, “I don’t have enough time to workout
      today,” and spend the little time you have left working on
      something else. This is what I would usually have done in the
      past.

      The second option is to reduce the scope, but stick to the
      schedule. Instead of running 3 miles, you run 1 mile or do five
      sprints or 30 jumping jacks. But you stick to the schedule and get
      a workout in no matter what. I have found far more long-term
      success using the this approach than the first.

      On a daily basis, the impact of doing five sprints isn’t that
      significant, especially when you had planned to run 3 miles. But
      the cumulative impact of always staying on schedule is huge. No
      matter what the circumstance and no matter how small the workout,
      you know you’re going to finish today’s task. That’s how little
      goals become lifetime habits.

      Finish something today, even if the scope is smaller than you
      anticipated.

      Time Management Tips That Actually Work

      There are thousands of time management apps and productivity
      gadgets. You’ll find more calendars, reminders, and task lists than
      you know what to do with. But in my experience, the most effective
      and practical time management tips are simple.

      When it comes to living a healthy and productive life, I do my
      best to focus on three time management tips…

      
      	Eliminate half-work and focus deeply.

      	Do the most important thing first.

      	Stick to your schedule and build the habit, no matter how small
      the accomplishment.

      

      How have you managed your time better and accomplished more at
      work, at home, or in the gym?

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Start Eating Healthy (And Actually Stick to It)

      
      Most people would like to eat healthy on a
      consistent basis. And even if you already eat healthy most of the
      time, it’s likely that you could do a better job of staying on
      target.

      The benefits of good nutrition are obvious: you have more
      energy, your health improves, and your productivity blossoms.

      So if we want to eat healthy and if it’s obvious why we should
      eat healthy, how come it’s so difficult to actually eat
      healthy?

      And most importantly, is there anything we can do to make it
      easier?

      Short–Term Goals vs. Long–Term Goals

      I used to be terrible at achieving long–term goals.

      I was decent when working on short deadlines, but if a project
      lasted more than a month, then my time management was
      totally off. I used to feel bad about this, like I was the only one
      who couldn’t properly execute on a big goal. But as I’ve started to
      pay more attention to people who are good with long–term projects,
      my tune has changed.

      I don’t think anyone is good at achieving long–term goals.

      Some people are just good at breaking long–term goals down into
      short–term ones. They have a small chunk that they work on each day
      or week and at the end of the project, they enjoy this big,
      beautiful result.

      Good habits — eating
      healthy, for example — work in much the same way. Some people are
      really good at breaking their long–term desires down into small
      behaviors that they can focus on each day. In other words, they are
      good at focusing on lifestyle choices rather than their
      life–changing goals. (More on that here.)

      Eventually, these daily actions cascade into powerful,
      life–changing habits. But like a successful long–term project, a
      good habit starts with breaking the end goal down into very small
      steps.

      I’m not great with long–term goals yet, but I’m getting better.
      And I’ve learned a lot about the process along the way. For
      example, here’s one way you could use this process to start eating
      healthy…

      Breaking Down the Steps of Eating Healthy

      Good habits are smaller than you think. We often get caught up
      in the end goal and think that we need to do it all at once, but
      usually it’s best to start with a very small section of our overall
      goal.

      For example, many people want to eat healthy, but quickly find
      out how much work it takes to change their diet.

      Here’s a list of what you need to do if you want to eat
      healthy…

      
      	You have to buy new groceries.

      	You have to prepare healthy food.

      	You have to eat healthy food.

      	You have to clean up and do the dishes.

      

      If you’re the type of person who eats out often, then those four
      steps represent a huge shift in your daily life. It’s unlikely that
      you’ll change all of those things at once. I believe that most
      diets fail not because of a lack of willpower or motivation, but because we
      bite off more than we can chew.

      Take a look at that list again. If you’re trying to change all
      of those things at the same time, it’s no wonder that it’s hard to
      stick to diet.

      But imagine a different scenario…

      The Minimalist Approach to Eating Healthy

      What if you eliminated everything except the most critical part
      of the new habit?

      For example, what if you did these 3 things…

      
      	Start 
      intermittent fasting, so that you only need to eat two healthy
      meals per day instead of three.

      	For the first two months dieting, you buy disposable plates to
      minimize clean up time.

      	For the first month, you hire someone on Craigslist to cook a
      healthy dinner for you 5 nights per week. (This is surprisingly
      inexpensive. I’ve seen options for around $10/meal and it would
      ensure that you eat healthy after work each night without having to
      cook.)

      

      Now, I realize that buying disposable plates and hiring someone
      to cook your meals is expensive, but we’re not talking about doing
      this forever. We’re just talking about making the habit easier to
      start with. We’re talking about making an investment for the first
      month or two, so that you make it as easy as possible to start
      eating healthy.

      With our setup above, the only thing you focus on doing for the
      first month is actually eating healthy meals. In the second month,
      you start buying healthier groceries and cooking your meals. In the
      third month, you stop buying disposable plates and do the full
      clean up.

      Imagine how much easier it is to eat healthy when you take those
      barriers away at the beginning.

      Don’t Do It All, Just Start Doing It

      Obviously, you can manipulate this basic strategy to fit your
      needs. If you can’t afford to hire someone for 5 meals per week,
      then how about 2 meals per week? Do whatever works for you, but the
      general idea is to eliminate everything except the most essential
      task in the beginning.

      Break down the goal into small chunks, remove the excuses, and
      make it as easy as possible to say yes to your new habit. You don’t
      have to do it all, you just have to start doing it.

      It might require an investment, but would you rather simplify
      the process, pay a bit more now, and actually stick to a healthy
      diet … or try to do everything at once, drain all of your
      willpower, and quit out of frustration two weeks later?

      If you’re serious about long–term change, then smaller is
      better, especially at the start. Break down your long–term desires
      into short–term habits and you’ll find success comes much
      easier.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Keystone Habits: The Simple Way to Improve All Aspects of Your
      Life

      
      There are certain habits and routines that make success easier,
      regardless of the circumstances you face.

      In fact, you may already practice some of these habits, even
      though you are unaware of it right now.

      But most importantly, if you understand how to harness these
      habits, then you can drastically improve your health, your work,
      and your relationships … and start living the life you deserve.

      The Keystone Habit

      In Charles Duhigg’s book, 
      The Power of Habit, he discusses the idea of keystone
      habits.

      We have habits everywhere in our lives, but certain routines —
      keystone habits — lead to a cascade of other actions because of
      them.

      For example…

      A few months ago, I started to notice a funny thing.

      When I worked out, I wanted to eat better. Even though I could
      have rewarded myself with chocolate bars and ice cream, I felt like
      eating real, healthy foods.

      I also slept better. And when I was awake, I seemed more
      productive. Especially in the hour or two after working out, when
      my mind seemed to think clearer and my writing was crisper.
      Thoughts flowed easily.

      When I didn’t exercise, however, I was more prone to eating junk
      food. I would stay up later working on unimportant tasks. I started
      to feel tension in my back. I didn’t check it, but my guess is that
      my blood pressure raised as a result of additional stress and no
      place to release it.

      In other words, fitness is the keystone habit the puts the rest
      of my life in place. When I workout, other things naturally fall
      into place. I don’t have to think about eating better. I don’t have
      to force myself to focus on getting things done. Exercise naturally
      pushes me towards my best self.

      What Are Your Keystone Habits?

      I’m not always on top of my game, but on the days that I work
      out everything seems to come a little bit easier. And I’ll take all
      the help I can get as I continue my quest to become better.

      Imagine how much easier and more fulfilling your lifestyle could
      be if you discovered one or two keystone habits that naturally put
      the rest of your life in place.

      So often, we struggle to live the way we want to simply because
      we don’t have the willpower to make different
      decisions. Whether it’s having the discipline to eat healthy or the
      courage to take a risk or the energy to volunteer more often or the
      drive to perform better at work, we delay these choices — even
      though we know they are important — simply because we don’t have
      the willpower to make something new happen today.

      Improving your lifestyle and becoming the type of person who
      “has their act together” isn’t nearly as hard as you might think.
      In fact, you might need just one keystone habit before the dominoes start falling
      everywhere.

      What are you doing when everything falls into place? What is
      your keystone habit?

      Find it and do more of it.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.
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      The Beginner's Guide to Continuous Self-Improvement

      
      What is Self-Improvement?

      Let’s define self-improvement.The definition of
      self-improvement is pretty self-explanatory: Self-improvement is
      the improvement of one’s knowledge, status, or character by one’s
      own efforts. It’s the quest to make ourselves better in any and
      every facet of life.

      Best Self-Improvement Articles to Start With

      Self-improvement almost always starts with self-awareness and
      the ability to transform your habits. If you’re serious about
      transforming your life and improving yourself, you should start
      with these two articles:

      
      	How to Stop
      Lying to Ourselves: A Call for Self-Awareness:If
      you’re serious about getting better at something, then one of the
      first steps is to know—in black-and-white terms—where you stand.
      You need self-awareness before you can achieve
      self-improvement.

      	Forget
      About Setting Goals. Focus on This Instead: For most
      of us, the path to self-improvement starts by setting a specific
      and actionable goal. What I’m starting to realize, however, is that
      when it comes to actually getting things done and making progress
      in the areas that are important to you, there is a much better way
      to do things. It all comes down to the difference between goals and
      systems.

      

      Common Self-Improvement Topics

      I discuss almost every aspect of smart, science-backed
      self-improvement on this website. You can explore some of the
      sub-topics of self-improvement with the links below:

      More Examples of Smart Self-Improvement

      Best Self-Improvement Books

      Want more books onself-improvement? Browse my full list of
      thebest
      self-help books.

      All Self-Improvement Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on
      self-improvement. Enjoy!


      
      	7 Ways to
      Retain More of Every Book You Read

      	The
      Beginner’s Guide to Deliberate Practice

      	The
      Scientific Argument for Mastering One Thing at a Time

      	Make Your Life
      Better by Saying Thank You in These 7 Situations

      	How to Use
      Military Strategy to Build Better Habits

      	How to Master
      the Invisible Hand That Shapes Our Lives

      	This Zen Concept Will
      Help You Stop Being a Slave to Old Beliefs

      	The Chemistry
      of Building Better Habits

      	How
      to Stop Lying to Ourselves: A Call for Self-Awareness

      	If
      Nothing Changes, Nothing Is Going to Change

      	Olympic Medalist
      Dick Fosbury and the Power of Being Unconventional

      	What Happens
      When You Believe You’re Taking Steroids

      	Two Harvard
      Professors Reveal One Reason Our Brains Love to
      Procrastinate

      	How to
      Fall in Love With Boredom and Unlock Your Mental Toughness

      	Inside the Mind
      of a Mad Scientist

      	You’re Not
      Ready for Marriage

      	The 2 Types of
      Growth: Which One of These Growth Curves Are You
      Following?

      	The Goal is Not
      the Point

      	5 Lessons on
      Being Wrong

      	Stop
      Thinking and Start Doing: The Power of Practicing More

      	Bob Mathias on
      How to Master the Art of Self-Confidence

      	5 Common Mistakes
      That Cause New Habits to Fail

      	Constraints Make You
      Better: Why the Right Limitations Boost Performance

      	To Make Big Gains,
      Avoid Tiny Losses

      	10 Lessons Learned
      from Squatting 400 Pounds

      	4 Reasonable Ways
      to Achieve Overnight Success

      	Measure
      Backward, Not Forward

      	How to Build
      New Habits by Taking Advantage of Old Ones

      	What Are You
      Measuring In Your Life?

      	How to Get
      Your Brain to Focus on What Matters

      	How to Read More:
      The Simple System I’m Using to Read 30+ Books Per Year

      	Plan For Failure:
      Being Consistent Is Not the Same as Being Perfect

      	How to Change
      Your Beliefs and Stick to Your Goals for Good

      	Stop Wasting Time
      on the Details and Commit to the Fundamentals

      	I’m Using These 3
      Simple Steps to Actually Stick with Good Habits

      	I Watched an
      Artist Create Stained Glass And Learned An Important Lesson About
      Life

      	Treat
      Failure Like a Scientist

      	This Research
      Study Changed the Way We Think About Success (Here’s How You Can
      Use It)

      	This Coach
      Improved Every Tiny Thing by 1 Percent and Here’s What
      Happened

      	Why Trying to Be
      Perfect Won’t Help You Achieve Your Goals (And What Will)

      	Do You Have to be
      Unhappy Now if You Want to be Successful Later?

      	Follow the
      Recipe: Are You Being Patient Enough to See Results?

      	You’re Not
      Good Enough to Be Disappointed

      	3 Simple Things
      You Can Do Right Now to Build Better Habits

      	The Crime Your Brain
      Commits Against You

      	Lessons on
      Success and Deliberate Practice from Mozart, Picasso, and Kobe
      Bryant

      	What is
      Actually Required for Success?

      	How
      to Stop Procrastinating on Your Goals by Using the “Seinfeld
      Strategy”

      	How to
      Improve Your Health and Productivity Without Thinking

      	The Mistake
      Smart People Make: Being In Motion vs. Taking Action

      	How Your
      Beliefs Can Sabotage Your Behavior

      	What is Your
      “Average Speed” in Your Life, Your Health, and Your Work?

      	The Difference
      Between Being “Not Wrong” and Being Right

      	Achieve Your
      Goals: Research Reveals a Simple Trick That Doubles Your Chances
      for Success

      	How
      to Break a Bad Habit and Replace It With a Good One

      	Get Back on
      Track: 7 Strategies to Help You Bounce Back After Slipping
      Up

      	How to Say No,
      Resist Temptation, and Stick to Your Health Goals

      	3 Time
      Management Tips That Actually Work

      	How to Achieve
      Your Goals Easily

      	3 Surprising
      Reasons Why You Need to Rediscover Slow Growth

      	Why Getting
      Started is More Important Than Succeeding

      	When
      to be Unreasonable With Yourself

      	Why
      is it So Hard to Stick to Good Habits?

      	The
      Difference Between Professionals and Amateurs

      	Identity-Based
      Habits: How to Actually Stick to Your Goals This Year

      	Keystone
      Habits: The Simple Way to Improve All Aspects of Your Life

      

      Best Articles on Related Topics

      Or, browse my best
      articles.

      

    

  
    

    
      7 Ways to Retain More of Every Book You Read

      
      There are many benefits to reading more books, but
      perhaps my favorite is this: A good book can give you a new way to
      interpret your past experiences.

      Whenever you learn a new mental model or idea, it’s like the
      “software” in your brain gets updated. Suddenly, you can run all of
      your old data points through a new program. You can learn new
      lessons from old moments. As Patrick O’Shaughnessy says, “Reading
      changes the past.”

      Of course, this is only true if you internalize and remember
      insights from the books you read. Knowledge will only compound if
      it is retained. In other words, what matters is not simply reading
      more books, but getting more out of each book you read.

      Gaining knowledge is not the only reason to read, of course.
      Reading for pleasure or entertainment can be a wonderful use of
      time, but this article is about reading to learn. With that in
      mind, I’d like to share some of the best reading comprehension
      strategies I’ve found.

      

      1. Quit More Books

      It doesn’t take long to figure out if something is worth
      reading. Skilled writing and high-quality ideas stick out.

      As a result, most people should probably start more books than
      they do. This doesn’t mean you need to read each book page-by-page.
      You can skim the table of contents, chapter titles, and
      subheadings. Pick an interesting section and dive in for a few
      pages. Maybe flip through the book and glance at any bolded points
      or tables. In ten minutes, you’ll have a reasonable idea of how
      good it is.

      Then comes the crucial step: Quit books quickly and without
      guilt or shame.

      Life is too short to waste it on average books. The opportunity
      cost is too high. There are so many amazing things to read. I think
      Patrick Collison, the founder of Stripe, put it nicely when he
      said, “Life is too short to not read the very best book you know of
      right now.”

      Here’s my recommendation:

      Start more books. Quit most of them. Read the great ones
      twice.

      2. Choose Books You Can Use Instantly

      One way to improve reading comprehension is to choose books you
      can immediately apply. Putting the ideas you read into action is
      one of the best ways to secure them in your mind. Practice is a very
      effective form of learning.

      Choosing a book that you can use also provides a strong
      incentive to pay attention and remember the material. That’s
      particularly true when something important hangs in the balance. If
      you’re starting a business, for example, then you have a lot of
      motivation to get everything you can out of the sales book you’re
      reading. Similarly, someone who works in biology might read The
      Origin of Species more carefully than a random reader because
      it connects directly to their daily work.

      Of course, not every book is a practical, how-to guide that you
      can apply immediately, and that’s fine. You can find wisdom in many
      different books. But I do find that I’m more likely to remember
      books that are relevant to my daily life.

      3. Create Searchable Notes

      Keep notes on what you read. You can do this however you like.
      It doesn’t need to be a big production or a complicated system.
      Just do something to emphasize the important points and
      passages.

      I do this in different ways depending on the format I’m
      consuming. I highlight passages when reading on Kindle. I type out
      interesting quotes as I listen to audiobooks. I dog-ear pages and
      transcribe notes when reading a print book.

      But here’s the real key: store your notes in a searchable
      format.

      There is no need to leave the task of reading comprehension
      solely up to your memory. I keep my notes in Evernote. I prefer
      Evernote over other options because 1) it is instantly searchable,
      2) it is easy to use across multiple devices, and 3) you can create
      and save notes even when you’re not connected to the internet.

      I get my notes into Evernote in three ways:

      I. Audiobook: I create a new Evernote file for
      each book and then type my notes directly into that file as I
      listen.

      II. Ebook: I highlight passages on my Kindle
      Paperwhite and use a program called Clippings to
      export all of my Kindle highlights directly into Evernote. Then, I
      add a summary of the book and any additional thoughts before
      posting it to my
      book summaries page.

      III. Print: Similar to my audiobook strategy, I
      type my notes as I read. If I come across a longer passage I want
      to transcribe, I place the book on a book stand as I
      type. (Typing notes while reading a print book can be annoying
      because you are always putting the book down and picking it back
      up, but this is the best solution I’ve found.)

      Of course, your notes don’t have to be digital to be
      “searchable.” For example, you can use Post-It Notes to tag certain
      pages for future reference. As another option, Ryan Holiday
      
      suggests storing each note on an index card and categorizing
      them by the topic or book.

      The core idea is the same: Keeping searchable notes is essential
      for returning to ideas easily. An idea is only useful if you can
      find it when you need it.

      4. Combine Knowledge Trees

      One way to imagine a book is like a knowledge tree with a few
      fundamental concepts forming the trunk and the details forming the
      branches. You can learn more and improve reading comprehension by
      “linking branches” and integrating your current book with other
      knowledge trees.

      For example:

      
      	While reading The
      Tell-Tale Brain by neuroscientist V.S. Ramachandran, I
      discovered that one of his key points connected to a previous idea
      I learned from social work researcher Brené Brown.

      	In my notes for 
      The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck, I noted how Mark Manson’s
      idea of “killing yourself” overlaps with Paul Graham’s essay on
      keeping your identity
      small.

      	As I read Mastery by
      George Leonard, I realized that while this book was about the
      process of improvement, it also shed some light on the connection
      between genetics and performance.

      

      I added each insight to my notes for that particular book.

      Connections like these help you remember what you read by
      “hooking” new information onto concepts and ideas you already
      understand. As Charlie Munger says, “If you get into the mental
      habit of relating what you’re reading to the basic structure of the
      underlying ideas being demonstrated, you gradually accumulate some
      wisdom.”

      When you read something that reminds you of another topic or
      immediately sparks a connection or idea, don’t allow that thought
      to come and go without notice. Write about what you’ve learned and
      how it connects to other ideas.

      5. Write a Short Summary

      As soon as I finish a book, I challenge myself to summarize the
      entire text in just three sentences. This constraint is just a
      game, of course, but it forces me to consider what was really
      important about the book.

      Some questions I consider when summarizing a book include:

      
      	What are the main ideas?

      	If I implemented one idea from this book right now, which one
      would it be?

      	How would I describe the book to a friend?

      

      In many cases, I find that I can usually get just as much useful
      information from reading my one-paragraph summary and reviewing my
      notes as I would if I read the entire book again.

      If you feel like you can’t squeeze the whole book into three
      sentences, consider using the Feynman Technique.

      The Feynman Technique is a note-taking strategy named after the
      Nobel Prize-winning physicist Richard Feynman. It’s pretty simple:
      Write the name of the book at the top of a blank sheet of paper,
      then write down how you’d explain the book to someone who had never
      heard of it.

      If you find yourself stuck or if you see that there are holes in
      your understanding, review your notes or go back to the text and
      try again. Keep writing it out until you have a good handle on the
      main ideas and feel confident in your explanation.

      I’ve found that almost nothing reveals gaps in my thinking
      better than writing about an idea as if I am explaining it to a
      beginner. Ben Carlson, a financial analyst, says something similar,
      “I find the best way to figure out what I’ve learned from a book is
      to write something about it.”

      6. Surround the Topic

      I often think of the quote by Thomas Aquinas, “Beware the man of
      a single book.”

      If you only read one book on a topic and use that as the basis
      for your beliefs for an entire category of life, well, how sound
      are those beliefs? How accurate and complete is your knowledge?

      Reading a book takes effort, but too often, people use one book
      or one article as the basis for an entire belief system. This is
      even more true (and more difficult to overcome) when it comes to
      using our one, individual experience as the basis for our beliefs.
      As Morgan Housel noted, “Your personal experiences make up maybe
      0.00000001% of what’s happened in the world but maybe 80% of how
      you think the world works. We’re all biased to our own personal
      history.”

      One way to attack this problem is to read a variety of books on
      the same topic. Dig in from different angles, look at the same
      problem through the eyes of various authors, and try to transcend
      the boundary of your own experience.

      7. Read It Twice

      I’d like to finish by returning to an idea I mentioned near the
      beginning of this article: read the great books twice. The
      philosopher Karl Popper explained the benefits nicely, “Anything
      worth reading is not only worth reading twice, but worth reading
      again and again. If a book is worthwhile, then you will always be
      able to make new discoveries in it and find things in it that you
      didn’t notice before, even though you have read it many times.”

      Additionally, revisiting great books is helpful because the
      problems you deal with change over time. Sure, when you read a book
      twice maybe you’ll catch some stuff you missed the first time
      around, but it’s more likely that new passages and ideas will be
      relevant to you. It’s only natural for different sentences to leap
      out at you depending on the point you are at in life.

      You read the same book, but you never read it the same way. As
      Charles Chu noted, “I always return home to the same few authors.
      And, no matter how many times I return, I always find they have
      something new to say.”

      Of course, even if you didn’t get something new out of each
      reading, it would still be worthwhile to revisit great books
      because ideas need to be repeated to be remembered. The writer
      David Cain says, “When we only learn something once, we don’t
      really learn it—at least not well enough for it to change us much.
      It may inspire momentarily, but then becomes quickly overrun by the
      decades of habits and conditioning that preceded it.” Returning to
      great ideas cements them in your mind.

      Nassim Taleb sums things up with a rule for all readers: “A good
      book gets better at the second reading. A great book at the third.
      Any book not worth rereading isn’t worth reading.”

      Where to Go From Here

      Knowledge compounds over time.

      In Chapter 1 of Atomic
      Habits, I wrote: “Learning one new idea won’t make you a
      genius, but a commitment to lifelong learning can be
      transformative.”

      One book will rarely change your life, even if it does deliver a
      lightbulb moment of insight. The key is to get a little wiser each
      day.

      Now that you know how to get more out of each book you read, you
      might be looking for some reading recommendations. Feel free to
      check out my book
      summaries or my public reading list.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Beginner's Guide to Deliberate Practice

      
      In some circles, Ben Hogan is credited with “inventing
      practice.”

      Hogan was one of the greatest golfers of the 20th century, an
      accomplishment he achieved through tireless repetition. He simply
      loved to practice. Hogan said, “I couldn’t wait to get up in the
      morning so I could hit balls. I’d be at the practice tee at the
      crack of dawn, hit balls for a few hours, then take a break and get
      right back to it.”

      For Hogan, every practice session had a purpose. He reportedly
      spent years breaking down each phase of the golf swing and testing
      new methods for each segment. The result was near perfection. He
      developed one of the most finely-tuned golf swings in the history
      of the game.

      His precision made him more like a surgeon than a golfer. During
      the 1953 Masters, for example, Hogan hit the flagstick on
      back-to-back holes. A few days later, he broke the tournament
      scoring record.
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      Hogan methodically broke the game of golf down into chunks and
      figured out how he could master each section. For example, he was
      one of the first golfers to assign specific yardages to each golf
      club. Then, he studied each course carefully and used trees and
      sand bunkers as reference points to inform him about the distance
      of each shot.

      Hogan finished his career with nine major championships—ranking
      fourth all-time. During his prime, other golfers simply attributed
      his remarkable success to “Hogan’s secret.” Today, experts have a
      new term for his rigorous style of improvement: deliberate
      practice.

      What is Deliberate Practice?

      Deliberate
      practice refers to a special type of practice that is
      purposeful and systematic. While regular practice might include
      mindless repetitions, deliberate practice requires focused
      attention and is conducted with the specific goal of improving
      performance. When Ben Hogan carefully reconstructed each step of
      his golf swing, he was engaging in deliberate practice. He wasn’t
      just taking cuts. He was finely tuning his technique.

      
      While regular practice might include mindless repetitions,
      deliberate practice requires focused attention and is conducted
      with the specific goal of improving performance.

      

      The greatest challenge of deliberate practice is to remain
      focused. In the beginning, showing up and putting in your
      reps is the most important thing. But after a while we begin to
      carelessly overlook small errors and miss daily opportunities for
      improvement.

      This is because the natural tendency of the human brain is to
      transform repeated
      behaviors into automatic habits. For example, when you first
      learned to tie your shoes you had to think carefully about each
      step of the process. Today, after many repetitions, your brain can
      perform this sequence automatically. The more we repeat a task the
      more mindless it becomes.

      Mindless activity is the enemy of deliberate practice. The
      danger of practicing the same thing again and again is that
      progress becomes assumed. Too often, we assume we are getting
      better simply because we are gaining experience. In reality, we are
      merely reinforcing our current habits—not improving them.

      Claiming that improvement requires attention and effort sounds
      logical enough. But what does deliberate practice actually look
      like in the real world? Let’s talk about that now.

      Examples of Deliberate Practice

      One of my favorite examples of deliberate practice is discussed
      in Talent
      is Overrated by Geoff Colvin. In the book, Colvin describes how
      Benjamin Franklin used deliberate practice to improve his writing
      skills.

      When he was a teenager, Benjamin Franklin was criticized by his
      father for his poor writing abilities. Unlike most teenagers, young
      Ben took his father’s advice seriously and vowed to improve his
      writing skills.

      He began by finding a publication written by some of the best
      authors of his day. Then, Franklin went through each article line
      by line and wrote down the meaning of every sentence. Next, he
      rewrote each article in his own words and then compared his version
      to the original. Each time, “I discovered some of my faults, and
      corrected them.” Eventually, Franklin realized his vocabulary held
      him back from better writing, and so he focused intensely on that
      area.

      Deliberate practice always follows the same pattern: break the
      overall process down into parts, identify your weaknesses, test new
      strategies for each section, and then integrate your learning into
      the overall process.

      Here are some more examples.

      Cooking: Jiro Ono, the subject of the
      documentary Jiro Dreams of
      Sushi, is a chef and owner of an award-winning sushi restaurant
      in Tokyo. Jiro has dedicated his life to perfecting the art of
      making sushiand he expects the same of his apprentices. Each
      apprentice must master one tiny part of the sushi-making process at
      a time—how to wring a towel, how to use a knife, how to cut the
      fish, and so on. One apprentice trained under Jiro for ten years
      before being allowed to cook the eggs. Each step of the process is
      taught with the utmost care.

      Martial arts: Josh Waitzkin, author of The Art of
      Learning, is a martial artist who holds several US national
      medals and a 2004 world championship. In the finals of one
      competition, he noticed a weakness: When an opponent illegally
      head-butted him in the nose, Waitzkin flew into a rage. His emotion
      caused him to lose control and forget his strategy. Afterward, he
      specifically sought out training partners who would fight dirty so
      he could practice remaining calm and principled in the face of
      chaos. “They were giving me a valuable opportunity to expand my
      threshold for turbulence,” Waitzkin wrote. “Dirty players were my
      best teachers.”

      Chess: Magnus Carlsen is a chess grandmaster
      and one of the highest-rated players in history. One distinguishing
      feature of great chess players is their ability to recognize
      “chunks,” which are specific arrangements of pieces on the board.
      Some experts estimate that grandmasters can identify around 300,000
      different chunks. Interestingly, Carlsen learned the game by
      playing computer chess, which allowed him to play multiple games at
      once. Not only did this strategy allow him to learn chunks much
      faster than someone playing in-person games, but also gave him a
      chance to make more mistakes and correct his weaknesses at an
      accelerated pace.

      Music: Many great musicians recommend repeating
      the most challenging sections of a song until you master them.
      Virtuoso violinist Nathan Milstein says, “Practice as much as you
      feel you can accomplish with concentration. Once when I became
      concerned because others around me practiced all day long, I asked
      [my professor] how many hours I should practice, and he said, ‘It
      really doesn’t matter how long. If you practice with your fingers,
      no amount is enough. If you practice with your head, two hours is
      plenty.’”

      Basketball: Consider the following example from
      Aubrey Daniels, “Player A shoots 200 practice shots, Player B
      shoots 50. The Player B retrieves his own shots, dribbles leisurely
      and takes several breaks to talk to friends. Player A has a
      colleague who retrieves the ball after each attempt. The colleague
      keeps a record of shots made. If the shot is missed the colleague
      records whether the miss was short, long, left or right and the
      shooter reviews the results after every 10 minutes of practice. To
      characterize their hour of practice as equal would hardly be
      accurate. Assuming this is typical of their practice routine and
      they are equally skilled at the start, which would you predict
      would be the better shooter after only 100 hours of practice?”
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      The Unsung Hero of Deliberate Practice

      Perhaps the greatest difference between deliberate practice and
      simple repetition is this: feedback. Anyone who has mastered the
      art of deliberate practice—whether they are an athlete like Ben
      Hogan or a writer like Ben Franklin—has developed methods for
      receiving continual feedback on their performance.

      There are many ways to receive feedback. Let’s discuss two.

      The first effective feedback system is measurement. The things
      we measure are the things we improve. This holds true for the number of pages we read,
      the number of pushups
      we do, the number
      of sales calls we make, and any other task that is important to
      us. It is only through measurement that we have any proof of
      whether we are getting better or worse.

      The second effective feedback system is coaching. One consistent
      finding across disciplines is that coaches are often essential for
      sustaining deliberate practice. In many cases, it is nearly
      impossible to both perform a task and measure your progress at the
      same time. Good coaches can track your progress, find small ways to
      improve, and hold you
      accountable to delivering your best effort each day.

      The Promise of Deliberate Practice

      Humans have a remarkable capacity to improve their performance
      in nearly any area of life if they train in the correct way. This
      is easier said than done.

      Deliberate practice is not a comfortable activity. It requires
      sustained effort and concentration. The people who master the art
      of deliberate practice are committed to being lifelong
      learners—always exploring and experimenting and refining.

      Deliberate
      practice is not a magic pill, but if you can manage to maintain
      your focus and commitment, then the promise of deliberate practice
      is quite alluring: to get the most out of what you’ve got.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Scientific Argument for Mastering One Thing at a Time

      
      Many people, myself included, have multiple areas of life they
      would like to improve. For example, I would like to reach more
      people with my writing, to lift heavier weights at the gym, and to
      start practicing mindfulness more consistently. Those are just a
      few of the goals I find desirable and you probably have a long list
      yourself.

      The problem is, even if we are committed to working hard on our
      goals, our natural tendency is to revert back to our old habits at
      some point. Making a permanent lifestyle change is really
      difficult.

      Recently, I’ve come across a few research studies that (just
      maybe) will make these difficult lifestyle changes a little bit
      easier. As you’ll see, however, the approach to mastering many
      areas of life is somewhat counterintuitive.

      Too Many Good Intentions

      If you want to master multiple habits and stick to them for
      good, then you need to figure out how to be consistent. How can you
      do that?

      Well, here is one of the most robust findings from psychology
      research on how to actually follow through on your goals:

      Research has shown that you are 2x to 3x more likely to stick
      with your habits if you make a specific plan for when, where, and
      how you will perform the behavior. For example, in one study
      scientists asked people to fill out this sentence: “During the next
      week, I will partake in at least 20 minutes of vigorous exercise on
      [DAY] at [TIME OF DAY] at/in [PLACE].”

      Researchers found that people who filled out this sentence were
      2x to 3x
      more likely to actually exercise compared to a control group
      who did not make plans for their future behavior. Psychologists
      call these specific plans “implementation intentions” because they
      state when, where, and how you intend to implement a particular
      behavior.

      This finding is well proven and has been repeated in hundreds
      studies across a broad range of areas. For example, implementation
      intentions have been found to increase the odds that people will
      start exercising, begin recycling, stick with studying, and even
      stop smoking.

      However (and this is crucial to understand) follow-up research
      has discovered implementation intentions only work when you
      focus on one thing at a time. In fact, researchers found
      that people who tried to accomplish multiple goals were less
      committed and less likely to succeed than those who focused on a
      single goal.

      This is important, so let me repeat: developing a specific plan
      for when, where, and how you will stick to a new habit will
      dramatically increase the odds that you will actually follow
      through, but only if you focus on one thing.
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      What Happens When You Focus on One Thing

      Here is another science-based reason to focus on one thing at a
      time:

      When you begin practicing a new habit it requires a lot of
      conscious effort to remember to do it. After awhile, however, the
      pattern of behavior becomes easier. Eventually, your new habit
      becomes a normal routine and the process is more or less mindless
      and automatic.

      Researchers have a fancy term for this process called
      “automaticity.” Automaticity is the ability to perform a behavior
      without thinking about each step, which allows the pattern to
      become automatic and habitual.

      But here’s the thing: automaticity only occurs as the result of
      lots of repetition and practice. The more reps you put in,
      the more automatic a behavior becomes.

      For example, this chart shows how long it takes for people to
      make a habit out of taking a 10-minute walk after breakfast. In the
      beginning, the degree of automaticity is very low. After 30 days,
      the habit is becoming fairly routine. After 60 days, the process is
      about as automatic as it can become.
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      The most important thing to note is that there is some “tipping
      point” at which new habits become more or less automatic. The time
      it takes to build a habit depends on many factors including how
      difficult the habit is, what your environment is like, your
      genetics, and more.

      That said, the study cited above found the average habit takes about 66
      days to become automatic. (Don’t put too much stock in that
      number. The range in the study was very wide and the only
      reasonable conclusion you should make is that it will take months
      for new habits to become sticky.)

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      Change Your Life Without Changing Your Entire
      Life

      Alright, let’s review what I have suggested to you so far and
      figure out some practical takeaways.

      
      	You are 2x to 3x more likely to follow through with a habit if
      you make a specific plan for when, where, and how you are going to
      implement it. This is known as an implementation intention.

      	You should focus entirely on one thing. Research has found that
      implementation intentions do not work if you try to improve
      multiple habits at the same time.

      	Research has shown that any given habit becomes more automatic
      with more practice. On average, it takes at least two months for
      new habits to become automatic behaviors.

      

      This brings us to the punchline of this article…

      The counterintuitive insight from all of this research is that
      the best way to change your entire life is by not changing your
      entire life. Instead, it is best to focus on one specific habit,
      work on it until you master it, and make it an automatic part of
      your daily life. Then, repeat the process for the next habit.

      The way to master more things in the long-run is to simply focus
      on one thing right now.

      

    

  
    

    
      Make Your Life Better by Saying Thank You in These 7
      Situations

      
      I don’t say “Thank You” as often as I should and I doubt I’m the
      only one.

      In fact, I’m starting to believe that “Thank You” is the most
      under-appreciated and under-used phrase on the planet. It is
      appropriate in nearly any situation and it is a better response
      than most of the things we say. Let’s cover 7 common situations
      when we say all sorts of things, but should say “Thank You”
      instead.
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      1. Say “Thank You” when you’re receiving a
      compliment.

      We often ruin compliments by devaluing the statement or acting
      overly humble. Internally, you might think this prevents you from
      appearing arrogant or smug.

      The problem is that by deflecting the praise of a genuine
      compliment, you don’t acknowledge the person who was nice enough to
      say something. Simply saying “Thank You” fully acknowledges the
      person who made the compliment and allows you to enjoy the moment
      as well.

      Example: “Your dress looks great.”

      
      	Instead of: “Oh, this old thing? I’ve had it for
      years.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you. I’m glad you like it.”

      

      Example: “Wow! 20 points tonight. You played really well
      in the game.”

      
      	Instead of: “Yeah, but I missed that wide-open shot in the
      3rd quarter.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you. It was a good night.”

      

      Example: “You killed your presentation
      today!”

      
      	Instead of: “Did I? I felt so nervous up there. I’m glad it
      looked alright.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you. I’m happy it went well.”

      

      There is something empowering about fully accepting a
      compliment. When you deflect praise, you can’t really own it. When
      you just say “Thank You,” you let the weight of the compliment sink
      in and become yours. Saying “Thank You” gives your mind permission
      to be built up by the compliments you receive.

      Getting compliments should be fun and enjoyable, but we often
      ruin the experience. There’s no need to sabotage compliments that
      come your way. Accept them with grace and enjoy the moment.

      2. Say “Thank You” when you’re running late.

      Being late is the worst. It’s stressful for the person who is
      running late and it’s disrespectful to the person who is
      waiting.

      It might seem strange to thank someone for dealing with your
      hassle, but that’s exactly the correct response. Most people
      stumble in the door and say, “Sorry I’m late.”

      The problem is this response still makes the situation about
      you. Sorry, I’m late. Saying “Thank You” turns the tables
      and acknowledges the sacrifice the other person made by waiting.
      Thank you for waiting.

      Example: You walk in the door 14 minutes
      late.

      
      	Instead of: “So sorry I’m late. Traffic was insane out
      there.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for your patience.”

      

      When we make a mistake, someone else often makes a sacrifice.
      Our default response is to apologize for our failure, but the
      better approach is to praise their patience and loyalty. Thank them
      for what they did despite your error.

      3. Say “Thank You” when you’re comforting
      someone.

      When someone comes to you with bad news, it can be awkward. You
      want to be a good friend, but most people don’t know what to say. I
      know I’ve felt that way before.

      Often times, we think it’s a good idea to add a silver lining to
      the problem. “Well, at least you have…”

      What we fail to realize is that it doesn’t matter if you don’t
      know what to say. All you really need is to be present and thank
      them for trusting you.

      Example: Your co-worker’s mother passed away
      recently.

      
      	Instead of: “At least you have a lot of fond memories to
      hold onto.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing that with me. I know
      this is a hard time for you.”

      

      Example: Your brother lost his job.

      
      	Instead of: “At least you have your health.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing this with me. I’m here
      to support you.”

      

      Example: Your friend’s pet just died.

      
      	Instead of: “At least they had a long and happy
      life.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing that with me. I’m here
      for you.”

      

      In times of suffering, we don’t need to hear words to ease the
      pain as much as we need someone to share our pain. When you don’t
      know what to say, just say “Thank You” and be there.

      4. Say “Thank You” when you’re receiving helpful
      feedback.

      Feedback can be very helpful, but we rarely see it that way.
      Whether it is an unflattering performance review from your boss or
      an email from an unhappy customer, the standard reaction is to get
      defensive. That’s a shame because the correct response is to simply
      say, “Thank You” and use the information to improve.

      Example: “This work isn’t good enough. I thought you
      would do better.”

      
      	Instead of: “You don’t understand. Here’s what really
      happened.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for expecting more of me.”

      

      Example: “I bought your product last week and it already
      broke. I am not happy with this experience.”

      
      	Instead of: “How did you use it? We made it very clear in
      our terms and conditions that the product is not designed to work
      in certain conditions.“

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing your thoughts. Please
      know we are committed to becoming better. Can you share more
      details about the issue?”

      

      Nobody likes to fail, but failure is just a data
      point. Respond to helpful feedback with thanks and use it to
      become better.

      5. Say “Thank You” when you’re receiving unfair
      criticism.

      Sometimes criticism isn’t helpful at all. It’s just vindictive
      and mean. I’ve written about how to deal with haters
      previously, but one of the best approaches is to just say thank you
      and move on.

      When you thank someone for criticizing you, it immediately
      neutralizes the power of their statements. If it’s not a big deal
      to you, then it can’t grow into a larger argument.

      Example: “This might be good advice for beginners, but
      anyone who knows what they are doing will find this
      useless.”

      
      	Instead of: “Well, clearly, I wrote this for beginners.
      This might be a surprise, but not everything was written with you
      in mind.”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for sharing your opinion. I’ll try
      to improve next time.”

      

      Example: “Your statement is the dumbest thing I’ve read
      all week.”

      
      	Instead of: “You’re an idiot. Let me tell you
      why…”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for the feedback. I still have a lot
      to learn.”

      

      Releasing the need to win every argument is a sign of maturity.
      Someone on the internet said something wrong? So what. Win the
      argument by the way you live your life.

      6. Say “Thank You” when someone gives you
      unsolicited advice.

      This shows up a lot in the gym. Everybody has an opinion about
      what your technique should look like. I think most people are just
      trying to be helpful, but hearing someone’s opinion about you when
      you didn’t ask for it can be annoying.

      One time, someone pointed out some flaws in my squat technique
      in a video I posted online. I responded by sarcastically asking if
      he had a video of himself doing it correctly. Somewhere deep in my
      mind, I assumed that if I reminded him that his technique wasn’t
      perfect, then I would feel better about the fact that mine wasn’t
      perfect either. That’s an unnecessary and defensive response.

      The better approach? Just say “Thank You.”

      Example: “You know, you should really keep your hips
      back when you do that exercise.”

      
      	Instead of: “Oh really? Do you have a video of yourself
      doing it so I can see it done correctly?”

      	Try saying: “Thank you for the help.”

      

      Pointing out others faults doesn’t remove your own. Thank people
      for raising your self-awareness, even if it was unsolicited.

      7. Say “Thank You” when you’re not sure if you
      should thank someone.

      When in doubt, just say thank you. There is no downside. Are you
      honestly worried about showing too much gratitude to the people in
      your life?

      “Should I send a Thank You card in this situation?” Yes, you
      should.

      “Should I tip him?” If you don’t, at least say thank you.

      Say thank you, more often.

      Read Next

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Use Military Strategy to Build Better Habits

      
      Sun Tzu was a legendary military strategist in ancient China and
      he is the author of the famous book, The Art of War. He
      was a master of “soft power” and the father of “agile warfare.”
      Whenever possible, he preferred to win without fighting or, at the
      very least, to win the easiest battles first.

      He wrote, “In war, the victorious strategist only seeks battle
      after the victory has been won.” He advised his troops to “make
      your way by unexpected routes and attack unguarded spots.” And he
      further stated, “Military tactics are like water. For water, in its
      natural course, runs away from high places and hastens downwards.
      So, in war, the way is to avoid what is strong and strike at what
      is weak.”

      The teachings of Sun Tzu extend far beyond the field of battle
      because they are focused on finding the easiest way to achieve a
      specific goal. His approaches can be applied to everything from
      business growth to goal setting to habit formation.

      Let’s talk about how to apply military strategy to our daily
      lives.
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      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      The Battle for Better Habits

      Too often, we try to build new habits, achieve big goals, and
      otherwise “win at life” through sheer force. We fight our battles
      directly and attack the enemy — in this case, our bad habits — at
      the point where they are strongest.

      For example:

      
      	We try to write a book in a noisy environment.

      	We try to eat healthy in a house filled with sweets and
      sugar.

      	We try to do our homework with the television on.

      	We try to concentrate while using a smartphone filled with
      social media apps, games, and other distractions.

      

      And when we fall off course and fail to achieve our goals, we
      blame ourselves for “not wanting it badly enough” and for not
      having enough willpower. In many cases,
      however, failure is not a
      result of poor willpower, but a result of poor strategy.

      Good military leaders start by winning easy battles and
      improving their position. They wait until the opposition is
      weakened and morale is low before they take on their foe directly.
      Why start a war by fighting battles in areas that are
      well-defended? Why start new habits in an environment that makes
      progress difficult?

      Sun Tzu would never lead his army into a battle where the
      terrain was not to his advantage. He would not begin by attacking
      the point where the enemy is strongest. Similarly, we should make
      easy improvements to our habits first, build our strength, and
      establish a better position from which to attack the most difficult
      changes.

      Sun Tzu, Master of Habits

      Let’s adapt Sun Tzu’s teachings to building better habits.

      Example 1:

      
      	Sun Tzu: “You can be sure in succeeding in
      your attacks if you only attack places which are undefended.”

      	Adapted: “You can be sure in succeeding in
      your habits if you only build habits which are easy to
      maintain.”

      

      Example 2:

      
      	Sun Tzu: “He will win who knows when to fight
      and when not to fight.”

      	Adapted: “He will improve his behavior who
      knows which habits to start with and which ones to leave for
      later.”

      

      Example 3:

      
      	Sun Tzu: “A clever general, therefore, avoids
      an army when its spirit is keen, but attacks it when it is sluggish
      and inclined to return.”

      	Adapted: “A clever person, therefore, avoids
      the areas where bad habits are strongest, but attacks them where
      they are weak and easy to change.”

      

      Fight Battles You Are Destined to Win

      Becoming better is not simply a matter of willpower or work
      ethic. It’s also a matter of strategy. What people assume is a lack
      of willpower or an unwillingness to change is often a consequence
      of trying to build good habits in bad environments.

      
      	If you are trying to read more books, don’t do it in a room
      filled with video games, Netflix, and a television. Move to a less
      distracting environment.

      	If you’re very overweight, don’t try to follow a workout
      program for college athletes. You can get there eventually, but
      that’s not a battle you need to fight right now. Start with a
      manageable change.

      	If you’re surrounded by people who tear down your goals, then
      work on your projects in a different location or reach out to
      like-minded people.

      	If you’re trying to stick to a writing habit when your kids are
      home from school and your house is in chaos, then work on it at a
      different time. Switch to a time of less resistance.

      

      Build your habits where it is easy to do so. Re-define the
      situation. Create a game where the odds are stacked in your
      favor.

      It sounds simple, but how often do you find yourself fighting
      difficult battles and ignoring easy ones? There is plenty of time
      to fight the difficult battles. Win the easy battles first.

      The smartest path is to improvement is the one of least
      resistance. Fight battles you are destined to win.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Master the Invisible Hand That Shapes Our Lives

      
      Looking back, the most surprising thing about Robert Wadlow was
      his normal height and weight at birth. When he was born on February
      22, 1918, Wadlow weighed 8 lbs 6 ounces (3.8 kg) and was 20 inches
      tall (0.51 m).

      There was nothing normal about what happened next.

      

      Within six months, Wadlow had doubled in height and quadrupled in
      weight. As a one-year-old, he was over 3 feet tall and weighed the
      same as the five-year-olds in his neighborhood. By the age of five,
      Wadlow had exploded to 5 feet 6 inches tall. On his first day of
      kindergarten he wore clothes made for a seventeen-year-old.

      Wadlow suffered from an overproduction of human growth hormone
      caused by hyperplasia of his pituitary gland. To put it more
      simply: most humans have an internal feedback loop that regulates
      the production of growth hormone, but Wadlow’s feedback loop was
      broken.

      Instead of regulating and balancing the production of growth
      hormone, Wadlow’s pituitary gland reinforced the production of the
      chemical. The more he grew, the more his body released growth
      hormone. It was like a car going downhill without a brake. His
      growth kept picking up speed.

      By the age of 12, Wadlow was over 7 feet tall (2.18 m) and
      weighed nearly 300 pounds (130 kg). When his uncontrolled growth
      propelled him over 8 feet (2.54 m) at the age of 18, he went on a
      tour around the United States with Ringling Brothers Circus.

      Sadly, but not unexpectedly, the rest of his body could not keep
      pace. Wadlow outgrew his nervous system and began to lose feeling
      in his legs and feet. His immune system began to shut down. When
      Wadlow died at the age of 22, he was the tallest human in recorded
      history at 8 feet and 11.1 inches (2.72 m) and by all indications
      he was still growing.

      [image: Robert Wadlow (Feedback Loops)]
      The Hidden Power of Feedback Loops

      The human body is governed by a wide range of feedback loops.
      These systems maintain a careful balance of everything from the
      amount of water in your cells to the amount of hormones released
      into your bloodstream.

      Feedback loops are always running in the background of our
      lives, but they influence our bodies and minds in profound ways.
      When each process works as intended, our bodies function properly
      and we remain balanced. When something in the system breaks, we
      steadily slip away from equilibrium. In extreme cases, things
      spiral out of control — like the growth of Robert Wadlow.

      Here’s the important part:

      Feedback loops are not only at the core of human biology, but
      also at the center of human behavior. Like the biological processes
      mentioned above, psychological feedback loops often run unnoticed
      in the background of our daily lives. They can influence everything
      from how fast we drive to how frequently we take our medications to
      how often we check social media. In fact, I would say that feedback
      loops are the invisible forces that shape human behavior.

      In this article, we’re going to talk about how you can harness
      the hidden power of these systems and use feedback loops to
      stick with good habits and
      break bad ones.

      The Two Types of Feedback Loops

      “Feedback loops provide people with information about their
      actions in real time, then give them a chance to change those
      actions, pushing them toward better behaviors.”

      —Thomas Goetz

      We can divide feedback loops into two different types:

      
      	Balancing Feedback Loops: we will use these to moderate bad
      habits.

      	Reinforcing Feedback Loops: we will use these to build good
      habits.

      

      Generally speaking, balancing feedback loops are associated with
      maintaining equilibrium or oscillating around a desired level.
      Meanwhile, reinforcing feedback loops are associated with
      continuous increases or decreases. Let’s break down each type and
      discuss how to use it to improve your habits.

      1. Balancing Feedback Loops

      Balancing feedback loops pull behavior back on track and help to
      stabilize a system around a desired level. These systems can be
      very effective at both moderating bad habits and kickstarting good
      habits.

      Here’s a common example:

      Let’s say you are driving just a little too fast and you pass a
      digital radar sign that says, “Your Speed Is…” and displays the
      current speed of your car as you pass.

      You might not expect it, but these signs are incredibly reliable
      and effective ways to change the behavior of drivers. On average,
      “Your Speed” signs decrease the driving speed by 10 percent. Not
      only that, but drivers continue to drive more slowly for miles down
      the road.

      These signs are one example of a balancing feedback loop. The
      output of your current behavior (driving too fast) becomes the
      input for your new behavior (slowing down).

      The thermostat is another example:

      Imagine that you set your thermostat to 68 degrees Fahrenheit
      (20 degrees Celsius). When the temperature of the room dips below
      your setting, the heater comes on and warms up the room. When the
      temperature rises above your setting, the air conditioning kicks on
      and cools the room. The thermostat acts as a balancing feedback
      loop and keeps the temperature oscillating between a narrow
      range.

      How can we apply balancing feedback loops to governing bad
      habits and building good ones?

      Here are a few examples:

      
      	Want to spend less time staring at a screen?
      Buy an outlet
      timer and set it to turn off one hour before your desired
      bedtime each night. When the power shuts down, this feedback loop
      is reminding you not to spend too much time staying up late and
      staring at your computer screen or television.

      	Want to improve your posture? Assume an
      upright stance and place a piece of tape across your shoulder so
      that it tugs on your shirt if your shoulders sag. This simple
      balancing feedback loop will trigger a reminder to stand up
      straight each time you feel a tug.

      	Want to make more sales? The paper clip strategy is
      a simple way to build a feedback loop that will measure your
      progress on daily sales calls. (In fact, it can work for any
      repeated task.)

      

      Balancing feedback loops are fantastic at regulating bad habits
      because, similar to a thermostat, they can attack the problem from
      two sides. On one side, they can keep unproductive or unhealthy
      behaviors in check by making you aware of your mistakes (like
      displaying your speed or automatically shutting off your outlets).
      On the other side, they can remind you to perform good behaviors
      rather than slipping back into old patterns (like a piece of tape
      pulling on your slumping shoulder or a paper clip sitting in a bin
      on your desk).

      2. Reinforcing Feedback Loops

      Reinforcing feedback loops increase the effect of a particular
      system or process. These systems can be great for building good habits and
      achieving peak
      performance because they naturally amplify and strengthen their
      own behavior.

      Here’s one example from my own life:

      I am the happy owner of a Honda Accord. On the dashboard of my
      car, there is a light that circles the speedometer. This light
      changes color based on how I am driving. If I drive aggressively
      and accelerate quickly, the light is white. If I accelerate
      moderately, the color changes to light green. If I drive in a fuel
      efficient manner, the light turns bright green. Whenever I see the
      green light around my speedometer, I know that I’m saving gas and
      driving in the most fuel efficient way possible.

      When I first bought the car, I didn’t think much of it, but now
      this simple light has essentially turned driving into a game where
      I am constantly trying to live in the green zone. The light is a
      reinforcing feedback loop that emphasizes many good behaviors: I
      save gas, I save money, and I probably drive safer and more slowly
      as well.

      Compound interest is another example of a reinforcing feedback
      loop:

      Let’s say you start with $1.00 and get paid 10 percent interest
      each year. After one year, you have $1.10. The next time around,
      you get paid 10 percent interest on $1.10 and now you have $1.21.
      And so the cycle continues with each run through the feedback loop
      compounding into larger and larger growth. Of course, reinforcing
      feedback loops can amplify the impact of harmful behaviors as well.
      The more people hear an untrue rumor, the more the rumor spreads.
      Gossip is a self-reinforcing feedback loop.

      How to Build Your Own Feedback Loops

      I would like to offer a simple three-step method for building
      feedback loops in your life.

      
      	Measure

      	Compare

      	Adjust

      

      Let’s break down each step of this framework.

      Measurement is the foundation of every feedback
      loop. All feedback loops have one key characteristic: the
      output from one cycle becomes the input for the next cycle. In
      other words, all feedback loops measure something and that
      measurement becomes the starting point for the next cycle of
      behavior. Data improves awareness and awareness is the first step
      to behavior change.

      Comparison is essential for making sense of your
      feedback loop. Measuring something is useless if it’s not
      relevant to you. Remember the “Your Speed Is…” sign from earlier?
      That reading of your current speed is only relevant when compared
      to the actual speed limit. It is the comparison between where
      measurement says you are and where you want to be that makes the
      next step clear. Effective feedback loops help you make comparisons
      that are personal and relevant.

      Adjustment is the action that closes the feedback
      loop. Adjustments should be made as quickly as possible.
      The more rapid the change, the tighter the feedback loop. In the
      words of Seth Godin, “The best way to change long-term behavior is
      with short-term feedback.”
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      Why Some Feedback Loops Work While Others
      Fail

      One bad habit that commonly frustrates physicians is when a
      patient doesn’t take their medications as frequently as prescribed.
      A few years ago, a company called Vitality launched a new product
      called the GlowCap, which
      was intended to help solve this problem.

      Here’s how WIRED Magazine described the product:

      “The device is simple. When a patient is prescribed a
      medication, a physician or pharmacy provides a GlowCap to go on top
      of the pill bottle, replacing the standard childproof cap. The
      GlowCap … connects to a database that knows the patient’s
      particular dosage directions—say, two pills twice a day, at 8 am
      and 8 pm. When 8 am rolls around, the GlowCap and the night-light
      start to pulse with a gentle orange light. A few minutes later, if
      the pill bottle isn’t opened, the light pulses a little more
      urgently. A few minutes more and the device begins to play a
      melody—not an annoying buzz or alarm. Finally, if more time elapses
      (the intervals are adjustable), the patient receives a text message
      or a recorded phone call reminding them to pop the GlowCap. The
      overall effect is a persistent feedback loop urging patients to
      take their meds.”

      —WIRED

      When feedback loops fail, it is often because of one of these
      three problems:

      
      	Measurement isn’t automatic.

      	Comparison is irrelevant.

      	Feedback is slow.

      

      The GlowCap solves all three of these problems and that makes it
      an excellent feedback loop. First, it tracks your consumption and
      reminds you when to take your pills automatically, so you don’t
      have to worry about measurement. Second, it is specifically
      tailored to your prescription, which makes it instantly relevant to
      your needs. Third, it provides feedback quickly when you get off
      track: first the light, then the music, and finally the text
      message or phone call. Solving these three problems is essential to
      building an effective feedback loop.

      Rapid Feedback Leads to Rapid Change

      Here’s a simple fact: most people, most of the time, don’t know
      where they stand on the issues that are important to them.

      People want to lose weight, but don’t know how many calories
      they eat each day. People want to learn a new language, but they
      don’t know how many hours they practiced last month. People want to
      write a best-selling book, but don’t know how many words they wrote
      last week. People want to build a successful business, but don’t
      know how many sales calls their team made yesterday. People want to
      get stronger, but don’t know how much weight they lifted at the gym
      last week. Most people don’t measure things, and a feedback loop
      can’t happen without measurement.

      My argument is that we should spend less time letting feedback
      loops shape our lives in invisible ways and more time designing the
      feedback loops we want and need.

      In the unexamined life, it can be easy to slide into a downward
      spiral of bad habits and unproductive behaviors because of poorly
      designed feedback loops that trigger us to eat more, smoke often,
      and worry too much. Thankfully, the reverse is true as well.
      Carefully designed feedback loops can help us stick with good
      habits and regulate behaviors that would be unhealthy if they
      spiraled out of control.

      Feedback loops influence everything from the bodies we live in
      to the choices we make on a daily basis, but most of the time we
      are victims of the feedback loops that surround us not the
      architects of them.

      

    

  
    

    
      Shoshin: A Remarkable Zen Concept Used to Let Go of Old
      Assumptions

      
      I played baseball for 17 years of my life. During that time, I
      had many different coaches and I began to notice repeating patterns
      among them.

      

      Coaches tend to come up through a certain system. New coaches will
      often land their first job as an assistant coach with their alma
      mater or a team they played with previously. After a few years, the
      young coach will move on to their own head coaching job where they
      tend to replicate the same drills, follow similar practice
      schedules, and even yell at their players in a similar fashion as
      the coaches they learned from. People tend to emulate their
      mentors.

      This phenomenon—our tendency to repeat the behavior we are
      exposed to—extends to nearly everything we learn in life.

      Your political or religious beliefs are mostly the result of the
      system you were raised in. People raised by Catholic families tend
      to be Catholic. People raised by Muslim families tend to be Muslim.
      Although you may not agree on every issue, your parents political
      attitudes tend to shape your political attitudes. The way we
      approach our day-to-day work and life is largely a result of the
      system we were trained in and the mentors we had along the way. At
      some point, we all learned to think from someone else. That’s how
      knowledge is passed down.

      Here’s the hard question: Who is to say that the way you
      originally learned something is the best way? What if you simply
      learned one way of doing things, not the way of
      doing things?

      Consider my baseball coaches. Did they actually consider all of
      the different ways of coaching a team? Or did they simply mimic the
      methods they had been exposed to? The same could be said of nearly
      any area in life. Who is to say that the way you originally learned
      a skill is the best way? Most people think they are experts in a
      field, but they are really just experts in a particular style.

      In this way, we become a slave to our old beliefs without even
      realizing it. We adopt a philosophy or strategy based on what we
      have been exposed to without knowing if it’s the optimal way to do
      things.

      Shoshin: The Beginner’s Mind

      There is a concept in Zen Buddhism known as shoshin,
      which means “beginner’s mind.” Shoshin refers to the idea
      of letting go of your preconceptions and having an attitude of
      openness when studying a subject.

      When you are a true beginner, your mind is empty and open.
      You’re willing to learn and consider all pieces of information,
      like a child discovering something for the first time. As you
      develop knowledge and expertise, however, your mind naturally
      becomes more closed. You tend to think, “I already know how to do
      this” and you become less open to new information.

      There is a danger that comes with expertise. We tend to block
      the information that disagrees with what we learned previously and
      yield to the information that confirms our current approach. We
      think we are learning, but in reality we are steamrolling through
      information and conversations, waiting until we hear something that
      matches up with our current philosophy or previous experience, and
      cherry-picking
      information to justify our current behaviors and beliefs. Most
      people don’t want new information, they want validating
      information.

      The problem is that when you are an expert you actually need to
      pay more attention, not less. Why? Because when you are
      already familiar with 98 percent of the information on a topic, you
      need to listen very carefully to pick up on the remaining 2
      percent.

      As adults our prior knowledge blocks us from seeing things anew.
      To quote zen master Shunryo Suzuki, “In the beginner’s mind there
      are many possibilities, but in the expert’s there are few.”

      How to Rediscover Your Beginner’s Mind

      Here are a few practical ways to rediscover your beginner’s mind
      and embrace the concept of shoshin.

      Let go of the need to add value. Many people,
      especially high achievers, have an overwhelming need to provide
      value to the people around them. On the surface, this sounds like a
      great thing. But in practice, it can handicap your success because
      you never have a conversation where you just shut up and listen. If
      you’re constantly adding value (“You should try this…” or “Let me
      share something that worked well for me…”) then you kill the
      ownership that other people feel about their ideas. At the same
      time, it’s impossible for you to listen to someone else when you’re
      talking. So, step one is to let go of the need to always
      contribute. Step back every now and then and just observe and
      listen. For more on this, read Marshall Goldsmith’s excellent book
      What
      Got You Here Won’t Get You There (audiobook).

      Let go of the need to win every argument. A few
      years ago, I read 
      a smart post by Ben Casnocha about becoming less competitive as
      time goes on. In Ben’s words, “Others don’t need to lose for me to
      win.” This is a philosophy that fits well with the idea of
      shoshin. If you’re having a conversation and someone makes
      a statement that you disagree with, try releasing the urge to
      correct them. They don’t need to lose the argument for you to win.
      Letting go of the need to prove a point opens up the possibility
      for you to learn something new. Approach it from a place of
      curiosity: Isn’t that interesting. They look at this in a
      totally different way. Even if you are right and they are
      wrong, it doesn’t matter. You can walk away satisfied even if you
      don’t have the last word in every conversation.

      Tell me more about that. I have a tendency to
      talk a lot (see “Providing Too Much Value” above). Every now and
      then, I’ll challenge myself to stay quiet and pour all of my energy
      into listening to someone else. My favorite strategy is to ask
      someone to, “Tell me more about that.” It doesn’t matter what the
      topic is, I’m simply trying to figure out how things work and open
      my mind to hearing about the world through someone else’s
      perspective.

      Assume that you are an idiot. In his fantastic
      book, Fooled by
      Randomness, Nassim Taleb writes, “I try to remind my group each
      week that we are all idiots and know nothing, but we have the good
      fortune of knowing it.” The flaws discussed in this article are
      simply a product of being human. We all have to learn information
      from someone and somewhere, so we all have a mentor or a system
      that guides our thoughts. The key is to realize this influence.

      We are all idiots, but if you have the privilege of knowing
      that, then you can start to let go of your preconceptions and
      approach life with a beginner’s mind.

      Shoshin.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Chemistry of Building Better Habits

      
      There is a concept in chemistry known as activation energy.

      Here’s how it works:

      Activation energy is the minimum amount of energy that must be
      available for a chemical reaction to occur. Let’s say you are
      holding a match and that you gently touch it to the striking strip
      on the side of the match box. Nothing will happen because the
      energy needed to activate a chemical reaction and spark a fire is
      not present.

      However, if you strike the match against the strip with some
      force, then you create the friction and heat required to light the
      match on fire. The energy you added by striking the match was
      enough to reach the activation energy threshold and start the
      reaction.

      Chemistry textbooks often explain activation energy with a chart
      like this:
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      It’s sort of like rolling a boulder up a hill. You have to add
      some extra energy to the equation to push the boulder to the top.
      Once you’ve reached the peak, however, the boulder will roll the
      rest of the way by itself. Similarly, chemical reactions require
      additional energy to get started and then proceed the rest of the
      way.

      Alright, so activation energy is involved in chemical reactions
      all around us, but how is this useful and practical for our
      everyday lives and building better habits?

      The Activation Energy of Building Better
      Habits

      Similar to how every chemical reaction has an activation energy,
      we can think of every habit or behavior as having an activation
      energy as well.

      This is just a metaphor of course, but no matter what habit you
      are trying to build there is a certain amount of effort required to
      start the habit. In chemistry, the more difficult it is for a
      chemical reaction to occur, the bigger the activation energy. For
      habits, it’s the same story. The more difficult or complex a
      behavior, the higher the activation energy required to start
      it.

      For example, sticking to the habit of doing 1 pushup per day
      requires very little energy to get started. Meanwhile, doing 100
      pushups per day is a habit with a much higher activation energy.
      It’s going to take more motivation, energy, and grit to start
      complex habits day after day.

      [image: Activation Energy of Habits (The Chemistry of Building Better Habits)]

      The Disconnect Between Goals and Habits

      Here’s a common problem that I’ve experienced when trying to
      build new habits:

      It can be really easy to get motivated and hyped up about a big
      goal that you want to achieve. This big goal leads you to think
      that you need to revitalize and change your life with a new set of
      ambitious habits. In short, you get stuck dreaming
      about life-changing outcomes rather than making lifestyle
      improvements.

      The problem is that big goals often require big activation
      energies. In the beginning, you might be able to find the energy to
      get started each day because you’re motivated and excited about
      your new goal, but pretty soon (often within a few weeks) that
      motivation starts to
      fade and suddenly you’re lacking the energy you need to
      activate your habit each day.

      This is lesson one: Smaller habits require
      smaller activation energies and that makes them more sustainable.
      The bigger the activation energy is for your habit, the more
      difficult it will be to remain consistent over the long-run. When
      you require a lot of energy to get started there are bound to be
      days when starting never happens.

      Finding a Catalyst for Your Habits

      Everyone is on the lookout for tactics and hacks that can make
      success easier. Chemists are no different. When it comes to dealing
      with chemical reactions, the one trick chemists have up their
      sleeves is to use what is known as a catalyst.

      A catalyst is a substance that speeds up a chemical reaction.
      Basically, a catalyst lowers the activation energy and makes it
      easier for a reaction to occur. The catalyst is not consumed by the
      reaction itself. It’s just there to make the reaction happen
      faster.

      Here’s a visual example:
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      When it comes to building better habits, you also have a
      catalyst that you can use:

      Your environment.

      The most powerful catalyst for building better habits is
      environment
      design (what some researchers call choice
      architecture). The idea is simple: the environments where we
      live and work influence our behaviors, so how can we structure
      those environments to make good habits more likely and bad habits
      more difficult?

      Here is an example of how your environment can act as a catalyst
      for your habits:

      Imagine you are trying to build the habit of writing for 15
      minutes each evening after work. A noisy environment with loud
      roommates, rambunctious children, or constant television noise in
      the background will require a high activation energy to stick with
      your habit. With so many distractions, it’s likely that you’ll fall
      off track with your writing habit at some point. Meanwhile, if you
      stepped into a quiet writing environment—like a desk at the local
      library—your surroundings suddenly become a catalyst for your
      behavior and make it easier for the habit to proceed.

      Your environment can catalyze your habits in big and small ways.
      If you set your running shoes and workout clothes out the night
      before, you just lowered the activation energy required to go
      running the next morning. If you hire a meal service to deliver
      low-calorie meals to your door each week, you significantly lowered
      the activation energy required to lose weight. If you unplug your
      television and hide it in the closet, you just lowered the
      activation energy required to watch less television.

      This is lesson two: The right environment is
      like a catalyst for your habits and it lowers the activation energy
      required to start a good habit.

      The Intermediate States of Human Behavior

      Chemical reactions often have a reaction intermediate, which is
      like an in-between step that occurs before you can get to the final
      product. So, rather than going straight from A to B, you go from A
      to X to B. An intermediate step needs to occur before we go from
      starting to finishing.

      There are all sorts of intermediate steps with habits as
      well.

      Say you want to build the habit of
      working out. Well, this could involve intermediate steps like
      paying a gym membership, packing your gym bag in the morning,
      driving to the gym after work, exercising in front of other people,
      and so on.

      Here’s the important part:

      Each intermediate step has its own activation energy. When
      you’re struggling to stick with a new habit it can be important to
      examine each link in the chain and figure out which one is your
      sticking point. Put another way, which step has the activation
      energy that prevents the habit from happening?

      Some intermediate steps might be easy for you. To continue our
      fitness example from above, you might not care about paying for a
      gym membership or packing your gym bag in the morning. However, you
      may find that driving to the gym after work is frustrating because
      you end up hitting more rush hour traffic. Or you may discover that
      you don’t enjoy working out in public with strangers.

      Developing solutions that remove the intermediate steps and
      lower the overall activation energy required to perform your habit
      can increase your consistency in the long-run. For example, perhaps
      going to the gym in the morning would allow you to avoid rush hour
      traffic. Or maybe starting a home workout routine would be best
      since you could skip the traffic and avoid exercising in public.
      Without these two barriers, the two intermediate steps that were
      causing friction with your habit, it will be much easier to follow
      through.

      This is lesson three: Examine your habits
      closely and see if you can eliminate the intermediate steps with
      the highest activation energy (i.e. the biggest sticking
      points).

      The Chemistry of Building Better Habits

      The fundamental principles of chemistry reveal some helpful
      strategies that we can use to build better habits.

      
      	Every habit has an activation energy that is required to get
      started. The smaller the habit, the less energy you need to
      start.

      	Catalysts lower the activation energy required to start a new
      habit. Optimizing your environment is the best way to do this in
      the real world. In the right environment, every habit is
      easier.

      	Even simple habits often have intermediate steps. Eliminate the
      intermediate steps with the highest activation energy and your
      habits will be easier to accomplish.

      

      And that’s the chemistry of building better habits.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Lying to Ourselves: A Call for Self-Awareness

      
      It was September of 1816 and two Parisian boys were playing in
      the courtyard of the Louvre, the famous museum in Paris.

      On the other side of the courtyard, a physician named René
      Laennec began to quicken his pace as he walked along in the morning
      sun. There was a woman with heart disease waiting for him at the
      hospital and Laennec was late.

      As Laennec crossed the courtyard, he looked toward the two boys.
      One of them was tapping the end of a long wooden plank with a pin.
      On the other end, his playmate was crouched down with his ear
      pressed against the edge of the plank.

      Laennec was immediately struck with a thought. “I recalled a
      well-known acoustic phenomenon,” he would later write. “If you
      place your ear against one end of a wood beam the scratch of a pin
      at the other end is distinctly audible. It occurred to me that this
      physical property might serve a useful purpose in the case I was
      dealing with.”

      

      When Laennec arrived at the hospital later that morning, he
      immediately asked for a piece of paper. He rolled it up and placed
      the tube against his patient’s chest. He was stunned by what he
      heard next. “I was surprised and elated to be able to hear the
      beating of her heart with far greater clearness than I ever had
      with direct application of my ear,” he said.

      René Laennec had just invented the stethoscope.

      Laennec quickly upgraded from his piece of paper and, after
      experimenting with various sizes, he began using a hollow wood tube
      about 3.5 centimeters in diameter and 25 centimeters long.

      [image: Rene Laennec stethoscope design (A Call for Self-Awareness)]
      Laennec’s simple invention instantly changed the field of
      medicine.

      For the first time in history, physicians had a safe, unbiased
      way to understand what was going on inside a patient’s body. They
      didn’t have to rely solely on what the patient said or how the
      patient described their condition. Now, they could track and
      measure things for themselves. The stethoscope was like a window
      that allowed a doctor to view what was actually happening and then
      compare their findings to the symptoms, outcomes, and autopsies of
      patients.

      And that brings us to the main point of this story.

      The Lies We Tell Ourselves

      We often lie to ourselves about the progress we are making on
      important goals.

      For example:

      
      	If we want to lose weight, we might claim that we’re eating
      healthy, but in reality our eating habits haven’t changed very
      much.

      	If we want to be more creative, we might say that we’re trying
      to write more, but in reality we aren’t holding ourselves to a
      rigid publishing schedule.

      	If we want to learn a new language, we might say that we have
      been consistent with our practice even though we skipped last night
      to watch television.

      

      We use lukewarm phrases like, “I’m doing well with the time I
      have available.” Or, “I’ve been trying really hard recently.”
      Rarely do these statements include any type of hard measurement.
      They are usually just soft excuses that make us feel better about
      having a goal that we haven’t made much real progress toward. (I
      know because I’ve been guilty of saying many of these things
      myself.)

      Why do these little lies matter?

      Because they are preventing us from self-awareness. Emotions and
      feelings are important and they have a place, but when we use
      feel-good statements to track our progress in life, we end up lying
      to ourselves about what we’re actually doing.

      When the stethoscope came along it provided a tool for
      physicians to get an independent diagnosis of what was going on
      inside the patient. We can also use tools to get a independent
      diagnosis of what is going on inside our own lives.

      Tools for Improving Self-Awareness

      If you’re serious about getting better at something, then one of
      the first steps is to know—in black-and-white terms—where you
      stand. You need self-awareness before you can achieve
      self-improvement.

      Here are some tools I use to make myself more self-aware:

      Workout
      Journal – For the past 5 years or so, I have used my
      workout journal to record each workout I do. While it can be
      interesting to leaf back through old workouts and see the progress
      I’ve made, I have found this method to be most useful on a weekly
      basis. When I go to the gym next week, I will look at the weights I
      lifted the week before and try to make a small increase. It’s so
      simple, but the workout journal helps me avoid wasting time in the
      gym, wandering around, and just “doing some stuff.” With this basic
      tracking, I can make focused improvements each week.

      My Annual
      Reviews and Integrity Reports –
      At the end of each year, I conduct my Annual Review where I
      summarize the progress I’ve made in business, health, travel, and
      other areas. I also take time each spring to do an Integrity Report
      where I challenge myself to provide proof of how I am living by my
      core values. These two practices give me a chance to track and
      measure the “softer” areas of my life. It can be difficult to know
      for certain if you’re doing a better job of living by your values,
      but these reports at least force me to track these issues on a
      consistent basis.

      RescueTime –
      I use RescueTime to track how I spend my working hours each week.
      For a long time, I just assumed that I was fairly productive. When
      I actually tracked my output, however, I’ve uncovered some
      interesting insights. For example, I currently spend about 60
      percent of my time each week on productive tasks. This past month,
      I spent 9 percent of my working time on social media sites. If you
      would have asked me to estimate those two numbers before using
      RescueTime, I’m certain I would have been way off. Now, I actually
      have a clear idea of how I spend my time and because I know where I
      truly stand, I can start to make calculated and measured
      improvements.

      A Call for Self-Awareness

      If you aren’t aware of what you’re actually doing, then it is
      very hard to change your life with any degree of consistency.
      Trying to build better habits without self-awareness is like firing
      arrows into the night. You can’t expect to hit the bullseye if
      you’re not sure where the target is located.

      Furthermore, I have discovered very few people who naturally do
      the right thing without ever measuring their behavior. For example,
      I know a handful of people who maintain six-pack abs without
      worrying too much about what they eat. However, every single one of
      them weighed and measured their food at some point. After months of
      counting calories and measuring their meals, they developed the
      abilityto judge their meals appropriately.

      In other words, measurement brought their levels of
      self-awareness in line with reality. You can wing it after
      you measure it. Once you’re aware of what’s actually going on, you
      can make accurate decisions based on “gut-feel” because your gut is
      based on something accurate.

      In short, start by
      measuring something.

      

    

  
    

    
      If Nothing Changes, Nothing Is Going to Change

      
      If you have ever taken a few weeks off from exercise and then
      completed a strenuous workout, you may know what I’m about to
      say.

      

      That first workout back from a long break can be tough, but it’s
      usually the soreness that follows a few days later that is really
      brutal. For example, if you do a squat workout after a few weeks
      off, it can hurt to simply sit in a chair or climb the stairs later
      that week.

      One of the quickest ways to resolve this soreness is very
      counterintuitive:

      Squat again.

      If I’m feeling sore a few days after a squat workout, then doing
      some light reps is often the quickest way to recover from the
      soreness. I’ll usually opt for three sets of ten bodyweight squats.
      The first few are uncomfortable, but then my muscles limber up and
      I feel significantly better by the end of it.

      How could this be? If squatting caused the pain, then why would
      more squatting resolve it? It’s sort of like saying, “I spent too
      much money, so my solution is to spend a little more money.”

      On the surface, this makes little sense. But, as you may expect,
      there is something deeper going on here. It’s called the Repeated
      Bout Effect and it applies to much more than just exercise.

      The Repeated Bout Effect

      Here’s the Repeated Bout Effect in plain language:

      
      The more you repeat a behavior, the less it impacts you because
      you become accustomed to it.

      

      The Repeated Bout Effect comes from exercise science research,
      so let’s return to our previous squat example.

      When you perform a new squat workout your body will experience a
      new stimulus that stresses your muscles and, eventually, results in
      muscle soreness. However, the way you respond to this new stimulus
      is not constant. Researchers have found that “a repeated bout
      results in reduced symptoms.” Generally speaking, the more
      consistently you squat, the less soreness you will experience.

      This is what is known as the Repeated Bout Effect. Your body’s
      response to a stimulus decreases with each repeated bout.

      There are hundreds of research studies confirming the Repeated
      Bout Effect. The exact mechanism by which it occurs isn’t totally
      understood, but the fact that it does occur has been
      well-established.

      The Repeated Bout Effect in Your Life

      The Repeated Bout Effect tells us that the more we do something,
      the less of an impact it makes on us. There are many ways to think
      about this effect throughout life.

      
      	When you haven’t done much strength training, doing thirty
      pushups will make you stronger. After a few months of that,
      however, an extra thirty pushups isn’t really building new
      muscle.

      	When you drink coffee for the first time, you will notice an
      immediate caffeine spike. After years of consumption, however, one
      cup of coffee seems to make less of a difference.

      	When you start eating smaller portions, you’ll lose weight.
      After the first ten or fifteen pounds fall off, however, your
      smaller portion slowly becomes your normal portion and weight loss
      stalls.

      	Making ten sales calls on your first day in business may lead
      to a big jump in overall revenue. Making ten sales calls for the
      300th day in a row, however, is unlikely to have a large impact on
      overall revenue.

      

      These examples make sense when you see them neatly lined up in
      an article, but out in the real world we often curse ourselves for
      a lack of progress.

      Let’s say you want to lose weight and you
      weren’t working out previously. You start running twice per week
      and pretty soon you’ve lost ten pounds. At some point, the Repeated
      Bout Effect kicks in, your body adapts, and the weight loss slows.
      Suddenly, you’re still running twice per week but the scale is no
      longer moving.

      It can be very easy to interpret these diminishing results as
      some kind of failure.

      
      	“This always happens. I make a little bit of progress and then
      I hit a plateau.”

      	“Ugh, I’m working out every week and nothing is
      happening.”

      	“I’ve tried it all. Exercise doesn’t work for me.”

      

      Except, it did work. In fact, your initial exercise worked
      exactly as it was supposed to because it delivered a new result and
      then your body adapted and became better. Now, your body has a new
      baseline and if you want to achieve a higher level of success, then
      you need to add something new to the mix.

      3 Lessons On Improvement

      The Repeated Bout Effect can teach us three lessons on
      improvement.

      First, doing a light amount of work is a great
      way to reduce the pain of difficult sessions. Imagine that you do
      an easy 1-minute pushup workout on Monday and a difficult 10-minute
      pushup session on Friday. The Repeated Bout Effect says that your
      soreness after Friday’s workout will be reduced simply because you
      did an easy session earlier in the week. Easy work can make a
      difference.

      Second, the amount of work that you need to do
      to reach your maximum level of output is higher than what you are
      doing now. Unless you are already performing at 100 percent of your
      potential, you have room to grow. And the Repeated Bout Effect
      tells us that you have probably adapted to all of the normal
      stimuli in your life. If you want to reach a new level of success
      then you need to put in a new level of work. This does not mean you
      should start by doing as much work as possible, but it does mean
      that when you start small you can’t expect one small change to work
      forever. You have to continually graduate to the next level.

      Third, deliberate
      practice is critical to long-term success. Doing the same type
      of work over and over again is a strange form of laziness. You
      can’t go to the gym, run the same three miles each week, and expect
      to enjoy ever-improving results. After a few months of repetitive
      workouts, you’ve seen all the results that three-mile runs can
      deliver and your body has adapted to that stimulus. This is why
      deliberately
      practicing new skills that you can master in one to three
      practice sessions is important for long-term improvement. Making
      deliberate practice a habit can help you avoid carelessly
      practicing things that no longer deliver any benefit.

      The key takeaway here is that things will work for a little
      while and then we will get used to them.

      As Marshall Goldsmith says in his
      best-selling book, “What got you here won’t get you there.”
      Doing the same thing over and over again, even if it worked for a
      long time, will eventually lead to a plateau. If nothing changes,
      nothing is going to change.

      

    

  
    

    
      Olympic Medalist Dick Fosbury and the Power of Being
      Unconventional

      
      Dick Fosbury took a moment to meditate as 80,000 people looked
      down at him from their seats in Mexico City’s Olympic stadium. The
      fans at the 1968 Olympic Games didn’t know it at the time, but they
      were about to witness not only the setting of an Olympic record,
      but the complete revolution of a sport.

      Just three or four years earlier, nobody in the world of
      athletics had even heard the name Dick Fosbury. As a long and lean
      teenager from Oregon, Fosbury was just another kid interested in
      track and field. He wanted to compete in the high jump, but he had
      failed to clear the height required to participate in a high school
      track meet during his sophomore year. Shortly after, Fosbury had a
      stroke of genius.

      

      You see, the high jump is a simple event. The athletes jump over a
      bar and whoever jumps the highest wins the event. Usually, each
      athlete will toss their body over the bar and crash onto a padded
      landing pit on the other side. Like most schools in the 1960s, the
      landing pit at Fosbury’s high school was made of wood chips and
      sawdust. Before his junior year, however, Fosbury’s high school
      became one of the first to install a foam landing pit and that gave
      him a crazy idea.

      What if, instead of jumping the conventional way with his face
      toward the bar, Dick Fosbury turned his body, arched his back, and
      went over the bar backwards while landing on his neck and
      shoulders?

      The “Fosbury Flop”

      Fosbury’s new style was criticized at first. One local newspaper
      said that he looked like “a fish flopping in a boat” while another
      called him the “World’s Laziest High Jumper” and ran a photo of him
      sliding over the bar backwards.

      By 1968, however, Dick Fosbury was the only one laughing as he
      used the unconventional technique to win the NCAA championship and
      qualify for the Olympic Games in Mexico City. By the time the games
      were finished, Fosbury not only set a new Olympic record by jumping
      2.24 meters (7.35 feet), but also changed the entire philosophy of
      the sport. Within 10 years his technique became the de facto
      standard for high jumpers everywhere. Nearly every gold medal
      winner and major record holder in the last 35 years has used the
      “Fosbury Flop.”
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      Different Environment, Same Approach

      Fosbury’s story offers two lessons that extend far beyond the
      world of high jumping.

      First, his success came during a period when the environment of
      the sport had changed, but everyone was still following old
      patterns of behavior. Even though the switch to foam landing pits
      allowed athletes to experiment with a wider range of jumping
      techniques, everyone continued to do the same old thing until
      Fosbury came along.

      This is exactly why you see startups completely disrupt
      established industries. Take the transportation company Uber, for example. Taxis were the
      standard way to get around town for decades. At some point, mobile
      phones and constant internet access became the norm in our daily
      lives, but everyone continued to flag down taxis and pay for them
      the old-fashioned way. The environment had changed, but the
      behavior stayed the same.

      Then one day Uber came along and said, “Use your phone to
      request a car, we’ll pick you up wherever you are at, and you can
      easily pay through your phone.” Today, Uber is the biggest taxi
      company in the world. (By the way, if you’re new to Uber you can
      get your first ride free by using this link.)

      This is lesson one: When the environment around a task changes,
      a new and better way to do things is usually possible.

      Right Approach, Wrong Environment

      The second lesson that Fosbury’s story reveals is that even
      great strategies require appropriate environments.

      About three years before the Fosbury Flop began its rise to
      fame, there was high jumper named Bruce Quande from a little high
      school in Montana who was experimenting with a backwards jump
      technique.

      Why has no one ever heard of Bruce Quande? Because he stopped
      competing in the high jump shortly after trying his new technique.
      Maybe he lost interest. Maybe his school didn’t have the right
      landing surface. The only reason we know he tried is because
      someone discovered an old photo of him going over a bar backwards
      50 years after it happened.

      There is no debate that Fosbury’s technique is the best approach
      to the high jump. It immediately out-performed every other method
      and it has been the standard in modern high jumping for decades
      now. But even though Bruce Quande had the right idea, he didn’t
      have the right environment to turn that idea into a success.

      Good ideas are like seeds. Plant them in fertile soil with the
      sun and water they need and a little idea can explode with growth.
      Toss them on rocky ground and even the best strategies will
      struggle to take root. Environment
      matters. If your methods are constantly fighting your
      surroundings, then progress is difficult.

      That is lesson two: You can’t expect a great strategy to work
      well in the wrong environment.

      Find Your Own Fosbury Flop

      I’m a big believer in the power of personal
      science. Simply put, you have to be willing to experiment with
      new ideas if you’re serious about discovering what works best for
      you.

      Dick Fosbury found success because his sport had switched the
      landing material and he was willing to experiment with a new
      jumping style. Let’s consider some common situations where
      experimenting with new approaches would serve us well.

      For example:

      
      	A smart high school student gets good grades without studying.
      When they go to college, however, the environment changes and the
      workload increases. To find success in the new environment, they
      need to change their study techniques.

      	An athlete stops playing sports, but continues eating as if
      they are still training each day. If they want to avoid gaining
      weight, they need to adjust their eating habits to match their new
      lifestyle. The situation has changed, so they need a new
      approach.

      	A busy parent takes a new job with a longer commute. They try
      to squeeze in their workout routine just like before, but they end
      up feeling rushed and drained. The environment has changed and they
      need to find a new method to keep exercise part of their life.

      

      We all face changing environments at work, at home, and in our
      relationships. The key is to be aware of when the landing material
      changes, so that we can experiment with new jumping styles and
      discover what works best.

      

    

  
    

    
      What Happens When You Believe You're Taking Steroids

      
      Fifteen athletes were scattered around the room. Everyone was
      looking at Gideon Ariel.

      “We’re going to give you steroids,” he lied.

      It was 1972 and Ariel was conducting a study on athletic
      performance with his research partner William Saville. On this
      particular day, the two men were offering the athletes an
      interesting proposition.

      Ariel explained that the study would last for 11 weeks. The
      athletes would lift weights for the first 7 weeks and those who
      made the most improvement during that period would be rewarded with
      Dianabol, an anabolic steroid, for the final 4 weeks of
      training.

      What the athletes didn’t know was that the researchers were
      lying to them. After the initial 7-week training period, the
      scientists randomly selected six athletes as the winners. However,
      despite being told they were getting real steroids, the athletes
      actually received placebo pills.

      What happened next surprised everyone.

      

      Four weeks later, when the researchers conducted the final test,
      the athletes set all-time personal records in every exercise
      tested. Before the placebo pills, the lifters added an average of
      5.8 lbs (2.6 kg) to their squat during the first 7 weeks of
      training. After they believed they were taking steroids, they added
      an average of 41.8 lbs (18.9 kg) in just 4 more weeks of training.
      That’s a 7x increase in nearly half the time.

      The same scene played out in nearly every exercise. During the
      first 7 weeks of training, the lifters increased their bench press
      by about 10 lbs (4.5 kg) on average. After 4 weeks of receiving
      placebo pills that they believed to be steroids, the athletes added
      an average of 29.3 lbs (13.3 kg) to their bench press numbers. On
      military press, they increased by an average of 1.6 lbs (0.7 kg)
      during the initial 7-week period, but added an average of 16.7 lbs
      (7.6 kg) during the 4 weeks on placebo pills.

      The evidence was clear. Every athlete got stronger simply
      because they believed they were on steroids. They expected to
      improve and so they did.

      The Placebo Effect

      The placebo effect (or placebo response) occurs when a fake
      treatment improves a person’s condition simply because the person
      has the expectation that it will be helpful.

      For example, imagine a hypothetical weight loss study that
      divides participants into two groups.

      
      	Group A is told they are taking a weight loss pill, but
      actually receives a sugar pill as a placebo.

      	Group B is told they are taking a weight loss pill and actually
      receives one.

      

      If Group A loses weight, then they are said to have experienced
      the placebo effect (they lost weight simply because they expected
      to lose weight). If Group B loses the same amount of weight as
      Group A, then the weight loss pill is deemed ineffective because it
      didn’t work any better than the placebo.

      The placebo effect often gets a negative connotation because if
      a new drug doesn’t work better than a placebo, then it doesn’t
      work. So, we tend to associate the placebo effect with things that
      don’t work. This mindset can be useful for testing new drugs, but
      it tends to hide an important message:

      Placebo improvements are still real improvements. Those weren’t
      real steroids the athletes were given, but those were real gains
      that they made in the gym. Whether they lifted bigger weights
      because they actually took steroids or because they merely believed
      they took steroids, either way they lifted bigger weights.

      If you believe something works, then it probably works. But not
      always for the reasons you thought.

      If You Think It Works, It Works

      When we believe a particular strategy works, we find ways to
      make it work. The power of the placebo effect—and, more generally,
      having the expectation of success—is that it pulls your mind into a
      focused state where you actively seek out all of the reasons you
      will succeed.

      We all have a default level of performance. Most of our days are
      spent grinding away at an average speed. But I am
      convinced that there is more inside of us—not just a little bit
      more, but much, much more.

      Imagine the results you can enjoy if you can just get your body,
      your mind, and your heart all rowing in the same direction. Imagine
      what kind of performance is waiting inside of you, if you can just
      find the courage and conviction to believe in it.

      How can we make ourselves feel this way? How can we convince
      ourselves to believe that we are capable of more?

      Honestly, I’m not sure. Properly balancing your psychology and
      your performance is a tricky thing to do. However, the placebo
      effect makes one thing very clear: you have untapped potential
      inside of you and it is just waiting to come out.

      

    

  
    

    
      Two Harvard Professors Reveal One Reason Our Brains Love to
      Procrastinate

      
      Sometime around 2006, two Harvard professors began to study why
      we procrastinate. Why do we avoid doing the things we know we
      should do, even when it’s clear that they are good for us?

      To answer this question, the two professors — Todd Rogers and
      Max Bazerman — conducted 
      a study where participants were asked whether they would agree
      to enroll in a savings plan that automatically placed two percent
      of their paycheck in a savings account.

      Nearly every participant agreed that saving money was a good
      idea, but their behavior said otherwise:

      
      	One version of the question asked participants to enroll in the
      savings plan as soon as possible. In this scenario, only 30 percent
      of people said they would agree to enroll in the plan.

      	In another version of the question, participants were asked to
      enroll in a savings plan in the distant future (like a year from
      today). In this scenario, 77 percent of people said they would
      agree to enroll in the plan.

      

      Why did the timeline alter their responses so much?

      As it turns out, this little experiment can tell us a lot about
      why we procrastinate on behaviors that we know we should do.
      

      Why We Procrastinate: Present You vs. Future
      You

      We have a tendency to care too much about our present selves and
      not enough about our future selves. We like to enjoy immediate
      benefits in the present, especially if the costs of our choices
      don’t become apparent until far in the future.

      For example:

      
      	The payoff of eating a donut is immediate (sugar!) and the cost
      of skipping workouts won’t show up until you’ve skipped for
      months.

      	The payoff of spending money today is immediate (new iPhone!)
      and the cost of forgetting to save for retirement won’t show up
      until you’re years behind.

      	The payoff of unhindered fossil fuel usage is immediate (more
      energy! more heat! more electricity!) and the cost of climate
      change won’t reveal itself until decades of damage have been
      done.

      

      However, when we consider these problems in the distant future,
      our choices usually change. In one year, would you rather be
      overweight and eating donuts or healthy and exercising
      consistently? In the long-run the choice is easy, but when it comes
      time to make the choice today, in this very moment, we discount the
      long-term costs and overvalue the immediate benefits of
      unproductive behaviors.

      Behavioral economists refer to this concept “time inconsistency”
      because when we think about the future we want to make choices that
      lead to long-term benefits (“Yes, I’ll save more!”), but when we
      think about today, we want to make choices that lead to short-term
      benefits (“I’ll spend it right now.”).

      I like to call this the Present You vs. Future You problem.
      Future You knows you should do things that lead to the highest
      benefit in the long-term, but Present You tends to overvalue things
      that lead to immediate benefit right now.

      Alright, so we know why we procrastinate. What can we do about
      all of this?

      The Answer to Inconsistency

      If you want to beat procrastination and make better long-term
      choices, then you have to find a way to make your present self act
      in the best interest of your future self.

      You have three primary options:

      
      	Make the rewards of long-term behavior more immediate.

      	Make the costs of procrastination more immediate.

      	Remove procrastination triggers from your environment.

      

      Let’s break down each one.

      1. Make the rewards of long-term behavior more
      immediate. The reason why we procrastinate is because our
      mind wants an immediate benefit. If you can find a way to make the
      benefits of good long-term choices more immediate, then it becomes
      easier to avoid procrastination. One way to do this is to simply
      imagine the benefits your future self will enjoy. Visualize what
      your life will be like if you lose those 30 pounds. Think about why
      saving money now is important to your future. Pull the future
      payoff into the present moment in your mind’s eye.

      2. Make the costs of procrastination more
      immediate. There are many ways to force you to pay the
      costs of procrastination sooner rather than later. For example, if
      you are exercising alone, skipping your workout next week won’t
      impact your life much at all. Your health won’t deteriorate
      immediately because you missed that one workout. The cost of
      procrastinating on exercise only becomes painful after weeks and
      months of lazy behavior. However, if you pre-commit to working out
      with a friend at 7 a.m. next Monday, then the cost of skipping your
      workout becomes more immediate. Miss this one workout and you look
      like a jerk.

      Here are some other ways to make procrastination more
      costly:

      
      	Set a public
      deadline for your behavior. (“I am going to publish a new
      article every Monday.”)

      	Place an expensive bet on your behavior. (“For each workout I
      miss, I will pay my friend $50.)

      	Make a physical consequence for your behavior. (“For each dish
      I leave unwashed in the sink, I have to do 25 pushups.”)

      

      3. Remove procrastination triggers from your
      environment. The most powerful way to change your behavior
      is to change your environment. It doesn’t take much guesswork to
      figure out why this is true. In a normal situation, you might
      choose to eat a cookie rather than eat vegetables. What if the
      cookie wasn’t there to begin with? It is much easier to make the
      right choice if you’re surrounded by better choices. Remove the
      distractions from your environment and create a space with better
      choice
      architecture.

      Want to take it a step further? You can add triggers to your
      environment that prompt the good behaviors. Check out the Paper Clip Strategy as an
      example.

      The Way Forward

      
      “We’ll increasingly be defined by what we say no to.”

      -Paul Graham

      

      Each day, we are faced with hundreds of tiny decisions. The
      option to either take the easy way out and jump at instant
      gratification or to say no to temptation and commit to a long-term
      behavior.

      These daily choices end up defining our reality. It is
      increasingly the distractions we avoid that define our capacity for
      success.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Fall in Love With Boredom and Unlock Your Mental
      Toughness

      
      Mastery is never an accident. You can win the lottery and become
      rich overnight, but no one has ever mastered their craft by chance.
      Whether we are talking about athletes, artists, or academics, the
      story is the same. If you want to fulfill your potential then you
      must practice
      a specific skill for a long time with remarkable
      consistency.

      Somehow, top performers in any craft figure out a way to
      fall in love with
      boredom, put in
      their reps, and do the work.

      Of course, whenever “experts” share stories about successful
      people they often leave out a key ingredient of the story. How,
      exactly, do top performers fall in love with boredom? Perhaps more
      important, how can you fall in love with boredom when you’re trying
      to build a habit that
      you know you should do, but you don’t really want
      to do.

      Let me share two strategies that work for me.

      How to Fall in Love With Boredom

      First, there is very little hope for falling in love with a
      habit that you truly hate. I don’t know anyone who legitimately
      dislikes an activity and somehow falls in love with doing it. It
      doesn’t add up. It’s very difficult to hate something and be in
      love with it at the same time. (Your ex doesn’t count.)

      Let’s say you dislike working out, but you know it’s good for
      you. If you want to fall in love with the
      boredom of going to the gym, then you have two options.

      Option 1: Increase your proficiency at the
      task.

      Even tasks that you are good at will feel monotonous some days,
      so imagine the uphill battle you’re fighting if you are constantly
      trying to do something that you don’t feel skilled at. The
      solution? Learn the basic fundamentals of your task and celebrate
      the small wins and improvements you make. With our workout example,
      let’s say you purchase Starting
      Strength and learn how to do a proper deadlift or bench press.
      Practicing these new skills in the gym can be fun and making tiny
      improvements each week builds momentum. It’s much easier to fall in
      love with doing something over and over again if you can look
      forward to making progress.

      Option 2: Fall in love with a result of the task rather
      than the task itself.

      Let’s be real: there are some things that we should do that are
      always going to be a hassle. Running sprints might be an example.
      Very few people look forward to setting their lungs on fire.

      I find that I have more success in situations like these when I
      shift my focus away from the actual task and toward a result.
      Sometimes this is a direct result of the habit I’m trying to
      perform. Other times, it’s a result that I invent. For example, you
      can make a game out of not missing workouts even if you don’t enjoy
      the workout itself. Let’s say you have done two sprint workouts in
      a row. Your goal is to fall in love with becoming the type of
      person who doesn’t miss workouts. You’re not worried about how
      you perform. You’re not worried about if you’re getting faster.
      You’re not worried about getting six-pack abs or any other type of
      result. For the most part, you’re not even thinking about the
      workout. Instead, you’re simply focused on keeping your workout
      streak alive.

      This is basically the Seinfeld
      Strategy applied to exercise. Your only goal is to “not break
      the chain.” By shifting your focus away from the activity you
      dislike, you’re giving yourself an opportunity to fall in love with
      the boredom of sticking to the streak (something you do enjoy).

      The Power of Patience

      I was speaking with a friend at the gym recently. He had decided
      to change his weightlifting routine despite making good progress
      with his old program. I asked him why. He made a few excuses before
      eventually saying, “Basically, I got bored.”

      It has taken me years to learn this lesson myself, but I’m
      starting to believe that a beautiful blend of patience and
      consistency is the ultimate competitive advantage. Success is often
      found by practicing the fundamentals that everyone knows they
      should be doing, but they find too boring or basic to practice
      routinely.

      It’s like making
      120 sales calls per day. There’s nothing sexy about it, but it
      works. You don’t need to reinvent the fundamentals. You need to
      commit to them. Do more of what
      already works.

      

    

  
    

    
      Inside the Mind of a Mad Scientist

      
      For decades the world’s greatest doctors and researchers had
      believed that stomach ulcers and, eventually, stomach cancers were
      caused by stress, spicy foods, and too much acid in the
      stomach.

      Barry Marshall wasn’t buying it. Marshall was an Australian
      physician and microbiology researcher and he believed that stomach
      ulcers were not merely the byproduct of a hectic life or an overly
      spicy dinner. Instead, he believed ulcers were caused by bacteria.
      More specifically, Marshall believed ulcers were caused by
      Helicobacter pylori.

      There was, however, a problem with this theory:

      

      Marshall and his lab partner were pretty much the only people who
      bought into the crazy idea. Despite his belief, Marshall had been
      unable to prove the link between bacteria and ulcers in his lab
      experiments on pigs and now his grant money was running out.
      Meanwhile, thousands of people continued to die from stomach cancer
      each year.

      The Mad Scientist

      Fed up with the situation, Marshall decided to take matters into
      his own hands and conduct a personal science experiment of the
      boldest kind.

      In July of 1984, Marshall held a beaker of cloudy, brown liquid
      that was swimming with Helicobacter pylori and prepared to
      take a swallow. He “drank it down in one gulp then fasted for the
      rest of the day.”

      
      In the words of physician Siddhartha Mukherjee, Marshall had
      “swallowed a carcinogen to create a precancerous state in his own
      stomach.”

      

      Three days later, Marshall started feeling nauseous. On Day 5,
      he began to vomit and continued doing so for three days straight.
      All the while, his colleague took samples of the bacteria in
      Marshall’s stomach lining and recorded the physiological changes as
      Marshall began to develop a severe episode of gastritis in his
      stomach. After two weeks of self-induced hell, Marshall had the
      proof he needed and began taking antibiotics.

      Luckily, he made a full recovery. Within a month, Marshall and
      his colleagues had submitted his experiment and results to the
      Medical Journal of Australia for publication. Not only had
      they proven that Helicobacter pylori was the cause of
      stomach ulcers, they had also revealed an important precursor to
      stomach cancer. Marshall and his lab partner, Robin Warren,
      received the 2005 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for their
      efforts.
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      The Power of Personal Science

      Barry Marshall is a real life mad scientist. He drank a
      cancerous cocktail in hopes of discovering a scientific truth. His
      story is one of many mentioned in the fantastic book, The
      Emperor of All Maladies (audiobook).

      Marshall is an extreme case of what my friend Josh Kaufman calls “personal
      science.”

      Personal science refers to the idea of executing small
      experiments on your own with the intention of discovering new ways
      to solve problems and get results in your life. While typical
      studies are conducted on a large scale and published in academic
      journals, personal science experiments involve a single patient
      (you) and are focused on delivering highly practical and useful
      pieces of information.

      Marshall used personal science to further his career goals,
      whereas you and I may use personal science to build a new health
      habit or improve our performance at work. The goal of these
      mini-experiments is to discover what gets you real-world results.
      As a writer and researcher who tries to blend science-based ideas
      with practical insights, I believe this philosophy of
      self-experimentation is incredibly important.

      Why?

      Because no matter how much science and theory you understand,
      you can never get a result in your own life unless you have the
      courage to take action.

      Unleashing Your Inner Mad Scientist

      Personal science isn’t an excuse to do something reckless. I
      don’t, for example, recommend drinking a test tube of precancerous
      bacteria. I do, however, believe that executing your own
      experiments and having a willingness to try things that will make
      your life better.

      Here are a few reasons why:

      Personal science forces you to move past
      planning. If you want to accelerate your learning, develop
      new skills, and get useful results, then you must try things. So
      often we wait to take action because we believe we need to read or
      research more. What if, as an alternative, we spent less time
      trying to find the best strategy and more time testing the
      strategies we already have? It can be easy to forget that practice is often
      the most powerful form of learning.

      Personal science is low risk. Unlike Marshall’s
      crazy cancer slushie, nearly any experiment you or I will conduct
      is typically low risk. Rarely, do we face life-or-death,
      cancer-in-the-stomach type of risks. Usually, the barriers to our
      progress are discomfort, uncertainty, inconvenience, and the fear
      of criticism. Personal science forces use to move past these
      emotional hurdles and see them for what they really are: limiting
      beliefs.

      Here are some examples:

      
      	Wish you would finally write your book? Experiment
      with cutting out an activity you enjoy to make time for this
      important goal. What is the potential risk? Are you really worried
      that you’ll miss this season of your favorite TV show?

      	Trying to eat healthier? Create a bright-line rule and
      experiment with eating one vegetable per day, no matter what. What
      is the potential risk? That you’ll have a long day and have to make
      a batch of asparagus at 10 p.m.?

      	Want to be an early riser? Experiment with waking up
      at 5 a.m. this week. What is the potential risk? That you’ll feel
      tired for a week?

      

      Personal science teaches you the key to true problem
      solving. We often read books and rely on research studies
      for the answers to our problems. Knowing where to get information
      is a useful skill, but the key to good problem solving is not to
      have someone else do the work for you. The key to good problem
      solving is a willingness to try things, experiment thoughtfully,
      and do the work.

      Step Into the Arena

      We all live our lives in different laboratories. Your corner of
      the world—filled with your experiences, your biology, your
      environment, your friends, your beliefs—is a different petri dish
      than mine. There are plenty of fundamentals that apply to all petri
      dishes, but no matter where you find yourself, you have to be
      willing to experiment if you want to get a result.

      Let your mad scientist out every now and then. Step into the
      arena and put yourself through the fire. The only truth is what
      works for you.

      

    

  
    

    
      You’re Not Ready for Marriage

      
      Sometime in 2014, two famous men walked into a recording studio.
      They were working on a rap album, but at this particular moment
      they were talking about marriage.

      

      The first man was someone you would expect to be working on a rap
      album. His real name was Olubowale Akintimehin, but he is better
      known as the hip-hop artist Wale (pronounced WAH-lay). The second
      man was someone you would never expect to be working on a rap
      album, the popular comedian Jerry Seinfeld.

      Wale was partnering with Seinfeld for his fourth album, The
      Album About Nothing. During this particular session, he
      brought Seinfeld into the studio to ask him questions, record their
      conversation, and hopefully grab a few soundbites for the
      album.

      While working on a track called The Matrimony, Wale
      questioned Seinfeld about his thoughts on marriage. At first,
      Seinfeld talked about what it felt like to get engaged. He
      explained the combination of excitement and nervousness and
      helplessness that made engagement feel like being strapped into a
      rollercoaster headed to the top of the hill where the marriage
      awaits.

      Wale paused for a moment, looked at Seinfeld, and said, “So,
      even if you make plans you never think you’re really ready for
      marriage?”

      “No,” Seinfeld said. “It’s like any growth. You can’t be ready
      for it because it’s growth. It’s going to be new. You’re going to
      have a new life. You’re going to be a new person.”

      I like Seinfeld’s definition of growth. You’re not ready for
      marriage. You’re not ready to start a business. You’re not ready to
      move to a new city. You’re not ready for growth … and that’s
      exactly why it will make you grow. 
      Start before you feel ready.

      By definition, growth must be something that makes you feel
      unprepared and uncertain. If it was comfortable and easy, it
      wouldn’t be growth. It would be normal. It would be standard. It
      would be who you already are.

      [image: Jerry Seinfeld during the recording of The Album About Nothing. (You're Not Ready for Marriage)]
      There will never be a perfect time to do something that
      stretches you. That’s true whether you are starting a marriage,
      having your first child, changing careers, or wrestling with any
      number of challenging goals. That’s not a license to be reckless
      and never think things through, but at some point you have to
      embrace the uncertainty because it is the only path forward.

      You can’t be ready for true growth. That’s why it’s growth. All
      you can do is step into it with everything you’ve got.

      

    

  
    

    
      The 2 Types of Growth: Which One of These Growth Curves Are You
      Following?

      
      We often assume that life works in a linear fashion.

      People will say, “You get out of life what you put into
      it.” The basic idea is that for each unit of effort you put
      into a given task, you get some unit of return. For example, if you
      make $25 per hour and you work for two hours, then you’ll make $50.
      If you work for 4 hours, you’ll make $100. Put more in. Get more
      out.

      There is just one problem. Most of life doesn’t actually follow
      this linear pattern. Don’t get me wrong, hard work is essential.
      However, if you expect your life to follow a linear trajectory,
      then you may find yourself feeling frustrated and confused.

      Instead, most areas of life follow two different types of
      growth. This is something I learned from my friend Scott
      Young. Let’s talk about these two patterns now.

      Which one of these growth curves are you following?

      

      Type 1: Logarithmic Growth Curve

      The first type of growth curve is logarithmic.

      Logarithmic growth curves increase quickly in the beginning, but
      the gains decrease and become more difficult as time goes on.
      Generally speaking, logarithmic growth looks something like
      this:

      [image: Logarithmic growth curve]

      There are many examples of logarithmic growth in daily life.

      
      	Fitness and Strength Training: The “beginner
      gains” come quickly at first, but then it becomes more difficult to
      get stronger each week.

      	Literacy: Children and young students make
      massive leaps as they learn how to read. Meanwhile, college
      students and well-educated adults have to put in a focused effort
      to expand their vocabulary beyond commonly used words.

      	Language proficiency: Learning how to speak
      even a rudimentary level of a new language opens up a whole new
      world. However, there are only meager gains left for fluent
      speakers to discover.

      	Weight Loss: It may be relatively easy to shed
      five pounds within a week or two, but then the progress slows. Each
      successive pound of fat loss is more stubborn than the last.

      	Musical skill: Improvements come quickly for a
      novice guitar player. Improvements come very slowly for a concert
      pianist.

      

      There are thousands of other examples. In fact, most skills
      (writing, programming skills, juggling, running, etc.) fall into
      the logarithmic growth category.

      Type 2: Exponential Growth Curve

      The second type of growth is exponential.

      Exponential growth curves increase slowly in the beginning, but
      the gains increase rapidly and become easier as time goes on.
      Generally speaking, exponential growth looks something like
      this:

      [image: Exponential growth curve]

      You will also find exponential growth opportunities in daily
      life (although I think they are less prevalent).

      
      	Investments and wealth: Thanks to the power of
      compound interest, your retirement savings start out as a small
      treasure in the early years, but balloon in size during the final
      decade or two of savings.

      	Email subscribers and website traffic: New
      websites receive just a trickle of traffic here and there, but as
      the weeks and months roll on those trickles can build into a raging
      river of visitors and subscribers.

      	Entrepreneurship and business growth: The
      assets that you build for your business stack on top of one another
      and revenue compounds throughout the life of a successful
      business.

      	Social media followers: When you only have 100
      followers, getting another 100 followers may take six months. Once
      you have 1,000 followers, however, getting the next 100 may only
      take one month. Once you have 100,000 followers, getting another
      100 probably takes one day. Your growth rate snowballs.

      

      The Challenges of Each Growth Curve

      Neither type of growth is good nor bad. These growth patterns
      are simply the way certain things work. However, it is important to
      understand the growth pattern of your task so that you can set your
      expectations appropriately.

      Don’t expect exponential returns when you’re playing a
      logarithmic game. Similarly, don’t expect quick wins when you’re
      building something that has an exponential curve.

      When dealing with logarithmic growth, the
      challenge is to avoid feeling discouraged as your improvements
      decrease. Improvement will come easily in the beginning and you
      will become accustomed to enjoying small wins each day. Soon,
      however, those small wins will become smaller.

      Logarithmic growth requires you to have the mental toughness
      to play a game that will, by definition, become more challenging to
      win as time goes on. You will feel like you have plateaued. You
      will question yourself and your abilities. If you want to succeed
      with logarithmic growth, you have to learn how to fall in love with the boredom
      of doing the work if you want to maintain consistency as your
      improvements dwindle.

      When dealing with exponential growth, the
      challenge is to continue working through the early period when you
      have little or nothing to show for your effort. Exponential growth
      requires you to be remarkably patient and diligent (often for years
      or decades) before enjoying a significant payoff. There may be
      10 years of
      silence before you hear the sound of success.

      Equally important, you need to give your best effort even when
      you’re getting average results. Exponential gains only result from
      sustained effort in the early years.

      How to Accelerate Your Progress

      Once you understand the type of growth curve you are dealing
      with, there are two ways that you can accelerate your progress on a
      given curve.

      OPTION 1

      The first option is to break the task down into smaller tasks
      that can be mastered more quickly. In other words, by getting very
      specific with the task you are working on, you can increase the
      rate of growth (i.e. smaller tasks have steeper growth curves
      because they are easier to master). This strategy works especially
      well for accelerating your progress on tasks that experience
      logarithmic growth.

      [image: Smaller growth curves]

      Dave Brailsford’s aggregation of
      marginal gains is a great example of this. By improving every
      small task related to cycling by just 1 percent, Brailsford was
      able to guide his British cyclists to massive success. Mastering
      these small tasks led to incredibly fast growth.

      OPTION 2

      The second option is to play a different version of the game.
      More specifically, play the version of the game that has the
      highest growth curve. This strategy works especially well for tasks
      that experience exponential growth.

      Take entrepreneurship, for example. You could build a candle
      shop. All of the statements about exponential growth hold true for
      a candle shop. Given enough time and a good product, you could
      eventually produce candles at scale, develop new product lines, and
      otherwise build assets that lead to exponential growth years
      later.

      However, if you played a different version of the
      entrepreneurship game and started a software company, then you may
      reach the exponential growth threshold much faster. There are a
      variety of reasons for this: reduced overhead and manufacturing
      costs, faster industry growth overall, higher margins, and so on.
      The end result is that both companies have exponential growth
      curves, but one has a much steeper slope.

      [image: Highest growth curve]

      The Bottom Line

      Most things in life have some type of growth curve and very
      rarely is that curve a straight line.

      Understand the type of curve you are dealing with so that you
      can set your expectations appropriately. And if you aren’t happy
      with the type of growth curve you’re on, then start playing a game
      with a different curve.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Goal is Not the Point

      
      Imagine, for a moment, that your life is like a treasure
      hunt.

      It’s not much of a leap, really. Like any good treasure hunt,
      you have a map to guide you. In life, the map is your corner of the
      universe. Some of the areas on the map you know quite well. These
      areas are the places and people and things that you’re familiar
      with and that are part of your daily life.

      Other areas of the map are foreign to you. These
      yet-to-be-explored regions are home to the milestones in life that
      you can imagine reaching, but that have eluded you thus far. This
      undiscovered portion of the map is where your hopes and goals and
      dreams live. These goals are like little pieces of buried treasure
      that are hidden somewhere out on the map, somewhere that you hope
      to get to soon.

      One day, a particular goal grabs your attention and you decide
      to set out on a treasure hunt.

      

      Searching for Buried Treasure

      You begin the long hike toward your treasure and encounter a
      challenge or two along the way. Already the actual path is starting
      to look different than the buried treasure that you had been
      imagining. Things get worse when you finally arrive to the spot of
      the treasure.

      This whole time, you had been imagining a chest filled with
      gold. After uncovering the treasure, however, all you can find are
      a few scraps of silver and some antique relics. These items are
      valuable in their own right, for sure, but they were not what you
      were thinking about this whole time.

      You say to yourself, “This doesn’t look like the treasure I
      was envisioning! I must be on the wrong path. I wasted all this
      time!”

      After thinking for a few moments, you wonder, “Hmm… maybe I
      should switch goals? I bet there is bigger treasure
      elsewhere.”

      Theory vs. Practice

      I’ve certainly experienced situations similar to the treasure
      hunt described above. Perhaps you have too.

      I’m talking about situations where the goal we were excited to
      pursue—getting a degree, starting a new exercise routine, making a
      career change—turns out to look very different in practice than in
      theory.

      It’s natural to feel a sense of disappointment or confusion or
      frustration when this occurs, but I think the deeper problem is
      rooted in how we approached the treasure hunt in the first
      place.

      Goals as a Compass

      The problem with a treasure hunt is that most people spend all
      of their time thinking about the treasure. The fastest way to get
      to a particular spot, however, is to set your compass and start
      walking.

      The idea here is to commit to your goal with the utmost
      conviction. Develop a clear, single-minded focus for where you are
      headed. Then, however, you do something strange. You release the
      desire to achieve a particular outcome and focus instead on the
      slow march forward.

      Pour all of your energy into the journey, be present in the
      moment, be committed to the path you are walking. Know that you are
      moving unwaveringly in one clear direction and that this direction
      is right for you, but never get wrapped up in a particular result
      or achieving a certain goal by a specific time.

      In other words, your goal becomes your compass, not your buried
      treasure. The goal is your direction, not your destination. The
      goal is a mission that you are on, a path that you follow. Whatever
      comes from that path—whatever treasure you happen to find along
      this journey—well, that’s just fine. It is the commitment to
      walking the path that matters.

      “Letting go of how it might come to pass.”

      “As far as I can tell, [success] is just about letting the
      universe know what you want and working toward it, while letting go
      of how it might come to pass. Your job is not to figure out how
      it’s going to happen for you, but to open the door in your head and
      when the doors open in real life, just walk through it. Don’t worry
      if you miss your cue. There will always be another door
      opening.”

      –Jim Carrey

      Choose your goals and then forget them. Set them on a shelf.
      Trust that your direction is true and pour your energy into walking
      the path. Good goals provide direction to your life. They allow you
      to commit to a journey. They are like a rudder on a boat, directing
      your energy and attention in specific direction as you move
      downstream.

      We all have a map to explore. Choose a path and then walk
      it.

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Lessons on Being Wrong

      
      As a rule, we are incredibly hard on ourselves when it comes to
      being wrong and making big decisions in life.

      
      	If our first five relationships end with a break up, we think
      we’re destined to be alone forever.

      	If we go to school, get a degree, and spend years training for
      a job that we end up hating, we feel like a failure for not having
      it all figured out.

      	If we have a dream of writing a book or starting a non-profit
      or creating something of value and we stumble on the first try, we
      say that we’re not cut out for this.

      

      In cases like these, when we are attempting to do something that
      is complex and multi-faceted, I believe that being wrong is
      actually a sign that you’re doing something right.

      Here’s why…

      

      First Choice vs. Optimal Choice

      For some reason, we often expect our first choice to be the
      optimal choice. However, it’s actually quite normal for your first
      attempt to be incorrect or wrong. This is especially true of the
      major decisions that we make in life.

      For example…

      
      	Finding the right person to marry. Think of
      the first person you dated. Would this person have been the best
      choice for your life partner? Go even further back and imagine the
      first person you had a crush on. Finding a great partner is
      complicated and expecting yourself to get it right on the first try
      is unreasonable. It’s rare that the first one would be the
      one.

      	Choosing your career. What is the likelihood
      that your 22-year-old self could optimally choose the career that
      is best for you at 40 years old? Or 30 years old? Or even 25 years
      old? Consider how much you have learned about yourself since that
      time. There is a lot of change and growth that happens during life.
      There is no reason to believe that your life’s work should be
      easily determined when you graduate.

      	Starting a business. It is unlikely that your
      first business idea will be your best one. It probably won’t even
      be a good one. This is the reality of entrepreneurship. (My first
      business idea lost $1,400. #winning)

      

      When it comes to complex issues like determining the values you
      want in a partner or selecting the path of your
      career, your first attempt will rarely lead to the optimal
      solution.

      

      5 Lessons On Being Wrong

      Being wrong isn’t as bad as we make it out to be. I have made
      many mistakes and I have discovered five major lessons from my
      experiences.

      1. Choices that seem poor in hindsight are an indication
      of growth, not self-worth or intelligence. When you look
      back on your choices from a year ago, you should always hope to
      find a few decisions that seem stupid now because that means you
      are growing. If you only live in the safety zone where you know you
      can’t mess up, then you’ll never unleash your true potential. If
      you know enough about something to make the optimal decision on the
      first try, then you’re not challenging yourself.

      2. Given that your first choice is likely to be wrong,
      the best thing you can do is get started. The faster you
      learn from being wrong, the sooner you can discover what is right.
      For complex situations like relationships or entrepreneurship, you
      literally have to 
      start before you feel ready because it’s not possible for
      anyone to be truly ready. The best way to learn is to start
      practicing.

      3. Break down topics that are too big to master into
      smaller tasks that can be mastered. I can’t look at any
      business and tell you what to do. Entrepreneurship is too big of a
      topic. But, I can look at any website and tell you how to optimize
      it for building an email list because that topic is small enough
      for me to develop some level of expertise. If you want to get
      better at making accurate first choices, then play in a smaller
      arena. As Niels Bohr, the Nobel Prize-winning physicist, famously
      said, “An expert is a person who has made all the mistakes that can
      be made in a very narrow field.”

      4. The time to trust your gut is when you have the
      knowledge or experience to back it up. You can trust
      yourself to make sharp decisions in areas where you already have
      proven expertise. For everything else, the only way to discover
      what works is to adopt a philosophy of experimentation.

      5. The fact that failure will happen is not an excuse
      for expecting to fail. There is no reason to be depressed
      or give up simply because you will make a few wrong choices. Even
      more crucial, you must try your best every time because it is the
      effort and the practice that drives the learning process. They are
      essential, even if you fail. Realize that no single choice is
      destined to fail, but that occasional failure is the cost you have to pay
      if you want to be right. Expect to win and play like it from
      the outset.

      Your first choice is rarely the optimal choice. Make it now,
      stop judging
      yourself, and start growing.

      

    

  
    

    
      Stop Thinking and Start Doing: The Power of Practicing
      More

      
      We all have goals that we want to achieve in our lives. These
      goals may include learning a new language, eating healthier and
      losing weight, becoming a better parent, saving more money, and so
      on.

      It can be easy to assume that the gap between where you are now
      and where you want to be in the future is caused by a lack of
      knowledge. This is why we buy courses on how to start a business or
      how to lose weight fast or how to learn a new language in three
      months. We assume that if we knew about a better strategy, then we
      would get better results. We believe that a new result requires new
      knowledge.

      What I’m starting to realize, however, is that new knowledge
      does not necessarily drive new results. In fact, learning something
      new can actually be a waste of time if your goal is to make
      progress and not simply gain additional knowledge.

      It all comes down to the difference between learning and
      practicing.

      The Difference Between Learning and
      Practicing

      In Thomas Sterner’s book, The
      Practicing Mind (audiobook),
      he explains the key difference between practicing and learning.

      “When we practice something, we are involved in the
      deliberate repetition of a process with the intention of reaching a
      specific goal. The words deliberate and intention are key here
      because they define the difference between actively practicing
      something and passively learning it.”

      —Thomas Sterner, The
      Practicing Mind

      Learning something new and practicing something new may seem
      very similar, but these two methods can have profoundly different
      results. Here are some additional ways to think about the
      difference.

      
      	Let’s say your goal is to get stronger and more
      fit. You can research the best instructions on bench press
      technique, but the only way to build strength is to practice
      lifting weights.

      	Let’s say your goal is to grow your startup.
      You can learn about the best way to make a sales pitch, but the
      only way to actually land customers is to practice making sales
      calls.

      	Let’s say your goal is to write a book. You
      can talk to a best-selling author about writing, but the only
      wayto become a better writer is to practice publishing
      consistently.

      

      Passive learning creates knowledge. Active practice creates
      skill.
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      Let’s consider three more reasons to prioritize active practice
      over passive learning.

      1. Passive Learning Can Be a Crutch That Supports
      Inaction

      In many cases, learning is actually a way to avoid taking action
      on the goals and interests that we say are important to us. For
      example, let’s say you want to learn a foreign language. Reading a
      book on how to learn a foreign language quickly allows you to feel
      like you are making progress (“Hey, I’m figuring out the best way
      to do this!”). Of course, you’re not actually practicing the action
      that would deliver your desired outcome (speaking the foreign
      language).

      In situations like this one, we often claim that we are
      preparing or researching the best method, but these
      rationalizations allow us to feel like we are moving forward when
      we are merely spinning our wheels. We make the mistake of being in motion rather than
      taking action. Learning is valuable until it becomes a form of
      procrastination.

      2. Practice Is Learning, But Learning Is Not
      Practice

      Passive learning is not a form of practice because although you
      gain new knowledge, you are not discovering how to apply that
      knowledge. Active practice, meanwhile, is one of the greatest forms
      of learning because the mistakes you make while practicing reveal
      important insights.

      Even more important, practice is the only way to make a
      meaningful contribution with your knowledge. You can watch an
      online course about how to build a business or read an article
      about a terrible disaster in a developing nation, but that
      knowledge is unproductive unless you actually launch your business
      or donate to those in need. Learning by itself can be valuable for
      you, but if you want to be valuable to others, then you have to
      express your knowledge in some way.

      3. Practice Focuses Your Energy on the
      Process

      “Progress is a natural result of staying focused on the
      process of doing anything.”

      —Thomas Sterner, The
      Practicing Mind

      The state of your life right now is a result of the habits and
      beliefs that you have been practicing each day. When you realize
      this and begin to direct your focus toward practicing better habits
      day-in and day-out, continual progress will be the logical outcome.
      It is not the things we learn nor the dreams we envision that
      determines our results, but rather that habits that we practice
      each day. Fall in love with boredom
      and focus your energy on the process, not the product.

      The Bottom Line

      Is passive learning useless? Of course not. In many cases,
      learning for the sake of learning can be a beautiful thing. Not to
      mention that soaking up new information can help you make more
      informed decisions when you do decide to take action.

      That said, the main point of this article is that learning by
      itself does not lead to progress. We often hide behind information
      and use learning as an excuse to delay the more difficult and more
      important choice of actually doing something. Spend less time
      passively learning and more time actively practicing. Stop thinking
      and start doing.

      

    

  
    

    
      Bob Mathias on How to Master the Art of Self-Confidence

      
      By the time his senior year in high school rolled around, Bob
      Mathias had developed into a talented track athlete. He could run
      fast, jump high, and throw far. Given his wide-ranging talents, his
      high school coach suggested that Mathias try decathlon–a grueling
      combination of 10 track and field events.

      Mathias succeeded immediately, winning his first competition.
      Just a few months later, he qualified to compete at the 1948
      Olympics in London.

      Completely off the radar heading into the competition, Mathias
      stormed the Olympics. He placed first in four of the ten events and
      ran away with the gold medal. Just seventeen years old and fresh
      out of high school, Mathias became the youngest gold medalist to
      ever win a track and field event. When news of his victory reached
      his hometown of Tulare, California, the local factory blew the
      whistles for 45 minutes straight. He had entered the Olympics as an
      unknown kid and returned to America as a national hero.

      How did a teenage underdog develop the self-confidence required
      to win a gold medal on the world’s biggest stage? What type of
      mindset did Mathias bring to his competitions? And what can we
      learn from it?

      

      The Art of Self-Confidence

      Years later, after his own athletic career was finished, Mathias
      was coaching a young pole vaulter who was struggling to reach a new
      height on the crossbar. As the story goes, the young athlete failed
      to clear the bar over and over again. Aware of his deteriorating
      performance, the athlete looked up at the bar and was filled with
      fear and frustration. He began to doubt himself and froze up
      completely.

      After pondering the situation for a moment, Mathias looked at
      the young man and simply said, “Throw your heart over the bar and
      your body will follow.”

      [image: Bob Mathias on how to improve self confidence]
      The Empty Space

      There is a moment in each pole vault where the athlete must let
      go of the pole (their only anchor to the ground and the only thing
      they control) and commit to floating through empty space without
      fully knowing if they will clear the crossbar.

      In my experience, life is pretty similar. If you want, you can
      hold on to what you know and stay anchored to where you are.
      However, if you want to rise to a higher level and find out where,
      exactly, your ceiling is, then you need to throw your heart over
      the bar and step into the empty space.

      Here’s the thing: we often think that the empty space is just a
      stage to pass through. We think it’s a transition state, a moment
      of uncertainty on the way to something else. But it can be much
      more than that. The empty space is where we grow. The empty space
      is where we develop self-confidence. The empty space is where we
      reveal who we really are. In many ways, the empty space is where we
      come alive.

      Going through the moment of uncertainty. Facing the period of
      doubt. That’s when we discover ourselves.

      In many ways, self-confidence is just persevering through the
      empty space. Self-confidence is grit. Self-confidence
      is Sisu.
      Self-confidence is mental
      toughness. Mostly, self-confidence is just a willingness to let
      go of what is comfortable, slide into uncertain air, and trust that
      you’ll be ok.

      “Throw your heart over the bar and your body will follow.”

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Common Mistakes That Cause New Habits to Fail

      
      Depending on where you get your numbers, somewhere between 81
      percent and 92 percent of New Year’s Resolutions fail.

      Translation: At least 8 times out of 10, you are more likely to
      fall back into your old habits and patterns than you are to stick
      with a new behavior.

      Behavior change is hard. No doubt about it.

      Why is that? What are the biggest reasons new habits fail to
      stick? And what can we do to make positive changes easier?

      I don’t claim to have all the answers, but after two years of
      researching and writing about the science of behavior change, let
      me share the most practical insights I’ve learned so far.
      

      PROBLEM 1: Trying to Change Everything at
      Once

      SOLUTION: Pick one thing and do it well.

      The general consensus among behavior change researchers is that
      you should focus on changing a very small number of habits at the
      same time.

      The highest number you’ll find is changing three habits at once
      and that suggestion comes from BJ Fogg at Stanford University.
      Let’s be clear: Dr. Fogg is talking about incredibly tiny
      habits.

      How tiny? His suggested habits include flossing one tooth, doing
      one pushup per day, or saying “It’s going to be a great day” when
      you get out of bed in the morning. So, even if you keep your new
      habits that small, you should work on no more than three habits at
      a time. (Sidenote: I think BJ Fogg’s Tiny Habits program is great. I
      believe it is also free, so you can’t beat the price.)

      Personally, I prefer to focus on building one new behavior into
      my life at a time. Once that habit becomes routine, then I move on
      to the next one. For example, I spent six months focusing on going
      to the gym every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Once that felt like
      a routine, then I moved on to my next habit, which was writing a
      new article every Monday and Thursday. This time, I spent eight
      months focusing on the new habit until it became part of my
      lifestyle. Next, I moved on to flossing every day. And so on. You
      get the idea.

      BONUS SOLUTION: Pick a keystone habit.

      Still struggling? When in doubt, pick something that could
      potentially be a keystone habit.

      A keystone habit is a behavior or routine that naturally pulls
      the rest of your life in line. For example, weightlifting is my
      keystone habit. If I get to the gym, then it creates a ripple
      effect in other areas of my life. Not only do I get the benefits of
      working out, I enjoy a wide range of secondary benefits. I focus
      better after the workout. I tend to eat better when I’m working out
      consistently. I sleep better at night and wake up with more energy
      in the morning.

      Notice that I didn’t try to build better habits for my focus, my
      nutrition, my sleep, or my energy. I just did my keystone habit and
      those other areas were improved as well. This is why keystone
      habits are powerful. They cascade into other areas of your life.
      You’ll have to figure out what your keystone habit is for you, but
      some popular examples include exercise, meditation, or budgeting
      your monthly finances.

      Further reading: Keystone Habits: The
      Simple Way to Improve All Aspects of Your Life

      PROBLEM 2: Starting With a Habit That is Too
      Big

      SOLUTION: As Leo Babauta says, “Make it so easy
      you can’t say no.”

      If you were to map out the motivation needed to perform a habit,
      you would find that for many behaviors it looks like this:

      [image: habit motivation]

      In other words, the most difficult part of a new habit is
      starting the behavior. It takes a lot of motivation to head to the
      gym for a workout after an exhausting day at work, but once you
      actually begin the workout it doesn’t take much willpower to finish
      it. For this reason, one of the best things you can do for building
      a new behavior is to start with a remarkably small habit.

      New habits should be non-threatening. Start with a behavior that
      is so small it seems easy and reasonable to do it each day.

      
      	Want to do 50 pushups per day? Start with something easy like 5
      or 10.

      	Wish you would read more books? Start by reading two pages
      every night.

      	Want to finally start meditating? Meditate for one minute each
      morning. After a month, you can move up to two minutes.

      

      Further reading: How to Build a New Habit. This
      is Your Strategy Guide.

      PROBLEM 3: Seeking a Result, Not a Ritual

      SOLUTION: Focus on the behavior, not the
      outcome.

      Nearly every conversation about goals and resolutions is focused
      on some type of result. What do you want to achieve? How much
      weight do you want to lose? How much money do you want to save? How
      many books do you want to read? How much less do you want to
      drink?

      Naturally, we are outcome focused because we want our new
      behaviors to deliver new results.

      Here’s the problem: New goals don’t deliver new results. New
      lifestyles do. And a lifestyle is not an outcome, it is a process.
      For this reason, all of your energy should go into building better
      rituals, not chasing better results.

      Rituals are what turn behaviors into habits. In the words of
      Tony Schwartz, “A ritual is a highly precise behavior you do at a
      specific time so that it becomes automatic over time and no longer
      requires much conscious intention or energy.”

      If you want a new habit, you have to fall in love with a new
      ritual.

      Further reading: Forget About Setting Goals.
      Focus on This Instead.

      PROBLEM 4: Not Changing Your Environment

      SOLUTION: Build an environment that promotes
      good habits.

      I have never seen a person consistently stick to positive habits
      in a negative environment. You can frame this statement in many
      different ways:

      
      	It is nearly impossible to eat healthy all of the time if you
      are constantly surrounded by unhealthy food.

      	It is nearly impossible to remain positive all of the time if
      you are constantly surrounded by negative people.

      	It is nearly impossible to focus on a single task if you are
      constantly bombarded with text messages, notifications, emails,
      questions, and other digital distractions.

      	It is nearly impossible to not drink if you are constantly
      surrounded by alcohol.

      	And so on.

      

      We rarely admit it (or even realize it), but our behaviors are
      often a simple response to the environment we find ourselves
      in.

      In fact, you can assume that the lifestyle you have today (all
      of your habits) is largely a product of the environment you live in
      each day. The single biggest change that will make a new habit
      easier is performing it in an environment that is designed to make
      that habit succeed. For example, let’s say that your New Year’s
      resolution is to reduce stress in your life and live in a more
      focused manner.

      Here is the current situation:

      Every morning, the alarm on your phone goes off. You pick up the
      phone, turn off the alarm, and immediately start checking email and
      social media. Before you have even made it out of bed, you are
      already thinking about a half dozen new emails. Maybe you’ve
      already responded to a few. You also browsed the latest updates on
      Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, so those messages and headlines
      are swimming around in your mind too. You haven’t even dressed yet,
      but your mind is already distracted and stressed.

      If this scene sounds familiar and you want to change your habit,
      then the easiest way to do it is to change your environment. Don’t
      keep your phone in your room. The phone is the thing that causes
      all of the problems, so change the environment. Buy a regular alarm
      clock (shockingly old school, I know) and charge your phone in
      another room (or, at least, across the room away from your
      bed).

      You can change the digital environment too. Turn off all push
      notifications on your phone. You can even remove your email and
      social media apps from the home screen and hide them somewhere else
      on the phone. I deleted all of my apps from my phone for a month
      just to see how it would go. I missed them very little.

      If your environment doesn’t change, you probably won’t
      either.

      Further reading: This Simple Equation
      Reveals How Habits Shape Your Health, Happiness, and Wealth

      PROBLEM 5: Assuming Small Changes Don’t Add
      Up.

      SOLUTION: Get one percent better each day.

      If you listen to nearly anyone talk about their goals, you’ll
      hear them describe the minimum that they want to achieve.

      
      	“I want to save at least $5,000 this year.”

      	“I want to read at least 30 books this year.”

      	“I want to lose at least 20 pounds before summer.”

      

      The underlying assumption is that your achievements need to be
      big to make a difference. Because of this, we always talk ourselves
      into chasing a big habit. “If I want to lose at least 20 pounds, I
      need to start busting my butt and working out for 90 minutes a
      day!”

      If you look at your current habits, however, you’ll see a
      different picture. Nearly every habit you have today, good or bad,
      is the result of many small choices made over time. It is the
      repeated pattern of small behaviors that leads to significant
      results. Each day we make the choice to become one percent better
      or one percent worse, but so often the choices are small enough
      that we miss them.

      If you’re serious about building a new habit, then start with
      something small. Start with something you can stick with for good.
      Then, once you’ve repeated it enough times, you can worry about
      increasing the intensity.

      Build the behavior first. Worry about the results later.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Constraints Make You Better: Why the Right Limitations Boost
      Performance

      
      In 1930, a 23-year-old teacher in Uruguay named
      Juan Carlos Ceriani created a new sport. Ceriani wanted to design a
      game that was similar to soccer, but that his students could play
      indoors throughout the year. His new game became known as
      futsal.

      Futsal is very similar to soccer, but it has a few
      important differences. First, it is played in a much smaller area.
      (Ceriani designed the game so that it could be played on YMCA
      basketball courts.) Second, the ball is smaller and has less bounce
      than a regular soccer ball. Third, there are only five players per
      side rather than the typical eleven players per side in a soccer
      match.

      This combination of factors—a tighter playing environment and a
      less bouncy ball—requires futsal players to develop more
      creative ball skills because they are constantly playing in crowded
      spaces. Additionally, because there are fewer players, each person
      touches the ball much more than they would in a standard soccer
      match. In fact, according to research quoted by Daniel Coyle in his
      book The
      Talent Code (audiobook),
      futsal players get 600 percent more touches during a
      typical game than soccer players do.

      Throughout the 1930s and into the 1940s, futsal
      migrated from Uruguay to Brazil, where the Brazilians fell in love
      with the new game. (Even today, over 75 years later, more people
      play futsal in Brazil than soccer.) It’s hard to say why
      futsal became so popular in Brazil, but one thing is for
      sure: the young Brazilians who grew up playing futsal
      throughout the 1940s and 1950s developed incredible ball handling
      and technical skills.

      Eventually, these children grew into adults and made the
      transition from futsal to soccer. The athletic creativity
      they developed in those futsal games would help the
      Brazilians to shine on the world stage. During the 12-year span
      from 1958 to 1970, there were four World Cup championships. Brazil
      won three of them.

      Constraints Accelerate Skill Development

      It is common to complain about the constraints in our lives: too
      little time, not enough money, too small of a network, barely
      enough resources. Certainly, some of these constraints do hold us
      back. However, there is also a positive side. The constraints in
      our lives often force us to make choices and cultivate talents that
      would otherwise go undeveloped. Constraints drive creativity
      and foster skill development.

      Just as the constraints of futsal forced Brazilian
      children to develop creativity and better ball handling skills,
      constraints can also drive your own skill development. In many
      ways, reaching the next level of performance is simply a matter of
      choosing the right constraints.

      How to Choose the Right Constraints

      From what I can tell, there are three primary steps to follow
      when using constraints to improve your skills.

      1. Decide what specific skill you want to
      develop. The more specific the skill, the easier it will
      be to design a good constraint. For example, futsal didn’t
      help players develop the skill of being good at soccer. That’s too
      general. It helped them develop creative ball handling skills,
      which turned out to be valuable in the game of soccer.

      Similarly, you shouldn’t try to develop the skill of being “good
      at marketing,” for example. It’s too broad. Instead, focus on
      learning how to write compelling headlines or analyze website
      data—something specific and tangible.

      2. Design a constraint that requires this specific skill
      to be used. There are three main options for designing a
      constraint: time, resources, and environment.

      
      	Time: Give yourself less time to accomplish a
      task or set a schedule that forces you to work on a skill more
      consistently.

      	Resources: Give yourself fewer resources (or
      different resources) to do a task. (More on this idea here.)

      	Environment: According to one study, if you
      eat on 10-inch plates rather than 12-inch plates, you’ll consume 22
      percent fewer calories over the course of a year. (More on this
      idea and other nutrition improvements here.)
      One simple change in environment can lead to significant results.
      In my opinion, environmental constraints are best because they
      impact your behavior without you realizing it.

      

      3. Play the game. Constraints can accelerate
      skill development, but they aren’t a magic pill. You still need to
      put in your time. The greatest Brazilian soccer players were still
      playing futsal all the time. The best plan is useless
      without repeated action. What matters most is getting
      your reps in.

      The Idea in Practice

      I am currently experimenting with different constraints to boost
      my skills in certain areas. Here are a few skills I have been
      working to develop and the constraints I am placing on myself to
      make them happen:

      Writing skills. I want to be a better writer,
      so I set a schedule where I have to publish a new article every
      Monday and Thursday. The schedule is my constraint. It doesn’t
      matter how good or how bad the article is. It doesn’t matter how
      long or how short it is. I have to get something out every Monday
      and Thursday. This forces me to be creative and to do the one thing
      that good writers do: write. I don’t always hit the mark, but I
      have stuck with this schedule for two years and I’ve written over
      200,000 words.

      Storytelling skills. I have some friends who
      are amazing storytellers. I’ve never been great at it, but I’d like
      to get better. The constraint I’ve placed on myself is scheduling
      talks without the use of slides. My last five speaking engagements have
      used no slides or a few basic images. Without text to rely on, I
      have designed a constraint that forces me to tell better stories so
      that I don’t embarrass myself in front of the audience.

      Strength skills. I only lift three days per
      week. To someone who doesn’t work out, this might sound like a lot.
      However, many strength athletes train four to six days per week,
      sometimes twice per day. With restricted training time, I have to
      be very deliberate with my workouts if I
      want to make progress. Right now, I’m prioritizing foundational
      strength over all else. I’ll move on to in-depth technique
      development once my strength levels are higher.

      What do you want to become great at? What skills do you want to
      develop? Most important, what constraints can you place upon
      yourself to get there?

      

    

  
    

    
      To Make Big Gains, Avoid Tiny Losses

      
      In many cases, improvement is not about doing more things right,
      but about doing less things wrong.

      To understand what I mean, we need to take a trip to
      Japan.

      

      The Curious Case of Japanese Television Sets

      In the decades that followed World War II, the manufacturing
      industry in America thrived. For years, American companies grew in
      size and profitability—even though they produced many products of
      average quality.

      This gravy train began to slide off the tracks in the 1970s.
      Japanese firms implemented a series of surprising changes that
      helped them crush their American counterparts. As one New Yorker
      article put it…

      “Japanese firms emphasized what came to be known as “lean
      production,” relentlessly looking to remove waste of all kinds from
      the production process, down to redesigning workspaces, so workers
      didn’t have to waste time twisting and turning to reach their
      tools. The result was that Japanese factories were more efficient
      and Japanese products were more reliable than American ones. In
      1974, service calls for American-made color televisions were five
      times as common as for Japanese televisions. By 1979, it took
      American workers three times as long to assemble their
      sets.”

      Business buzzwords like Kaizen, Lean Production, and Process
      Improvement are so ubiquitous today that it can be easy to gloss
      over the subtlety of the Japanese strategy.

      The key insight I’d like to point out here is the
      difference between focusing on getting better vs. not getting
      worse. Japanese television makers did not seek out more
      intelligent workers or better materials, they simply said, “Let’s
      build the same product, but make fewer mistakes.” Japanese
      companies improved by subtracting the things that didn’t work, not
      by creating a bigger, better, or more expansive product.

      This is an important distinction and it applies to habits,
      processes, and goals of all kinds, not just television sets.

      Two Paths to Process Improvement

      The distinction we are making here is between improvement by
      addition vs. improvement by subtraction. Improvement by addition is
      focused on doing more of what does work: producing a faster car,
      creating a more powerful speaker, building a stronger table.
      Improvement by subtraction is focused on doing less of what doesn’t
      work: eliminating mistakes, reducing complexity, and stripping away
      the inessential.

      These concepts of addition and subtraction apply to many areas
      of life.

      Education

      
      	Addition: become more intelligent, increase your IQ.

      	Subtraction: avoid stupid mistakes, make fewer mental
      errors.

      

      Investing

      
      	Addition: earn more money, seek growth opportunities.

      	Subtraction: never lose money, limit your risk.

      

      Web Design

      
      	Addition: improve your call-to-action copy, boost
      conversions.

      	Subtraction: remove the on-page elements that distract
      visitors.

      

      Baseball

      
      	Addition: get more hits.

      	Subtraction: make fewer outs.

      

      Exercise

      
      	Addition: make your workouts more intense.

      	Subtraction: miss fewer workouts.

      

      Nutrition

      
      	Addition: follow a new diet of healthy foods.

      	Subtraction: eat fewer unhealthy foods.

      

      Many of these approaches seem similar, but they are not the
      same. Take the nutrition example above. Eating healthy foods and
      avoiding unhealthy foods seems very similar. However, in the first
      case, your focus is on “how to eat better” whereas the second case
      is focused on “how to not eat worse.” In one scenario you are
      trying to chase the upside, in another you are focused on limiting
      the downside.

      [image: improvement curves process improvement]

      Improvement by Subtraction

      Nearly every manager in the world wants to “do more great work”,
      but very few people want to “do less bad work.” We love peak
      performances. Every athlete wants to play an amazing game. Every
      business owner wants to land a blockbuster sale. Every writer wants
      to launch a best-selling book. Our desire for that next level of
      performance causes us to disproportionately focus on the front end
      of the curve.

      Eliminating mistakes is an underappreciated way to improve. In
      the real world, it is often easier to improve your performance by
      cutting the downside rather than capturing the upside. Subtraction
      is more practical than addition. This is true for two reasons.

      First, it is often easier to eliminate errors than it is to
      master peak performance. By simply writing down every step of a
      process, you can often identify a few areas that can be reduced or
      eliminated altogether. The easiest improvements I have made to my
      website were a result of eliminating every inessential
      element.

      Second, improvement by subtraction does not require you to
      achieve a new level of performance. This method is about doing what
      you are capable of doing more frequently. It is about reducing the
      likelihood that you’ll perform below your ability.

      One of the best ways to make big gains is to avoid tiny
      losses.

      

    

  
    

    
      10 Lessons Learned from Squatting 400 Pounds

      
      Last week, I set a new personal record by squatting 405 pounds
      (184 kilograms).

      If you’re interested, here is a short video of the lift…

      [bookmark: video]

      
      

      I have plenty of friends who can squat more weight—and a few who
      regularly squat over 500 pounds—but this was my first time passing
      the 400-pound mark so I’d like to share a few lessons I learned
      along the way.

      1. Live in the arena instead of judging from the
      crowd. Every Monday and Thursday, I publish a new article
      on JamesClear.com with my ideas on
      habits, performance, and improvement. I enjoy writing and I try to
      make each article a great one. That said, anyone can share an
      opinion. It is easy to sit in the crowd and offer suggestions (or
      point fingers). It is much harder to step into the arena and do the
      work. This is one of the reasons why I lift: I don’t merely want to
      share ideas, I want to live them out.

      2. Don’t miss workouts. Here’s the recipe for
      squatting 400 pounds:

      
      	Squat two or three times per week.

      	Increase by about 5 pounds every week or two.

      	Don’t miss a workout for two years.

      

      I would wager to say that most young, healthy men could squat
      double bodyweight if they followed that simple program. That said,
      the exact numbers aren’t the point. The point is that it doesn’t
      matter what program you do, how smart you think you are, or what
      genes you were or weren’t born with. Unless you fall in
      love with boredom and do the work consistently, everything else
      is irrelevant.

      3. When in doubt, go slower. The name of the
      game is to not miss workouts and make small improvements and that
      means one simple thing: don’t get hurt. For the last 18 months, I
      have been training on a basic 5×5 program, but in recent weeks I
      switched to the more intense Smolov squat program. During
      the fifth week of Smolov, most people add 10 pounds from the
      previous week. I decided to only increase by 5 pounds. It was still
      an improvement, but a slightly smaller, safer, and more sustainable
      one. The best program in the world is useless if you’re
      injured.

      4. You are a reflection of your daily average.
      Your results in nearly any area of life are often a reflection of
      what you do on an average day. Increase your average
      speed and you’ll increase your results. Previously, I was
      averaging about 25 reps per squat workout (typically 5 sets of 5
      reps). During the past two months, my squat volume increased to
      about 35 reps per workout (and often with heavier weights). Guess
      what? My average went up and my maximum strength went with it.

      5. Self-care is crucial. Stress is cumulative and
      recovery is not negotiable. I knew the intensity of my workouts
      would increase with the Smolov squat program and so I made sure to
      learn how to get better sleep.
      There were multiple days when I slept for 10 hours. I also did
      something I almost never do: I stretched my legs and used a foam
      roller nearly every day. Despite the intensity of the program, my
      increased focus on recovery balanced things out. There were even a
      few days when my legs felt fresh.

      6. Push yourself past the point of comparison.
      There is something magical about physical struggle that can remove
      mental fear. It can be easy to walk into a gym and fear what others
      around you are thinking.

      
      	“Does that guy think I’m weak?”

      	“Do I look stupid?”

      	“Am I doing this right?”

      	“Are other people comparing themselves to me?”

      

      If you push yourself far enough, these questions fade away. When
      the weight gets big enough, it commands all of your attention. You
      don’t care what the girl across the room thinks. You don’t care if
      people watch you or ignore you. You don’t care if it’s raining
      outside or if your shorts and shoes don’t match or if the guy in
      the checkout line this morning was rude to you. The only thing you
      care about in that moment is surviving. I think there is something
      powerful about that. If you can learn to ignore what the world
      thinks for a few seconds when you’re holding onto the bar, maybe
      you can learn to do it in other areas of life. Keep
      your eyes on your own paper.

      7. Focus on volume before intensity. I have
      been lifting weights for over a decade, but many of those years
      were spent training for other sports. It really wasn’t until the
      last 18 months that I dedicated time to focusing solely on
      weightlifting and particularly on squatting. I started slow and with
      easy weight. Then, I built a foundation of strength over the
      next year by focusing on doing a lot of
      repetitions. Not only did I avoid testing my one rep max, I
      didn’t do less than a set of five for almost a year. Only after
      handling a lot of volume did I decide to dial up the intensity. The
      Smolov squat program has a reputation for being particularly
      intense, but because I prepared with so much volume, I was ready to
      handle the intensity. This method requires patience, but it
      works.

      8. Measure something. We spend most of our days
      living in a gray area. Are you a better person today than you were
      yesterday? Are you a better parent? A better leader? A better
      friend? It can be hard to tell on most days. This is why I believe
      that we should test ourselves and measure our progress.

      Seven weeks ago, I tried to squat 405 pounds and failed. Last
      week, I succeeded. I can tell you without hesitation that I am
      better today than I was seven weeks ago. No debate. No ego. No
      fluff. Black and white proof. Perhaps more importantly, I know who
      I am and who I am not.

      When you measure your results, you cannot hide from yourself.
      You cannot lie to yourself. You cannot pretend to be something
      else. Best of all, there is no reason to fear failure because no
      matter what the outcome, you understand yourself better. What are you
      measuring in your life?

      9. Short-term results are only useful when considered
      through a long-term context. History is filled with
      examples of people who have sacrificed their values, morals,
      friends, and families to achieve short-term results of some kind.
      If you’re obsessed with a particular goal, then it can be
      surprisingly easy to find yourself making exceptions and
      just-this-once choices you may regret later. If, however, you view
      your short-term choices within the context of your
      long-term values, then it becomes much easier to celebrate in
      the moment without losing sight of what really matters.

      I was proud and happy when I squatted 405 pounds. I celebrated
      the feat. But I also know that the process is more
      important than the goal. I’m going to enjoy this one, but I’ll
      be back in the gym on Monday.

      10. 500, I’m coming for you.

      

    

  
    

    
      4 Reasonable Ways to Achieve Overnight Success

      
      Most of the time, I think our constant quest for overnight
      success is a trap.

      We get so obsessed on the goal that we forget that the
      system is what matters. We get so obsessed with the outcome
      that we overlook the repetitions we need to do
      to get there. We become so focused on the short-term results
      that we forget to build the long-term habits
      that make the real difference.

      However, there are a few strategies—four of them at least—that
      will actually accelerate the results you enjoy without ignoring the
      importance of building
      better habits. I call these strategies “Behavior Multipliers”
      because theymultiply and enhance your ability to take the
      right action on a consistent basis.

      Let’s talk about these multipliers, how they work, and how they
      can get you closer to achieving overnight success.
      

      The Behavior Multipliers

      1. Rapid Feedback.

      As Seth Godin says, “The best way to change long-term behavior
      is with short-term feedback.” The more immediate the feedback that
      you get, the quicker you can make adjustments to your behavior.
      (This is why it’s important to measure
      backward.)

      My friend Ben Altman
      shared a good example with me recently. He had a client who wanted
      to improve his posture. That’s a hard thing to do because typically
      the only feedback you get on posture is if someone tells you that
      you are slouching or if you see yourself in the mirror. That’s very
      slow and inconsistent feedback.

      Instead, his client stood in an upright position with good
      posture and placed a piece of tape across his shoulder. When he
      slouched, the tape pulled just enough on his shirt so that he
      noticed the change. Suddenly, he had immediate feedback whenever
      his posture changed and it became much easier to maintain good
      posture throughout the day.

      The most foundational aspect of a new habit is awareness. If
      you’re not aware of your habits, how can you expect to change them?
      This is why feedback is so important. Faster feedback leads to
      faster results.

      2. Simplicity.

      The best productivity
      strategy is to eliminate the things that derail your
      productivity. If you live a life with fewer distractions, it
      becomes much easier to take effective action.

      The Pareto
      Principle, often called the 80-20 rule, is a commonly shared
      idea that 80 percent of the results in a given endeavor come from
      20 percent of the work. (i.e. 80 percent of your revenue comes from
      the best 20 percent of your clients.)

      Most of the time, people bring this rule up as a way to point
      out that you should focus on that top 20 percent. “Put all of your
      energy into the things that provide the biggest benefit!” This is
      excellent advice, but what we often forget is that even if you know
      what the top 20 percent is, you still need to avoid the pitfall of
      wasting time on the remaining 80 percent of tasks.

      In many cases, the danger isn’t knowing what the most important
      task is for the day. The danger is doing the 7th-most important
      thing before you do the most important thing.

      Don’t just identify the 20 percent of strategies that are most
      effective, eliminate the 80 percent of strategies that are
      wasteful. When the distractions are taken away from you, it becomes
      much easier to stay focused.

      3. Environment.

      In my opinion, this is the greatest success “hack” there is. If
      you live in an environment that nudges you toward the right
      decision and if you surround yourself with people who make your new
      behavior seem normal, then you’ll find success is almost an
      afterthought.

      The world around us shapes our behavior. Consider the home you
      live in, for example. There are many cues built into your home,
      probably hundreds or thousands, that shape your behavior in small
      ways.

      
      	Is there food sitting on the counter? You’re more likely to
      pick it up and eat it.

      	Do your couches and chairs face the television? You’re more
      likely to sit down and turn it on.

      

      And it works the other way too…

      
      	Are your running shoes and gym shorts laid out the night
      before? You’ll be more likely to suit up and go for a run
      tomorrow.

      	Do you work at an office with healthy and fit people? If so,
      you’ll be more likely to see exercise and activity as a normal way
      of life.

      

      Every environment promotes some behaviors and prevents others.
      The key is to be in an environment
      that supports the results you want to achieve.

      The people and places that surround us fill our days with little
      cues and triggers that can make our habits easier to follow or
      harder to build. Are you fighting your environment to make change
      happen? Or does your environment make your new behavior
      effortless?

      4. Ability.

      If your skills in a particular area are better, then making
      sustained progress will be easier.

      For example, if you can already do 100 pushups in a row, then
      developing a habit of doing 10 pushups per day seems relatively
      easy. If, however, your maximum is 10 pushups in a row, then doing
      10 pushups per day is far more taxing.

      This is also where talent and genetic potential come into the
      picture. It is far easier to become an overnight success in
      basketball if you are 7 feet tall rather than if you are 5 feet
      tall. Play a game that rewards your skill set and success will come
      faster.

      Overnight Success

      I still think overnight success is a myth. There’s no way to
      avoid one simple fact: you have to put in the work.

      That said, these four strategies make rapid success more
      reasonable:

      
      	Get short-term feedback.

      	Simplify and eliminate distractions.

      	Surround yourself with an environment that promotes your new
      behavior.

      	Play a game that leverages your skill set.

      

      

    

  
    

    
      Measure Backward, Not Forward

      
      We often measure progress by looking forward. We set goals. We
      plan milestones for our progress. Basically, we try to predict the
      future to some degree.

      We do this in business, in health, and in life at large.

      
      	Can we increase our quarterly earnings by 20 percent?

      	Can I lose 20 pounds in the next 3 months?

      	Will I be married by 30?

      

      These are all measurements that face forward. We look into the
      future and try to guess when we will get somewhere.

      There is an opposite and, I think, more useful approach: measure
      backward, not forward.

      Here’s what I mean…

      

      Measuring Backward vs. Measuring Forward

      Each week, I sit down at my computer and fill out a little
      spreadsheet to track the essential metrics in my business. Traffic,
      email subscribers, revenue, expenses, and so on. I have the process
      down pretty well by now, so it only takes about 15 minutes.

      In those 15 minutes, however, I get very clear feedback on
      whether or not I’m making progress in the areas that matter to me.
      I can tell which direction things are moving. And, if the numbers
      in one area are moving the wrong way, I can make adjustments the
      following week.

      Basically, I measure progress backward (What happened in my
      business this week?) and use that backward measurement as a
      way to guide my actions for the next week.

      I use a similar strategy in the gym. I lift every Monday,
      Wednesday, and Friday. When I show up at the gym, I open my
      notebook and look at the weights I lifted during my last workout or
      two. Then, I plan my workout by slightly increasing the sets, reps,
      or weight from where they were last week. I go for tiny increases,
      of course. I’m interested in one percent gains.

      In the gym, just like in my business, I measure backward and use
      that measurement to determine my next move. I am constantly looking
      to improve, but I base my choices on what has recently happened,
      not on what I hope will happen in the future.

      The Chains of Habit

      
      The chains of habit are too weak to be felt until they are too
      strong to be broken.

      —Samuel Johnson

      

      When it comes to building good habits and breaking
      bad habits, one of our greatest struggles is maintaining
      awareness of what we are actually doing. The more automatic a
      behavior becomes, the less likely we are to notice it. This helps
      to explain how the consequences of bad habits can sneak up on us.
      By the time the repercussions of our actions are noticeable, we
      have already become hooked on a new pattern of behavior.

      However, measuring backward can call attention to these
      invisible patterns by making you aware of what you are actually
      doing. Measuring backward forces you to take notice of your recent
      actions. You can’t live in a fairytale world of hopes and dreams.
      You have to look at the feedback of what has recently happened in
      your life and then base your decisions and improvements on those
      pieces of data.

      The good news is that you can now base your decisions off of
      what you’re actually doing, not off of what you project your future
      self to be doing.

      The Importance of Short-Term Feedback

      
      The best way to change long-term behavior is with short-term
      feedback.

      —Seth Godin

      

      There is one caveat to this strategy: when you measure backward,
      your data needs to come from the recent past.

      If I used data from two years ago to measure progress and make
      business decisions, my choices would be off. The same is true for
      lifting weights or other areas of improvement. I don’t want to base
      my actions on what I achieved a long time ago, but on what I have
      achieved recently. In other words, I want short-term feedback, not
      long-term feedback. The shorter, the better.

      Measuring for Happiness

      There is an additional benefit to this strategy as well. When
      you measure backward, you get to enjoy the progress you are making
      right now rather than yearn for a different life in the future.

      You don’t have to put happiness off until you reach a future
      milestone or goal. Happiness is no longer a finish line out there
      in the future. Focusing on how you can immediately improve over
      your past self is more satisfying that comparing your current state
      to where you hope you’ll be some day.

      The Idea in Practice

      Nearly every improvement we wish to make in our lives requires
      some type of behavior change. If you want different results, you
      have to do something differently.

      The tough question to answer is what should we do
      differently to get the results we want?

      We often respond by focusing on an outcome and setting a goal
      for ourselves. Goals are good and having a sense of direction for
      where you want to go is critical. But when it comes to determining
      the improvements we can make right now, measuring backward is the
      way to go. Let recent results drive your future actions.

      Weight Loss: Measure your calorie intake. Did
      you eat 3,500 calories per day last week? Focus on averaging 3,400
      per day this week.

      Strength Training: Oh, you squatted 250 pounds
      for 5 sets of 5 reps last week? Give 255 pounds a try this
      week.

      Relationships: How many new people did you meet
      last week? Zero? Focus on introducing yourself to one new person
      this week.

      Entrepreneurship: You only landed two clients
      last week while your average is five? It sounds like you should be
      focused on making more sales calls this week.

      Measure backward and then get a little bit better. What did you
      do last week? How can you improve by just a little bit this
      week?

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Build New Habits by Taking Advantage of Old Ones

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In 2007, researchers at Oxford University started peering into
      the brains of newborn babies. What they found was surprising.

      After comparing the newborn brains to the normal adult human,
      the researchers realized that the average adult had 41 percent
      fewer neurons than the average newborn.

      At first glance, this discovery didn’t make sense. If babies
      have more neurons, then why are adults smarter and more
      skilled?

      Let’s talk about what is going on here, why this is important,
      and what it has to do with building better habits and
      mastering your mental and physical performance.

      The Power of Synaptic Pruning

      There is a phenomenon that happens as we age called synaptic
      pruning. Synapses are connections between the neurons in your
      brain. The basic idea is that your brain prunes away connections
      between neurons that don’t get used and builds up connections that
      get used more frequently.

      For example, if you practice playing the piano for 10 years,
      then your brain will strengthen the connections between those
      musical neurons. The more you play, the stronger the connections
      become. Not only that, the connections become faster and more
      efficient each time you practice. As your brain builds stronger and
      faster connections between neurons, you can express your skills
      with more ease and expertise. It is a biological change that leads
      to skill development.

      Meanwhile, someone else who has never played the piano is not
      strengthening those connections in their brain. As a result, the
      brain prunes away those unused connections and allocates energy
      toward building connections for other life skills.

      This explains the difference between newborn brains and adult
      brains. Babies are born with brains that are like a blank canvas.
      Everything is a possibility, but they don’t have strong connections
      anywhere. The adults, however, have pruned away a good deal of
      their neurons, but they have very strong connections that support
      certain skills.

      Now for the fun part. Let’s talk about how synaptic pruning
      plays an important role in building new habits.

      Habit Stacking

      Synaptic pruning occurs with every habit you build. As we’ve
      covered, your brain builds a strong network of neurons to support
      your current behaviors. The more you do something, the stronger and
      more efficient the connection becomes.

      You probably have very strong habits and connections that you
      take for granted each day. For example, your brain is probably very
      efficient at remembering to take a shower each morning or to brew
      your morning cup of coffee or to open the blinds when the sun rises
      … or thousands of other daily habits. You can take advantage of
      these strong connections to build new habits.

      How?

      When it comes to building new habits, you can use the
      connectedness of behavior to your advantage. One of the best ways
      to build a new habit is to identify a current habit you already do
      each day and then stack your new behavior on top. This is called
      habit stacking.

      Habit stacking is a special form of an implementation
      intention. Rather than pairing your new habit with a particular
      time and location, you pair it with a current habit. This method,
      which was created by BJ Fogg as part of his Tiny Habits program,
      can be used to design an obvious cue for nearly any habit.

      Habit Stacking Examples

      The habit stacking formula
      is:

      
      After/Before [CURRENT HABIT], I will [NEW HABIT].

      

      For example:

      
      	After I pour my cup of coffee each morning, I will meditate for
      one minute.

      	After I take off my work shoes, I will immediately change into
      my workout clothes.

      	After I sit down to dinner, I will say one thing I’m grateful
      for that happened today.

      	After I get into bed at night, I will give my partner a
      kiss.

      	After I put on my running shoes, I will text a friend or family
      member where I am running and how long it will take.

      

      Again, the reason habit stacking works so well is that your
      current habits are already built into your brain. You have patterns
      and behaviors that have been strengthened over years. By linking
      your new habits to a cycle that is already built into your brain,
      you make it more likely that you’ll stick to the new behavior.

      Once you have mastered this basic structure, you can begin to
      create larger stacks by chaining small habits together. This allows
      you to take advantage of the natural momentum that comes from one
      behavior leading into the next.

      [image: ]
      Your morning routine habit stack might look like this:

      
      	After I pour my morning cup of coffee, I will meditate for
      sixty seconds.

      	After I meditate for sixty seconds, I will write my to-do list
      for the day.

      	After I write my to-do list for the day, I will immediately
      begin my first task.

      

      Or, consider this habit stack in the evening:

      
      	After I finish eating dinner, I will put my plate directly into
      the dishwasher.

      	After I put my dishes away, I will immediately wipe down the
      counter.

      	After I wipe down the counter, I will set out my coffee mug for
      tomorrow morning.

      

      You can also insert new behaviors into the middle of your
      current routines. For example, you may already have a morning
      routine that looks like this: Wake up > Make my bed > Take a
      shower. Let’s say you want to develop the habit of reading more
      each night. You can expand your habit stack and try something like:
      Wake up > Make my bed > Place a book on my pillow > Take a
      shower. Now, when you climb into bed each night, a book will be
      sitting there waiting for you to enjoy.

      Overall, habit stacking allows you to create a set of simple
      rules that guide your future behavior. It’s like you always have a
      game plan for which action should come next. Once you get
      comfortable with this approach, you can develop general habit
      stacks to guide you whenever the situation is appropriate:

      
      	When I see a set of stairs, I will take them instead of using
      the elevator.

      	Social skills. When I walk into a party, I will introduce
      myself to anyone I don’t know yet.

      	When I want to buy something over $100, I will wait 24 hours
      before purchasing.

      	Healthy eating. When I serve myself a meal, I will always put
      veggies on my plate first.

      	When I buy a new item, I will give something away. (“One in,
      one out.”)

      	When the phone rings, I will take one deep breath and smile
      before answering.

      	When I leave a public place, I will check the table and chairs
      to make sure I don’t leave anything behind.

      

      No matter how you use this strategy, the secret to creating a
      successful habit stack is selecting the right cue to kick things
      off. Unlike an implementation intention, which specifically states
      the time and location for a given behavior, habit stacking
      implicitly has the time and location built into it. When and where
      you choose to insert a habit into your daily routine can make a big
      difference. If you’re trying to add meditation into your morning
      routine but mornings are chaotic and your kids keep running into
      the room, then that may be the wrong place and time. Consider when
      you are most likely to be successful. Don’t ask yourself to do a
      habit when you’re likely to be occupied with something else.

      Your cue should also have the same frequency as your desired
      habit. If you want to do a habit every day, but you stack it on top
      of a habit that only happens on Mondays, that’s not a good
      choice.

      Finding the Right Trigger

      One way to find the right trigger for your habit stack is by
      brainstorming a list of your current habits. You can use your
      Habits
      Scorecard as a starting point. Alternatively, you can create a
      list with two columns. In the first column, write down the habits
      you do each day without fail.

      For example:

      
      	Get out of bed.

      	Take a shower.

      	Brush your teeth.

      	Get dressed.

      	Brew a cup of coffee.

      	Eat breakfast.

      	Take the kids to school.

      	Start the work day.

      	Eat lunch.

      	End the work day.

      	Change out of work clothes.

      	Sit down for dinner.

      	Turn off the lights.

      	Get into bed.

      

      Your list can be much longer, but you get the idea. In the
      second column, write down all of the things that happen to you each
      day without fail. For example:

      
      	The sun rises.

      	You get a text message.

      	The song you are listening to ends.

      	The sun sets.

      

      Armed with these two lists, you can begin searching for the best
      place to layer your new habit into your lifestyle.

      The Next Step

      Habit stacking works best when the cue is highly specific and
      immediately actionable. Many people select cues that are too vague.
      I made this mistake myself. When I wanted to start a push-up habit,
      my habit stack was, “When I take a break for lunch, I will do ten
      push-ups.” At first glance, this sounded reasonable. But soon, I
      realized the trigger was unclear. Would I do my push-ups before I
      ate lunch? After I ate lunch? Where would I do them? After a few
      inconsistent days, I changed my habit stack to: “When I close my
      laptop for lunch, I will do ten push-ups next to my desk.”
      Ambiguity gone.

      Habits like “read more” or “eat better” are worthy causes but
      far too vague. These goals do not provide instruction on how and
      when to act. Be specific and clear: After I close the door. After I
      brush my teeth. After I sit down at the table. The specificity is
      important. The more tightly bound your new habit is to a specific
      cue, the better the odds are that you will notice when the time
      comes to act.

      Happy habit stacking!

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 4 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      What Are You Measuring In Your Life?

      
      Imagine this…

      Someone walks into the gym, warms up, does a little bit of this
      exercise, does a little bit of that exercise, bounces around to a
      few machines, maybe hops on the treadmill, finishes their workout,
      and leaves the gym.

      This isn’t a critique of their workout. In fact, it’s quite
      possible that they got a nice workout in. So, what is notable about
      this situation?

      They didn’t measure anything. They didn’t track their workout.
      They didn’t count reps or weight or time or speed or any other
      metric. And so, they have no basis for knowing if they are making
      progress or not. Not tracking your progress is one of the six major
      mistakes I see people make in the gym.

      But here’s the thing: We all have areas of life that we say are
      important to us, but that we aren’t measuring.

      What We Measure, We Improve

      Count something. Regardless of what one ultimately does in
      medicine—or outside of medicine, for that matter—one should be a
      scientist in this world. In the simplest terms, this means one
      should count something. … It doesn’t really matter what you count.
      You don’t need a research grant. The only requirement is that what
      you count should be interesting to you.

      —Atul Gawande, Better: A Surgeon’s Notes on
      Performance

      The things we measure are the things we improve. It is only
      through numbers and clear tracking that we have any idea if we are
      getting better or worse.

      Our lives are shaped by how we choose to spend our time and
      energy each day. Measuring can help us spend that time in better
      ways, more consistently.

      It’s Not About the Result, It’s About
      Awareness

      The trick is to realize that counting, measuring, and tracking
      is not about the result. It’s about the system, not the
      goal.

      Measure from a place of curiosity. Measure to discover, to find
      out, to understand.

      Measure from a place of self-awareness. Measure to get to know
      yourself better.

      Measure to see if you are showing up. Measure to see if you’re
      actually spending time on the things that are important to you.
      (Make sure to measure backward, not
      forward.)

      You Can’t Measure Everything

      Critics will be quick to point out that you can’t measure
      everything. This is true.

      
      	Love is important, but how do you measure it?

      	Morality is important, but can it be quantified
      accurately?

      	Finding meaning in our lives is essential, but how do you
      calculate it?

      

      Furthermore, there are some things in life that don’t need to be
      measured. Some people just love working out for the sake of working
      out. Measuring every repetition might reduce the satisfaction and
      make it seem more like a job. There is nothing wrong with that. (As
      always, take the main idea and use it in a way that is best for
      you.)

      Measurement won’t solve everything. It is not an ultimate answer
      to life. However, it is a way to track something critical: are you
      showing up in the areas that you say are important to you?

      The Idea in Practice

      But even for things that can’t be quantified, measuring can be
      helpful. And it doesn’t have to be complicated or
      time-consuming.

      You can’t measure love, but you can track different ways that
      you are showing up with love in your life:

      
      	Send a digital love note to your partner each day (text, email,
      voicemail, tweet, etc.) and use the
      Seinfeld Strategy to keep track of your streak.

      	Schedule one “Surprise Appreciation” each week where you write
      to a friend and thank them for something unexpected.

      

      You can’t measure morality, but you can track if you’re thinking
      about it:

      
      	Write down three values that are dear to you each morning.

      	Keep a decision journal to track which decisions you make and
      whether or not they align with your ethics.

      

      The things we measure are the things we improve. What are you
      measuring in your life?

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Get Your Brain to Focus on What Matters

      
      It was the first game of the season and Peyton Manning, one of
      the greatest quarterbacks in the history of the National Football
      League, already had a chance to set another NFL record.

      Late in the fourth quarter, with the ball on his own
      22-yard-line, Manning stepped up to the line of scrimmage and
      surveyed the defense. Just before snapping the ball, he noticed
      something.

      The Baltimore Ravens defenders were moving around in front of
      Manning, preparing for the play, but something didn’t feel right.
      After the game, Manning would simply say that he “saw
      something.”

      Baltimore was going to blitz and Manning knew it. He took a step
      forward, spread his arms to signal a new play call, and yelled out
      the play, “Alley! Alley! … Alley! Alley! Alley!”

      The Broncos snapped the ball. The Ravens, as expected, blitzed.
      Manning threw a perfectly planned pass to wide receiver Demaryius
      Thomas, who ran 78 yards for a touchdown. The Baltimore defenders
      never laid a hand on him.

      It was Manning’s seventh touchdown pass of the game, tying the
      NFL record. And perhaps more impressive, it took Manning just four
      seconds to step up to the line of scrimmage, analyze the location
      of all eleven defenders, compare their coverage to the play he had
      called, recognize that they were preparing to blitz, and then call
      a new play. All that, in just four seconds.

      Let’s talk about how Peyton Manning can do that, and how you can
      develop expertise in the areas that matter to you.

      The “Cocktail Party Effect”

      In a variety of studies, researchers have shown that website
      visitors have learned to ignore the common areas of webpages loaded
      with advertisements. In many cases, the readers breeze right past
      the advertisements like they aren’t even there. Known as “banner
      blindness” this phenomenon is essentially saying that as you read
      more articles online, you learn to ignore the irrelevant or
      unimportant pieces of the experience.

      This basic idea – that you can focus on one part of an
      experience and ignore others – is a cognitive psychology concept
      known as selective attention. It’s also called the “cocktail party
      effect,” which is named after the idea that your brain can pay
      attention to a single conversation while standingin a crowded
      room full of people talking. Selective attention helps you filter
      out the noise and focus on the signal.

      Selective attention is what allowed Peyton Manning to instantly
      assess the defense of the Baltimore Ravens and change his play call
      accordingly. Manning has put in thousands of hours playing the
      game, studying film of opposing defenses, and learning from his
      mistakes. As a result, his brain instinctively knew what was signal
      and what was noise. He knew what to focus on and what to
      ignore.

      The result is that Peyton Manning can make snap decisions that
      are based on thousands of hours of experience. While a young
      quarterback might see a dozen possible options for what will
      happen, Manning can narrow it down to a few options, perhaps even
      one option, by using selective attention to pay attention to the
      right factors. The result is increased success, and it’s a major
      difference
      between amateurs and experts.
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      The Truth About Hacks

      It seems that the world is obsessed with quick fixes and
      performance hacks. I get it. I’ve felt that way too. We all want to
      “hack” our bodies and brains, to find a hidden solution to
      mastering our mental and physical performance.

      The thing is, when you look at how the top performers in the
      world operate and examine what is really going on in their minds
      and bodies, you often see the complete opposite of a hack. You see
      repetitions and consistency.

      
      	When LeBron James wants to increase his recovery and physical
      performance, he sleeps for 12
      hours.

      	When Kobe Bryant wants to improve his skill set, he shoots 800
      times.

      	When Peyton Manning wants to see holes in the defense, he puts
      in thousands of hours in the film room.

      

      Sure, these athletes are blessed with one-in-a-million genetics,
      but chalking their success up to innate talent ignores a very big
      piece of the puzzle. I’m willing to bet that their tireless
      approach to mastering the fundamentals and unwavering commitment to
      consistency would pay dividends for nearly anyone in any field,
      regardless of genetic talent.

      The Secret to Selective Attention

      That said, Peyton Manning does have one distinct advantage over
      most people looking to develop expertise: statistics.

      Everything that Manning does is measured. How many interceptions
      he throws. How many touchdowns he throws. How many passes he
      completes. How much weight he lifts in the gym. How fast he runs
      his sprints. It’s all measured.

      Why is this important? Because he has proof of whether or not he
      is making progress in his life and work. Because he is measuring
      these numbers, he is also looking to improve these numbers. And
      when he does something new and the numbers go up, that is a clear
      signal to him that this new behavior is working.

      The only way to figure out what works and what doesn’t is to
      measure your
      results. If you repeat this cycle for 20 years, then you end up
      becoming very good at focusing on the things that matter and
      ignoring the things that don’t.

      If you want to get better, then practice consistently and
      measure constantly. Use that feedback to figure out what is working
      and what isn’t. Then, spend your time putting in more reps rather
      than searching for another hack. Experts spend more time focusing
      on what works. And the only way to know what works is to put the
      time in.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking living better,
      check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Read More: The Simple System I'm Using to Read 30+ Books
      Per Year

      
      Warren Buffett, the man commonly referred to as the greatest
      investor of the 20th century, was standing in front of 165
      wide-eyed students from Columbia University.

      One of the students raised his hand and asked Buffett for his
      thoughts on the best way to prepare for an investing career. After
      thinking for a moment, Buffett pulled out a stack of papers and
      trade reports he had brought with him and said, “Read 500 pages
      like this every day. That’s how knowledge works. It builds up, like
      compound interest. All of you can do it, but I guarantee not many
      of you will do it.”

      Buffett estimates that 80 percent of his working hours are spent
      reading or thinking. It’s enough to make you ask, “Am I reading
      enough books?”

      When I asked myself that question recently, I realized that
      there were some simple reasons I wasn’t reading as much as I would
      like to, and I developed a reasonable system that is helping me
      read more than 30 books per year.

      Let me explain…

      

      How to Read More Books

      If you know how to read, then reading books is relatively easy.
      You simply have to make time to read. Easier said than done, of
      course.

      When I looked at my own reading habits, I realized that my
      reading habits were mostly reactive, not proactive. If an
      interesting link flashed across my screen on Facebook or Twitter,
      then I would read it as a reaction. I wasn’t proactively making
      time to read books each day. I was simply reading interesting ideas
      that were pushed in front of me.

      As a result, most of my reading was done online. Now, there are
      plenty of excellent articles on the web, but generally speaking,
      the quality of good books is better. Books typically have better
      writing (more tightly edited) and higher quality information
      (better fact-checking and more extensive research). From a learning
      perspective, it’s probably a better use of my time to read books
      than to read online content.

      So, I had to figure out a strategy that would allow me to read
      more books without letting typical distractions get in the way.

      How do you do that?

      20 Pages Per Day

      Here’s the only pattern I’ve been able to stick with
      consistently:

      Read 20 pages to start the day.

      I usually wake up, drink a glass of water, write down 3 things
      I’m grateful for, and read 20 pages of a book. For the last 10
      weeks, I have followed this new habit. As of today, I’m 100 pages
      into my 7th book. At that pace (7 books per 10 weeks) I’ll read
      about 36 books in the next year. Not bad.

      Here’s why I think this pattern works: 20 pages is small enough
      that it’s not intimidating. Most people can finish reading 20 pages
      within 30 minutes. And if you do it first thing in the morning,
      then the urgencies of the day don’t get in the way.

      Finally, 20 pages seems small but adds up fast. It’s a great
      average speed.

      If time allows, I’ll read more at other times as well. After the
      research I did for my article on how to get better
      sleep, I have added reading to my “prepare for bed” routine as
      well. But regardless of what happens during the rest of the day, I
      still get my 20 pages in each morning.

      The First Hour

      How do you spend the first hour of your
      day?

      Most people spend it getting dressed, getting ready, and rushing
      out the door. What if that time was spent making yourself a better
      person? What if you woke up an hour before you needed to
      each day and worked on yourself? How much better would you be at
      work, in your relationships, and as a person?

      That’s essentially what this reading strategy is asking you to
      do. Before you move on to the normal bustle of the day, invest in
      yourself. Before your life turns into a whirlwind of activity, read
      a book that will make you better. As with most habits that can
      greatly impact your life, this will never feel
      urgent, but it is important.

      20 pages per day. That’s all you need.

      Read Next

      Looking for good books to read? I created a public reading list
      where you can see all of my book recommendations
      across a wide range of categories. Here are a few of the best books
      to start with…

      If you want practical ideas for creating more good habits (like
      reading!), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      Happy reading!

      

    

  
    

    
      Plan For Failure: Being Consistent Is Not the Same as Being
      Perfect

      
      You probably realize that consistency is important for making
      progress, doing better work, getting in shape, and achieving some
      level of success in most areas of life.

      I write about the power of consistency often: why repetition is
      more important than perfection (here), how small gains add
      up to big results (here), and why falling
      in love with boredom is essential for mastery (here).

      But once you realize the power of consistency, there is a danger
      that comes with this knowledge. And that danger is falling into an
      all-or-nothing mindset.

      As usual, I don’t have this all figured out, but let’s talk
      about how to be consistent and how we can use science and research
      to avoid common mistakes and pitfalls.

      The All or Nothing Mindset

      Once you realize that consistency is essential for success it
      can be easy to obsess over becoming flawlessly consistent.

      For example…

      
      	Trying to get fit? It’s easy to convince
      yourself that if you don’t follow your diet perfectly, then you’ve
      failed.

      	Want to meditate each day? Beware of focusing
      so much on never missing a day that you stress over sticking to
      your meditation schedule.

      	Looking to become a successful writer? You can
      quickly brainwash yourself into thinking that successful authors
      write every single day without fail. (The same goes for artists and
      athletes of all kinds.)

      

      In other words, it’s really easy to confuse being consistent
      with being perfect. And that is a problem because there is no
      safety margin for errors, mistakes, and emergencies. (You know, the
      type of things that make you a normal human being.)

      Cutting yourself some slack becomes even more important when we
      consider the science behind habit formation and continual
      improvement. Research shows that, regardless of the habit that you
      are working to build, missing a single day has no measurable impact
      on your long-term success. (More on that here.)

      In other words, it is all about average
      speed, not maximum speed. Daily failures are like red lights
      during a road trip. When you’re driving a car, you’ll come to a red
      light every now and then. But if you maintain a good average speed,
      you’ll always make it to your destination despite the stops and
      delays along the way.

      The Idea in Practice

      Josh Hillis is a fat loss
      coach. When working with clients, Josh doesn’t even bother tracking
      their daily calories. He only looks at the calorie total at the end
      of each week and makes adjustments based on that.

      Consider how different this strategy is from the typical
      nutritional approach. Josh doesn’t care what you eat for any
      individual meal. He is not concerned if you make a mistake or binge
      eat once or twice. He realizes that individual meals don’t matter
      if you maintain the right “average speed” over the course of the
      week.

      I find this to be an empowering way to think about consistency
      and progress in nearly any area. It’s never my intention to make a
      mistake, but if I do, I have given myself permission to view my
      progress over a longer timeline than a single day or an individual
      event.

      How to be Consistent: Plan For Failure

      Consistency is essential for success in any area. There is no
      way to get around the fact that mastery requires a volume of
      work.

      But if you want to maintain your sanity, reduce stress, and
      increase your odds of long-term success, then you need to plan for
      failure as well as focus on consistency. As I mentioned in my
      Willpower Seminar, research from Stanford professor Kelly McGonigal
      has shown that the number one reason why willpower fades and people
      fail to remain consistent with their habits and goals is that they
      don’t have plan for failure.

      Planning to fail doesn’t mean that you expect to fail, but
      rather than you know what you will do and how you will get back on track
      when things don’t work out. If you’re focused on being perfect,
      then you’re caught in an all-or-nothing trap.

      Meanwhile, if you realize that individual failures have little
      impact on your long-term success, then you can more easily rebound
      from failures and setbacks. Being consistent is not the same as
      being perfect.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Change Your Beliefs and Stick to Your Goals for
      Good

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In one of my very first articles, I discussed a concept called
      identity-based
      habits.

      The basic idea is that the beliefs you have about yourself can
      drive your long-term behavior. Maybe you can trick yourself into
      going to the gym or eating healthy once or twice, but if you don’t
      shift your underlying identity, then it’s hard to stick with
      long-term changes.
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      Most people start by focusing on outcome-based goals like “I
      want to lose 20 pounds” or “I want to write a best-selling
      book.”

      But these are surface level changes.

      The root of behavior change and building better habits is your
      identity. Each action you perform is driven by the fundamental
      belief that it is possible. So if you change your identity (the
      type of person that you believe that you are), then it’s easier to
      change your actions.

      This brings us to an important question: How, exactly, is your
      identity formed? And how can you emphasize new aspects of your
      identity that serve you and gradually erase the pieces that hinder
      you?

      
      Your identity emerges out of your habits. You are not born with
      preset beliefs. Every belief, including those about yourself, is
      learned and conditioned through experience.

      More precisely, your habits are how you embody your
      identity. When you make your bed each day, you embody the identity
      of an organized person. When you write each day, you embody the
      identity of a creative person. When you train each day, you embody
      the identity of an athletic person.

      The more you repeat a behavior, the more you reinforce the
      identity associated with that behavior. In fact, the word
      identity was originally derived from the Latin words
      essentitas, which means being, and, identidem,
      which means repeatedly. Your identity is literally your
      “repeated beingness.”

      Whatever your identity is right now, you only believe it because
      you have proof of it. If you go to church every Sunday for twenty
      years, you have evidence that you are religious. If you study
      biology for one hour every night, you have evidence that you are
      studious. If you go to the gym even when it’s snowing, you have
      evidence that you are committed to fitness. The more evidence you
      have for a belief, the more strongly you will believe it.

      For most of my early life, I didn’t consider myself a writer. If
      you were to ask any of my high school teachers or college
      professors, they would tell you I was an average writer at best:
      certainly not a standout. When I began my writing career, I
      published a new article every Monday and Thursday for the first few
      years. As the evidence grew, so did my identity as a writer. I
      didn’t start out as a writer. I became one through my habits.

      Of course, your habits are not the only actions that influence
      your identity, but by virtue of their frequency they are usually
      the most important ones. Each experience in life modifies your
      self-image, but it’s unlikely you would consider yourself a soccer
      player because you kicked a ball once or an artist because you
      scribbled a picture. As you repeat these actions, however, the
      evidence accumulates and your self-image begins to change. The
      effect of one-off experiences tends to fade away while effect of
      habits gets reinforced with time, which means your habits
      contribute most of the evidence that shapes your identity. In this
      way, the process of building habits is actually the process of
      becoming yourself.

      This is a gradual evolution. We do not change by snapping our
      fingers and deciding to be someone entirely new. We change bit by
      bit, day by day, habit by habit.We are continually undergoing
      microevolutions of the self.

      Every action you take is a vote for the type of person you wish
      to become. If you finish a book, then perhaps you are the type of
      person who likes reading. If you go to the gym, then perhaps you
      are the type of person who likes exercise. If you practice playing
      the guitar, perhaps you are the type of person who likes music.
      Each habit is like a suggestion: “Hey, maybe this is who I am.”

      No single instance will transform your beliefs, but as the votes
      build up, so does the evidence of your new identity. This is one
      reason why meaningful change does not require radical change. Small
      habits can make a meaningful difference by providing evidence of a
      new identity. And if a change is meaningful, it actually is big.
      That’s the paradox of making small improvements.

      Putting this all together, you can see that habits are the path
      to changing your identity. The most practical way to change
      who you are is to change what you do.

      
      	Each time you write a page, you are a writer.

      	Each time you practice the violin, you are a musician.

      	Each time you start a workout, you are an athlete.

      	Each time you encourage your employees, you are a leader.

      

      Each habit not only gets results but also teaches you something
      far more important: to trust yourself. You start to believe you can
      actually accomplish these things. When the votes mount up and the
      evidence begins to change, the story you tell yourself begins to
      change as well.

      Of course, it works the opposite way, too. Every time you choose
      to perform a bad habit, it’s a vote for that identity. The good
      news is that you don’t need to be perfect. In any election, there
      are going to be votes for both sides. You don’t need a unanimous
      vote to win an election; you just need a majority. It doesn’t
      matter if you cast a few votes for a bad behavior or an
      unproductive habit. Your goal is simply to win the majority of the
      time.

      This is why I advocate starting with incredibly small
      actions (small votes still count!) and building consistency.
      Use the 2-Minute
      Rule to get started. Follow the Seinfeld
      Strategy to maintain consistency. Each actionbecomes a
      small vote that tells your mind, “Hey, I believe this about
      myself.” And at some point, you actually will believe it.

      New identities require new evidence. If you keep casting the
      same votes you’ve always cast, you’re going to get the same results
      you’ve always had. If nothing changes, nothing is going to
      change.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 2 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Stop Wasting Time on the Details and Commit to the
      Fundamentals

      
      I was in the gym one day, training like usual, when my coach
      made an important observation. It didn’t take me long to see how
      this discovery applied to other areas of my life as well.

      Here’s what happened.

      We looked across the gym and saw someone performing lateral
      raises with dumbbells while standing on a Bosu ball. (This is an
      exercise that focuses on smaller muscles in the shoulder and
      doesn’t do much for the rest of the body.)

      My coach watched for a moment and then said, “Imagine how good
      you have to be for that exercise to be the thing that gets you to
      the next level.”

      His point was that this person was focusing on an exercise that
      improved a few, tiny muscles in their body while ignoring the more
      important foundational movements. Even an Olympic athlete who had
      mastered the basic movements
      (squats, bench press, etc.) could not honestly look in the mirror
      and say, “You know what’s holding me back? I’m not doing enough
      lateral raises.”

      In other words, the problem is that too many people waste time
      on the details before mastering the fundamentals. And I’d say the
      same in true outside of the gym as well.

      The Courage to Master the Fundamentals

      Everybody has the same basic body and needs, and we have to
      have the courage to train the fundamentals, the basics, at least
      80% of the time. Sure, add some spice in there now and again, but
      focus on the basics.

      —Dan John

      Committing to the basics and mastering the fundamentals can be
      hard. And I get it. I’ve struggled to fall in love with boredom
      and focus on the basics many times.

      For example, as an entrepreneur it is very easy for me to spend
      my days working on the details. Should I make a small tweak to my
      website design? Should I answer these 50 emails? Should I switch my
      payment processor so that I can save an extra 2 percent on
      fees?

      All of these things have a place, but that place should not be
      at the top of my to-do list. Instead, my time would be better spent
      focusing on the fundamentals. For example, writing two really good
      articles each week.

      Avoid the “Edge Cases”

      In the words of my friend, Corbett Barr, people waste
      too much time debating edge cases. Edge cases are the what-ifs, the
      could-bes, the minor details — the things that might make a 2
      percent difference, but mostly distract you from the real work that
      would make 80 percent of the difference.

      
      	If you’re considering a new diet, but you’re worried that you
      might not be able to stick with it when you go out with your
      friends on Thursday nights, then you’re worrying about an edge
      case. Thursday night isn’t going to make or break you. It’s the
      work you put in during the other 20 meals of the week that
      matters.

      	If you’re starting a business and you’re debating over business
      cards or shipping methods or a thousand other things that could
      delay you from finding your first paying customer, then you’re
      stuck on the edge cases. You can optimize later. Meanwhile,
      delaying this decision is bringing in exactly zero dollars.

      	If you’re trying to “get all of your ducks in a row” or figure
      out “the right way to do this” then you’re probably giving yourself
      an excuse to avoid the hard decisions. Research is only useful
      until it becomes a form of procrastination. In most cases, you’ll
      discover better answers by doing than by researching. (There is a
      difference between
      being in motion and taking action.)

      

      The greatest skill in any endeavor is doing the work. And for
      that reason, most people don’t need more time, more money, or
      better strategies. They just need to do the real work and master
      the basics.

      Don’t Fear the Fundamentals

      Most people avoid the fundamentals because they don’t have the
      guts to become great at them. When you eliminate everything that is
      unnecessary, there are no details to hide behind. You’re left with
      just the basics and whether or not you have mastered them.

      It’s easier to tell people that you’re “working on a new
      strategy” or you’re “doing more research.” It’s hard to say, “I’m
      focusing on the basics, but I haven’t made much progress yet.”

      Do you have the courage to simplify and become the best at the
      basics? Stop wasting time on the details that make the last 10% of
      difference.

      What good is a lateral raise if you can’t do a proper press?
      What good is a fancy business logo if you haven’t found your first
      paying customer? What good is a better guitar if you haven’t built
      the habit of practicing each day?

      Without the fundamentals, the details are useless.

      

    

  
    

    
      I’m Using These 3 Simple Steps to Actually Stick with Good
      Habits

      
      I have been trying a new strategy for building habits and it is
      working incredibly well. This strategy is remarkably easy and it is
      governed by three simple rules.

      First I’ll tell you the three rules. Then, I’ll explain how I’m
      using this strategy and offer some other examples of how you can
      put these rules into practice.

      3 Rules For Actually Sticking to Good Habits

      Here are the rules:

      
      	You have to start with a version of the habit that is
      incredibly easy for you. It must be so easy that you can’t say no
      to doing it and so easy that it is not difficult at all in the
      beginning.

      	You have to increase your habit each day, but in an incredibly
      small way.

      	Even after increasing your habit, all repetitions must remain
      easy. The total habit should be broken down into easier pieces if
      needed.

      

      Now, let’s talk about what this looks like in real life. Here’s
      how I’m using these three rules.

      The Pushup Habit

      The more pushups I do, the leaner I get. For that reason, I
      recently decided to make pushups a daily habit. I decided to use
      the three rules I explained above to slowly and easily add more
      pushups to my routine.

      
      	The first day, I did 10 pushups, which only took 15 seconds or
      so. (Rule 1.)

      	The second day, I did 11 pushups. This was a very tiny
      improvement. (Rule 2.)

      	I’ve continued this pattern of adding 1 pushup per day, every
      single day. I did 21 this morning, which was still easy to do and
      took less than 30 seconds. (Rule 3.)

      

      Once I get to higher numbers, I will break them up into smaller,
      easier sets. For example, to do 50 pushups, I might do three sets:
      20, 20, 10. The next day, I’ll add one more and do 20, 20, 11.

      There are a few things happening here.

      First, because I started with a habit that was
      very easy in the beginning, I am building the capacity to do work.
      In other words, I’m focusing on volume first, which will allow me
      to handle the intensity of a bigger habit later.

      Second, because I am increasing by a very tiny
      amount each day, my body is able to recover and grow. Meanwhile, if
      I had started with a difficult or more impressive habit, then I
      would have hindered my ability to adapt as the habit grew.

      Third, because I am breaking the habit down
      into sets that are always easy, I am reducing the mental burden
      needed to accomplish the habit. In a way, these easy sets are
      simply fun to do and require very little motivation to finish.

      And most important, I am focusing on actually
      performing the habit rather than worrying about the outcome. I am
      developing the skill of being consistent and that is a skill that
      is valuable in nearly every area of life.

      How Can You Use This in Real Life?

      Here are some other ways you can use this strategy to build new
      habits.

      Meditation. Wish you would meditate
      consistently and be more mindful?

      
      	On day one, you’ll meditate for 60 seconds.

      	On day two, you’ll meditate for 70 seconds.

      	Continue this pattern, until you get to an amount of time that
      satisfies you or is too long to do at once. For example, 10 minutes
      of meditation might feel like a lot. Once you get to this point,
      break up your sessions into easier blocks. For example, meditate
      for 5 minutes in the morning and then 5 minutes in the
      evening.

      

      Walking. Get a device that can measure the
      amount of steps you take in a day (a pedometer, FitBit, app on your
      phone, etc.)

      
      	On day one, you’ll walk 1,000 steps, which most people already
      do each day.

      	On day two, you’ll add 100 steps and walk a total of 1,100
      steps. An additional 100 steps could be walking down to your
      mailbox and back — not far at all.

      	Continue this pattern until walking more each day becomes time
      prohibitive. Let’s say that this point is 10,000 steps in a day. At
      this point, you may want to break up your walking time into shorter
      jogging sessions.

      

      Reading. Wish you were reading more books?

      
      	On day one, you’ll read for one minute.

      	On day two, you’ll read for two minutes.

      	Continue this pattern until you’re reading for a period of time
      that either satisfies you or is too long to do at once. For
      example, maybe reading for more than 20 minutes at a time is a
      stretch for you. If you want to read for 30 minutes, you can simply
      break it down into smaller 10 minutes blocks.

      

      Flossing. Not in the habit of flossing?

      
      	On day one, floss just one tooth. You are not allowed to floss
      two teeth. (Hat tip to BJ Fogg.)

      	On day two, floss two teeth.

      	Continue this pattern. After one month, you’ll be flossing all
      of your teeth each day.

      

      Do Small Habits Actually Amount to Anything?

      I know these small gains can seem almost meaningless, especially
      in the beginning. But small habits can actually deliver incredible
      progress very quickly.

      If you performed the examples I listed above for one month,
      here’s what would happen.

      
      	If you started with 10 pushups and added 1 per day, you would
      do 775 pushups in 30 days.

      	If you started with 1 minute of reading and added 1 minute per
      day, you would have read for over 8 hours in 30 days (enough to
      finish a 400 page book every month).

      	If you started by walking 1,000 steps and added 100 per day,
      you would walk 77,500 steps (almost 39 miles) in 30 days.

      

      Small, consistent progress adds up really fast.

      Try the Three Rules for Yourself

      These three rules for sticking to good habits are simple, but
      they work.

      Here they are again:

      
      	You have to start with a version of the habit that is
      incredibly easy for you. It must be so easy that you can’t say no
      to doing it and so easy that it is not difficult at all in the
      beginning.

      	You have to increase your habit each day, but in an incredibly
      small way.

      	Even after increasing your habit, all sets must remain easy.
      The total habit should be broken down into easier pieces if
      needed.

      

      Give it a try and see what you think! As always, I’m open to any
      feedback or criticism. Sharing with one another helps us all grow
      and learn.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.
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      I Watched an Artist Create Stained Glass And Learned An
      Important Lesson About Life

      
      Until recently, I had never been inside a stained glass studio.
      And then, without any planning at all, I found myself inside two
      different studios over the span of three days. Strange how life
      works like that.

      I assumed that I would see some nicely colored works windows or
      something similar, but that would be it. Little did I know, I was
      about to learn a lesson about life.

      During a conversation with one of the artists, I was told about
      a strategy they use to cut glass and immediately realized that this
      same idea applies to habits, improvement, and almost everything in
      life.

      Here’s what the artist told me…

      

      Lessons Learned from Stained Glass

      Stained glass artists create different designs by making cuts on
      the glass to “score” it and then breaking off the pattern or shape
      that they want to use in the finished product. (In other words,
      they make a notch in the glass and then break the pieces apart like
      you would with a Kit Kat bar.)

      The most difficult cut in stained glass is called an inside cut.
      Basically, it’s a curved line where you throw away the part inside
      of the curve. The problem with inside cuts is that the edges of the
      curve tend to chip when the pieces of scored glass are broken
      apart. The image below shows what I mean.

      [image: stained glass inside cut]

      As the artist talked about inside cuts, he said, “The glass will
      shatter if you try to cut too much off at once. The best way to do
      an inside cut is to slice off smaller curves piece-by-piece. In
      fact, it’s not just the best way to do it, it’s the only way to do
      it.”

      So, you start by slicing a shallow curve and breaking a small
      piece off. Then you cut a slightly deeper curve and break that off.
      And so on, until you have your full inside cut. The image below
      shows the strategy.

      [image: stained glass inside cut]

      By slowly cutting deeper and deeper curves, the artist prevents
      the glass from chipping and breaking as it changes shape.

      Inside Cuts in Everyday Life

      Changing your behavior, building new habits, and learning new
      skills is a lot like making an inside cut on a piece of glass.

      If you want, you can try to make a big change and cut the entire
      piece at once. We convince ourselves that we can do this all the
      time. We’ll commit to transforming our diet overnight or we get
      inspired to launch a business in a weekend or we finally get
      motivated to workout and push ourselves to the brink of
      exhaustion.

      If our life is like the piece of glass, we try to change the
      entire shape of it all at once.

      Why? Because it’s so easy to focus on achievements instead
      of progress. We tend to get obsessed with our goals rather than
      focusing on our
      system.

      I don’t know about you, but I’ve made this mistake tons of times
      myself. I’ll get excited and motivated and jump into a project or
      chase a goal with everything I have, but pretty soon the pieces
      begin to break and I have to start over.

      Approach Change Like a Stained Glass Artist

      The alternative is to approach your goals and dreams like a
      stained glass artist.

      You can choose to make slow, methodical gains. Start with a
      small, unimpressive cut — something you can easily handle — and do
      it well. Then, repeat with a slightly bigger step. And again. And
      again. And again.

      This process is like starting with something that is so easy that
      you can’t say no. And then focusing on improving by one percent
      each time. And then committing to doing more
      repetitions.

      Of course, change isn’t easy — no matter how you do it. Slow
      gains are boring. They’re unsexy. Nobody writes news stories about
      them. But moving forward in a slow and methodical manner doesn’t
      mean you lack ambition, drive, or vision. The stained glass artist
      has a very clear vision. He knows exactly what he is working
      toward.

      You and I can do the same. If we keep making small improvements,
      then pretty soon we will end up with a beautiful masterpiece on our
      hands instead of a bunch of fragments.

      

    

  
    

    
      Treat Failure Like a Scientist

      
      I recently had a wonderful conversation with my friend,
      Beck Tench.
      During our chat, Beck told me about an interesting shift in
      thinking that occurred while she worked at a science museum.

      During her time there, Beck said that she learned how to treat
      failure like a scientist.

      How does a scientist treat failure? And what can we learn from
      their approach?

      Here’s what Beck taught me…

      

      Treat Failure Like a Scientist

      When a scientist runs an experiment, there are all sorts of
      results that could happen. Some results are positive and some are
      negative, but all of them are data points. Each result is a piece
      of data that can ultimately lead to an answer.

      And that’s exactly how a scientist treats failure: as another
      data point.

      This is much different than how society often talks about
      failure. For most of us, failure feels like an indication of who we
      are as a person.

      Failing a test means you’re not smart enough. Failing to get fit
      means you’re undesirable. Failing in business means you don’t have
      what it takes. Failing at art means you’re not creative. And so
      on.

      But for the scientist, a negative result is not an indication
      that they are a bad scientist. In fact, it’s quite the opposite.
      Proving a hypothesis wrong is often just as useful as proving it
      right because you learned something along the way.

      Your failures are simply data points that can help lead you to
      the right answer.

      Failure Is the Cost You Pay to Be Right

      None of this is to say that you should seek to make mistakes or
      that failing is fun. Obviously, you’ll try to do things
      the right way. And failing on something that is important to you is
      never fun.

      But failure will always be part of your growth for one simple
      reason…

      If you’re focused on building a new habit or
      learning a
      new skill or mastering
      a craft of any type, then you’re basically experimenting in one
      way or another. And if you run enough experiments, then sometimes
      you’re going to get a negative result.

      It happens to every scientist and it will happen to you and me
      as well. To paraphrase Seth Godin: Failure is simply a cost you
      have to pay on the way to being right.

      Treat failure like a scientist. Your failures are not you. Your
      successes are not you. They are simply data points that help guide
      the next experiment.

      Thanks again to Beck for inspiring this post!

      

    

  
    

    
      This Research Study Changed the Way We Think About Success
      (Here’s How You Can Use It)

      
      It was my freshman year of high school and our basketball team
      had started the season with a losing streak.

      One day at practice, as our team was struggling to find some
      confidence and get our first win of the season, our coach pulled us
      together and said something that has stuck with me ever since.

      He looked at our group and said, “Confidence is just displayed
      ability.”

      In other words, if we wanted to become the type of team that
      stepped onto the court and believed we would win every game, then
      we had to become the type of team that displayed our ability over
      and over again.

      It didn’t have to be in big ways — it could start by making a
      free throw or getting back on defense or boxing your man out and
      grabbing a rebound. But if we displayed our ability, then the
      confidence would come.

      Up until that time I had just assumed that sometimes you were
      confident, sometimes you weren’t, and that was that. But this was a
      totally different way of thinking about it.

      If you could display your ability to do something — whether that
      was making a free throw, solving a math problem, or selling a candy
      bar — then you would naturally become confident in your ability to
      do it again. I had never thought about using my actions to drive my
      mindset.

      In fact, it seemed like everyone was always saying the opposite.
      “You need to believe in yourself first, then you’ll achieve
      it.” Or, “If you could only learn to believe in yourself,
      then you’ll be unstoppable.”

      Instead, my coach was saying, “Display your ability first. Prove
      it to yourself and then you’ll believe it.”

      In other words, this was the first time I thought about
      confidence, willpower, determination, and perseverance as qualities
      that could be developed through your actions.

      And as it turns out, my coach wasn’t just tossing out an
      unproven idea. There is now a body of research that shows just how
      right this approach can be.

      Let’s talk about that research now and what it means for
      succeeding in work, sports, education, and life in general.

      Growth Mindset vs. Fixed Mindset

      Carol Dweck is a researcher at Stanford University and is the
      author of the hit book, Mindset: The New Psychology
      of Success (audiobook), which
      reveals the difference between a fixed mindset and a growth
      mindset.

      In the quote below, Dweck explains the difference between the
      two mindsets by using students as an example…

      “In a fixed mindset students believe their basic abilities,
      their intelligence, their talents, are just fixed traits. They have
      a certain amount and that’s that, and then their goal becomes to
      look smart all the time and never look dumb.

      In a growth mindset students understand that their talents
      and abilities can be developed through effort, good teaching and
      persistence. They don’t necessarily think everyone’s the same or
      anyone can be Einstein, but they believe everyone can get smarter
      if they work at it.”

      Dweck’s research has changed the way we think about success.
      Because of her studies, we know that much of your success hinges on
      whether you believe that your abilities can be developed versus
      believing that they are fixed.

      You Can Have Both Mindsets

      The typical response to this research is to compare the two
      mindsets and say, “Obviously, the growth mindset is better. And, of
      course, that’s what I have.”

      But there is a key distinction that is true for all of us: you
      can have a growth mindset in some areas and a fixed mindset in
      others.

      For example, you might be very growth-oriented in your career
      and believe in your ability to develop and improve at work.
      Meanwhile, you might display a fixed mindset with regards to your
      health and believe things like “I’m just not the type of person
      who works out” or, “I was never the athletic
      type.”

      But that’s just one example. The point is that it’s very easy
      for anyone to have a fixed mindset in a given area even if they
      display a growth mindset in others.

      How To Develop a Growth Mindset

      I’m not Carol Dweck, so I won’t pretend to speak for her here.
      (Carol, if you’re out there reading, I’d love to get your take on
      this.)

      That said, I do think that the advice of my high school
      basketball coach can be very useful if we want to develop a growth
      mindset.

      My coach said, “Confidence is just displayed ability.” Put
      another way: “Prove it to yourself in small ways and you’ll develop
      the confidence that you can improve.” In other words, small wins repeated over
      time can lead to a growth mindset.

      I can’t tell you how many times I’ve seen this in the gym.

      You can bring someone new into the gym — someone who doesn’t see
      themselves as a fit person or as a strong person in the beginning —
      and yet their confidence grows with each workout they finish, each
      rep they do, and every 5 pounds they add to the bar. They begin to
      believe they can grow. They begin to see their health as something
      that can develop. In other words, all of their tiny actions add up
      to a growth mindset.

      As an example, this is what my buddy 
      Chase Reeves said when he started lifting consistently…

      Here’s one thing I’ve learned from a year at the gym …
      I can grow, build up strength, whatever’s
      necessary. I’m not defective.

      There’s confidence that comes with that — wisdom enough to
      know when it’s too much weight, confidence enough to know what I
      can do. Confidence changes the kinds of thoughts you have.

      Chase’s actions drove his mindset. This is completely different
      than what most people talk about when they discuss believing in
      yourself or becoming confident. The usual approach is to “fake it
      until you make it.”

      Instead, we are talking about starting small, proving your
      ability to yourself in a thousand tiny ways, and letting the
      confidence and growth mindset naturally follow from there.
      Confidence is just displayed ability.

      

    

  
    

    
      This Coach Improved Every Tiny Thing by 1 Percent and Here’s
      What Happened

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      The fate of British Cycling changed one day in 2003.

      The organization, which was the governing body for professional
      cycling in Great Britain, had recently hired Dave Brailsford as its
      new performance director. At the time, professional cyclists in
      Great Britain had endured nearly one hundred years of mediocrity.
      Since 1908, British riders had won just a single gold medal at the
      Olympic Games, and they had fared even worse in cycling’s biggest
      race, the Tour de France. In 110 years, no British cyclist had ever
      won the event.

      In fact, the performance of British riders had been so
      underwhelming that one of the top bike manufacturers in Europe
      refused to sell bikes to the team because they were afraid that it
      would hurt sales if other professionals saw the Brits using their
      gear.

      Brailsford had been hired to put British Cycling on a new
      trajectory. What made him different from previous coaches was his
      relentless commitment to a strategy that he referred to as “the
      aggregation of marginal gains,” which was the philosophy of
      searching for a tiny margin of improvement in everything you do.
      Brailsford said, “The whole principle came from the idea that if
      you broke down everything you could think of that goes into riding
      a bike, and then improve it by 1 percent, you will get a
      significant increase when you put them all together.”

      Brailsford and his coaches began by making small adjustments you
      might expect from a professional cycling team. They redesigned the
      bike seats to make them more comfortable and rubbed alcohol on the
      tires for a better grip. They asked riders to wear electrically
      heated overshorts to maintain ideal muscle temperature while riding
      and used biofeedback sensors to monitor how each athlete responded
      to a particular workout. The team tested various fabrics in a wind
      tunnel and had their outdoor riders switch to indoor racing suits,
      which proved to be lighter and more aerodynamic.

      But they didn’t stop there. Brailsford and his team continued to
      find 1 percent
      improvements in overlooked and unexpected areas. They tested
      different types of massage gels to see which one led to the fastest
      muscle recovery. They hired a surgeon to teach each rider the best
      way to wash their hands to reduce the chances of catching a cold.
      They determined the type of pillow and mattress that led to the
      best night’s sleep for each rider. They even painted the inside of
      the team truck white, which helped them spot little bits of dust
      that would normally slip by unnoticed but could degrade the
      performance of the finely tuned bikes.

      As these and hundreds of other small improvements accumulated,
      the results came faster than anyone could have imagined.

      Just five years after Brailsford took over, the British Cycling
      team dominated the road and track cycling events at the 2008
      Olympic Games in Beijing, where they won an astounding 60 percent
      of the gold medals available. Four years later, when the Olympic
      Games came to London, the Brits raised the bar as they set nine
      Olympic records and seven world records.

      That same year, Bradley Wiggins became the first British cyclist
      to win the Tour de France. The next year, his teammate Chris Froome
      won the race, and he would go on to win again in 2015, 2016, and
      2017, giving the British team five Tour de France victories in six
      years.

      During the ten-year span from 2007 to 2017, British cyclists won
      178 world championships and 66 Olympic or Paralympic gold medals
      and captured 5 Tour de France victories in what is widely regarded
      as the most successful run in cycling history.

      How does this happen? How does a team of previously ordinary
      athletes transform into world champions with tiny changes that, at
      first glance, would seem to make a modest difference at best? Why
      do small improvements accumulate into such remarkable results, and
      how can you replicate this approach in your own life?

      The Aggregation of Marginal Gains

      It is so easy to overestimate the importance of one defining
      moment and underestimate the value of making small improvements on
      a daily basis. Too often, we convince ourselves that massive
      success requires massive action. Whether it is losing weight,
      building a business, writing a book, winning a championship, or
      achieving any other goal, we put pressure on ourselves to make some
      earth-shattering improvement that everyone will talk about.

      Meanwhile, improving by 1 percent isn’t particularly
      notable—sometimes it isn’t even noticeable—but it can be
      far more meaningful, especially in the long run. The difference a
      tiny improvement can make over time is astounding. Here’s how the
      math works out: if you can get 1 percent better each day for one
      year, you’ll end up thirty-seven times better by the time you’re
      done. Conversely, if you get 1 percent worse each day for one year,
      you’ll decline nearly down to zero. What starts as a small win or a
      minor setback accumulates into something much more.

      [image: The aggregation of marginal gains shows how small improvements and one percent gains compound. ]
      In the beginning, there is basically no difference between
      making a choice that is 1 percent better or 1 percent worse. (In
      other words, it won’t impact you very much today.) But as time goes
      on, these small improvements or declines compound and you suddenly
      find a very big
      gap between people who make slightly better decisions on a
      daily basis and those who don’t. This is why small choices don’t
      make much of a difference at the time, but add up over the
      long-term.

      On a related note, this is why I love setting a schedule for
      important things, planning for failure, and
      using the “never miss twice” rule. I
      know that it’s not a big deal if I make a mistake or slip up on a
      habit every now and then. It’s the compound effect of never getting
      back on track that causes problems. By setting a schedule to never
      miss twice, you can prevent simple errors from snowballing out of
      control.

      The Bottom Line About Small Improvements

      
      Success is a few simple disciplines, practiced every day; while
      failure is simply a few errors in judgment, repeated every
      day.

      —Jim Rohn

      

      You probably won’t find yourself in the Tour de France anytime
      soon, but the concept of aggregating marginal gains can be useful
      all the same.

      Most people love to talk about success (and life in general) as
      an event. We talk about losing 50 pounds or building a successful
      business or winning the Tour de France as if they are events. But
      the truth is that most of the significant things in life aren’t
      stand-alone events, but rather the sum of all the moments when we
      chose to do things 1 percent better or 1 percent worse. Aggregating
      these marginal gains makes a difference.

      There is power in small improvements and slow gains. This is why
      average speed yields above
      average results. This is why the system is greater than
      the goal. This is why mastering your habits is more
      important than achieving a certain outcome.

      Where are the 1 percent improvements in your life?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 1 of my New York
      Times bestselling
      bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why Trying to Be Perfect Won’t Help You Achieve Your Goals (And
      What Will)

      
      This article is an excerpt fromAtomic
      Habits.

      We all have goals that are important to us. But is it our drive
      to achieve a certain outcome that makes us better? Or something
      else entirely?

      In the book Art & Fear
      (audiobook),
      authors David Bayles and Ted Orland share a surprising story about
      a ceramics teacher. This story just might reframe the way you think
      about setting goals, making progress, and becoming better at the
      things that are important to you.

      The Danger of Aiming for
      Perfection

      On the first day of class, Jerry Uelsmann, a professor at the
      University of Florida, divided his film photography students into
      two groups.

      Everyone on the left side of the classroom, he explained, would
      be in the “quantity” group. They would be graded solely on the
      amount of work they produced. On the final day of class, he would
      tally the number of photos submitted by each student. One hundred
      photos would rate an A, ninety photos a B, eighty photos a C, and
      so on.

      Meanwhile, everyone on the right side of the room would be in
      the “quality” group. They would be graded only on the excellence of
      their work. They would only need to produce one photo during the
      semester, but to get an A, it had to be a nearly perfect image.

      At the end of the term, he was surprised to find that all the
      best photos were produced by the quantity group. During the
      semester, these students were busy taking photos, experimenting
      with composition and lighting, testing out various methods in the
      darkroom, and learning from their mistakes. In the process of
      creating hundreds of photos, they honed their skills. Meanwhile,
      the quality group sat around speculating about perfection. In the
      end, they had little to show for their efforts other than
      unverified theories and one mediocre photo.

      It is easy to get bogged down trying to find the optimal plan
      for change: the fastest way to lose weight, the best program to
      build muscle, the perfect idea for a side hustle. We are so focused
      on figuring out the best approach that we never get around to
      taking action. As Voltaire once wrote, “The best is the enemy of
      the good.”

      Start With Repetitions, Not Goals

      It’s not just art studios where repetitions matter. Whenever you
      put in
      consistent work and learn from your mistakes, incredible
      progress is the result.

      This is why I force myself to write a new article every Monday
      and Thursday. I can’t predict which articles will be useful, but I
      know that if I write two per week, then sometimes I’ll hit the
      bullseye.

      And it works the same way with almost any goal you could
      have…

      Art. If you want to be a great photographer,
      you could go on a quest to take one perfect photo each day. Or you
      could take 100 photos per day, learn from your mistakes, and hone
      your craft.

      Strength. If you want to be stronger, you could
      analyze every movement and phase of your technique until you’re
      blue in the face. Or, you could get under the bar, learn from your
      mistakes, and focus on doing more reps.

      Writing. If you want to write a best-selling
      book, then you could spend 10 years trying to write one perfect
      book. Or, you could write one book each year, learn from your
      mistakes, and trust that your books will get better each time.

      Business. If you want to be a successful
      entrepreneur, you could scheme and think and try to plan out the
      perfect business idea. Or, you could try to get one customer, learn
      from your mistakes, and experiment with new ideas until something
      comes easily.

      It’s not the quest to achieve one perfect goal that makes you
      better, it’s the skills you develop from doing a volume of
      work.

      In other words, when you think about your goals, don’t just
      consider the outcome you want. Focus on the repetitions that lead
      to that place. Focus on the piles of work that come before the
      success. Focus on the hundreds of ceramic pots that come before the
      masterpiece.

      Put in Your Reps

      When you look at goals this way, you start to realize that
      setting up a system for putting your reps in is more important than
      choosing a goal.

      Everyone wants to make progress. And there is only one way to do
      it: put in your reps.

      The goal is just an event — something that you can’t totally
      control or predict. But the reps are what can make the event
      happen. If you ignore the outcomes and focus only on the
      repetitions, you’ll still get results. If you ignore the goals and
      build habits instead, the outcomes will be there anyway.

      Forget about the goals this year. What is your plan for getting
      in the reps you need? What is your schedule for putting in a volume
      of work on the things that are important to you?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 11 of my
      bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Do You Have to be Unhappy Now if You Want to be Successful
      Later?

      
      Most of us, at some point or another, think that we will be
      happy once we achieve a particular goal.

      I’ll be happy after I…

      
      	graduate from college

      	make a million dollars

      	get married

      	lose 40 pounds

      	get a job

      

      …and so on.

      To be clear, I have been guilty of this as well. There have been
      plenty of times that I have assumed that satisfaction and success
      would come after I won a championship or after I built a successful
      business or after XYZ goal.

      Society tells us that this is a good thing. We hear about
      athletes that are never satisfied until they have reached the top.
      We hear about entrepreneurs who worked like crazy to build a
      business that changed the world. The basic idea is that to be
      driven, you also have to be dissatisfied. Dissatisfied with second
      place. Dissatisfied with average.

      Then you have the other side of the equation: people who are
      happy with life as it is. They say that you need to develop the
      skill of “not wanting more.” That you can be happy where you are
      right now. That you are already perfect.

      The Problem

      Here’s the problem: I want both. Maybe you do too.

      I like being happy. It’s fun. I don’t want to delay happiness
      until I reach some milestone. But I also like getting better. I
      don’t want to settle for less than I can do in life. I’d like to be
      happy along the way and achieve my goals.

      For a long time, it bothered me that being happy (being
      satisfied) and being driven (being dissatisfied) seemed to be at
      odds with one another.

      I still don’t have a lot of this figured out, but the more I
      study people who have had a great deal of success, the more I think
      that it’s possible to be happy and driven.

      Driven and Happy

      Let’s start with being driven. If you want to maximize your
      potential, then you will need to continue to work to become better
      both before and after you achieve a given goal.

      Why would someone do that?

      For example, if your goal was to make a million dollars and you
      made it, why would you keep working hard after that?

      The answer is a little more complicated than you might
      think.

      The Law of Diminishing Returns

      In economics, there is a fundamental principle known as the Law
      of Diminishing Returns.

      Here’s the short definition: as you get more of something, it
      becomes less valuable. This isn’t just economic theory, a similar
      trend happens in real life.

      If you have zero money and you make $10,000,
      then it’s going to be a big deal. But if you have already earned $1
      million, then making another $10,000 doesn’t seem as significant.
      Making each dollar means a lot in the beginning, but less over
      time.

      If you have never won a championship, then that
      first one is going to be incredible. But if you already have five
      championship rings, then adding a sixth isn’t going to be as sweet
      as getting the first. Standing at the top means a lot in the
      beginning, but less over time.

      If you are starting a company, then getting
      your first customer is an incredible rush. But if you already have
      100 paying clients, then adding one more doesn’t provide the same
      thrill. Landing each client means a lot in the beginning, but less
      over time.

      In other words, the goals and results that seem so valuable to
      you in the beginning actually become less valuable as you achieve
      more of them.

      How to Stay Driven

      So, if the results mean less as you achieve more of them, how do
      you stay driven?

      By loving the practice of what you do. It’s only the people who
      embrace their work as a craft and fall in love with the
      boredom of doing it day in and day out that stay driven over
      the long-term.

      Here are some examples…

      
      Richard Branson is already a billionaire. He has
      already built hundreds of companies. He’s not still doing it
      because of the money. The money stopped meaning a lot to him a long
      time ago. He’s doing it because he loves the practice of doing
      it.

      Nick Saban has already won four national
      championships (1 with LSU and 3 with Alabama). He makes
      over $5 million dollars per year. He’s not coaching football for
      the money anymore. He’s not coaching to “make it to the top.” He’s
      coaching because he loves the process (and he talks about process
      all the time).

      Jack LaLanne
      was setting fitness records for 40+ years. He wasn’t
      working out to lose a few pounds. He exercised every day because he
      loved it.

      Summary: the only way to stay driven before and after achieving
      goals is to love the practice of what you do.

      How to Be Happy

      Guess what? This answer is now easy. If you love the practice of
      what you do, if you love the daily work, then you can be happy
      before and after you achieve your goals.

      When you learn to love the process of what you are doing and not
      focus so much on the goal, you automatically find happiness
      while staying driven.

      If you learn to love the practice of working out, then you’ll be
      happy right now and you’ll see results later. If you learn to love
      the practice of marketing your business, then you’ll be happy right
      now and you’ll see results later. If you learn to love the practice
      of supporting your friends and family, then you’ll be happy now and
      see the results later.

      Happy and driven. Just one more reason why the
      system is better than the goal.

      

    

  
    

    
      Follow the Recipe: Are You Being Patient Enough to See
      Results?

      
      My buddy Drew is an excellent weightlifter. He has finished as
      high as 4th at the national championships, has worked directly with
      Olympians, and routinely delivers Olympic weightlifting seminars
      through his work at Columbus
      Weightlifting.

      One day, Drew and I were in the gym when he told me about a
      group of athletes he was training.

      The athletes wanted to get stronger and Drew designed a program
      to help them do that. When he checked back a few weeks later,
      however, Drew found out that very few of them had stuck to the
      program. Instead, most of them had returned to endurance
      training.

      Now the athletes were frustrated because they still weren’t
      getting stronger.

      Drew finished telling me the story by saying…

      
      I looked at them and said, “When you want to cook something, do
      you follow the recipe?”

      Of course you do.

      If you want to bake a cake, then bake the damn cake. Don’t cook
      a chicken and yell at it for not being a fish.

      

      You say you want to get stronger. Are you following a recipe
      that will get you there?

      You say you want to lose weight. Are you following a recipe that
      will get you there?

      You say you want to build a business or write a book or travel
      somewhere new. Are you following a recipe that will get you
      there?

      Now, I’m not a fan of doing the same thing over and over again
      when it doesn’t work. (If it’s a bad recipe, why cook it twice?)
      But there is a big difference between a bad recipe and an
      unfinished recipe. The truth is, like the athletes in the story
      above, you and I often change course halfway through the recipe and
      never give ourselves the chance to see results.

      Examples include…

      
      	Working out for a month and then trying something new because
      “this isn’t working for me.”

      	Jumping from project to project, half-finishing all of them,
      and completing none of them.

      	Mapping out a business idea, working on it for a week or two,
      and then putting it on the shelf because “things got busy.”

      

      Switching your workout program after three weeks because you’re
      “not seeing results” is like mixing flour and eggs and then
      quitting because it doesn’t look like a cookie yet.

      You have to be patient enough to finish the recipe if you want
      to see the results. Give your success time to cook. Follow the
      recipe and finish something.

      

    

  
    

    
      You're Not Good Enough to Be Disappointed

      
      Dan John is a weightlifting coach. He is well-known in the
      fitness world for keeping things simple. As regular readers know,
      simplicity matches up well with my exercise
      philosophy. (Dan John also has two first names. And you should
      always fear a man with two first names.)

      Anyway, I recently heard Dan John say,

      
      I often tell my new athletes: “Sorry, you just are not good
      enough to be disappointed.”

      

      In other words, in the beginning you need to get
      comfortable with feeling stupid, uncertain, and unskilled.
      You’re not allowed to be disappointed by your amateur performance
      because you haven’t developed the skills of a professional yet.
      It’s only the professionals that are allowed to be disappointed
      because they have put in the work to be better.

      
      	J.K Rowling is allowed to
      be disappointed if she writes a bad book because she put in 20
      years of work to get good.

      	Kobe Bryant is
      allowed to be disappointed if he plays a bad game because he put in
      20 years of work to become amazing.

      	When he was alive, Jack LaLanne
      was allowed to be disappointed with a bad workout because he
      trained for 60 years to stay fit.

      

      But you and me? We’re not good enough to be disappointed yet.
      We’re bad enough to get to work.

      

      In the beginning, you’re still learning. You’re still
      developing. You’re still building. You haven’t developed enough
      competency to feel disappointed by your performance. You’re
      supposed to feel stupid and unskilled.

      Of course, it’s easy to forget to give yourself some slack when
      you’re starting a journey that is important to you. Usually, the
      people who have the least right to feel disappointed are the ones
      who get down on themselves the most.

      
      	We feel disappointed when we start a new job and don’t do it as
      well as we would like.

      	We feel disappointed when we set fitness goals for ourselves
      and don’t reach them.

      	We feel disappointed when we finally work up the courage to
      start our first business and it fails.

      	We feel disappointed when we write our first book and nobody
      reads it.

      	We feel disappointed when we pitch someone on our great idea
      and they don’t care.

      

      But the start is supposed to be a struggle. In fact, it’s all
      supposed to be a struggle. The approach of professionals is an
      indication of just how strongly struggle is linked to success. The
      
      Richard Bransons and Jerry
      Seinfelds and Tom Clancys of the
      world see failure as a signal to re-commit to the
      process, not as a reason to wallow in disappointment.

      And if that’s the way that the best in the world approach their
      craft, then that’s how you and I should approach our goals as
      well.

      You’re not good enough to be disappointed. You’re bad enough to
      get to work.

      

    

  
    

    
      3 Simple Things You Can Do Right Now to Build Better
      Habits

      
      It can be difficult to build good habits.

      That’s especially true if you want to stick with them for the
      long-term. Thankfully, there are a few simple strategies that you
      can use to build good
      habits and break bad ones.

      I’m not going to pretend like these ideas are the only way to
      build good habits — there are plenty of others out there — but
      these simple steps can help you make progress with most of the
      goals you have for your health, your work, and your life.

      And with that in mind, here are 3 things that you can do right
      now to build good habits.

      1. Start with a habit that is so easy you can’t
      say no.

      The most important part of building a new habit is staying
      consistent. It doesn’t matter how well you perform on any
      individual day. Sustained effort is what makes the real
      difference.

      For that reason, when you start a new habit it should be so easy
      that you can’t say no to it. In fact, when starting a new behavior
      is should be so easy that it’s almost laughable.

      
      	Want to build an exercise habit? Your goal is to exercise for 1
      minute today.

      	Want to start a writing habit? Your goal is to write three
      sentences today.

      	Want to create a healthy eating habit? Your goal is to eat one
      healthy meal this week.

      

      It doesn’t matter if you start small because there will be
      plenty of time to pick up the intensity later. You don’t need to
      join a CrossFit gym, write a book, or change your entire diet at
      the very beginning.

      It’s easy to compare yourself to what others are doing or to
      feel the urge to optimize your performance and do more. Don’t let
      those feelings pull you off course. Prove to yourself that you can
      stick to something small for 30 days. Then, once you are on a roll
      and remaining consistent, you can worry about increasing the
      difficulty.

      In the beginning, performance is irrelevant. Doing something
      impressive once or twice isn’t going to matter if you never stick
      with it for the long-run. Make your new habit so easy that you
      can’t say no.

      Further Reading: Why
      is it So Hard to Stick to Good Habits?

      2. Take some time to understand exactly what is
      holding you back.

      I recently spoke with a reader named Jane. She wanted to
      exercise consistently, but had always thought that she was, in her
      words, “the type of person who didn’t like to workout.”

      Jane decided to break the habit down and realized that it wasn’t
      actually exercising that bothered her. Instead, she didn’t like the
      hassle of getting ready for the gym, driving somewhere for 20
      minutes, and then working out. She also didn’t enjoy going to a
      public place and working out in front of other people. Those were
      the real barriers that prevented her exercise habit.

      Once she realized this, Jane thought about how she could make
      exercising easier. She bought a yoga video and started exercising
      at home two nights per week. She was also a teacher and her school
      offered an exercise class for the faculty after school. She started
      going to that class because it meant that she didn’t have to drive
      somewhere else or put in a lot of prep time just to workout.

      Jane has been sticking to her workout routine for months now.
      She says, “You might not be able to fix everything you don’t like,
      but figuring out how to work around one or two of those hurdles
      might provide the push you need to get over the hump and stick with
      your goals.”

      The people who stick with good habits understand exactly what is
      holding them back.

      You might think that you’re the “type of person who doesn’t like
      working out” or the “type of person who is unorganized” or the
      “type of person who gives in to cravings and eats sweets.” But in
      most cases, you’re not destined to fail in those areas. Instead of
      making a blanket statement about your habits, break them down into
      smaller pieces and think about which areas are preventing you from
      becoming consistent.

      Once you know the specific parts of the process that hold you
      back, you can begin to develop a solution to solve that
      problem.

      Further Reading: How to Start New
      Habits That Actually Stick

      3. Develop a plan for when you fail.

      Dan John, a popular strength and conditioning coach, often tells
      his athletes, “You’re not good enough to be disappointed.” The same
      is true when you build a new habit. What were you expecting? To
      succeed without fail from the very beginning? To be perfect even
      when people who have been doing this for years make mistakes on a
      regular basis?

      You have to learn to not judge yourself or feel guilty when you
      make a mistake, and instead focus on developing a plan to get back
      on track as quickly as possible.

      Here are three strategies that might help…

      
      	Set schedules rather than a
      deadlines.

      	Forget about performance and focus on building a new
      identity.

      	Make this your new motto: “Never miss twice.”

      

      I find the “never miss twice” mindset to be particularly useful.
      Maybe I’ll miss one workout, but I’m not going to miss two in a
      row. Maybe I’ll eat an entire pizza, but I’ll follow it up with a
      healthy meal. Maybe I’ll forget to meditate today, but tomorrow
      morning I’ll be oozing with Zen.

      Slipping up on your habits doesn’t make you a failure. It makes
      you normal. What separates top performers from everyone else is
      that they get back on track quickly. Make sure you have a plan for
      when you fail.

      Further Reading: 7 Strategies to Help You
      Bounce Back After Slipping Up

      Want More Ideas For Building Good Habits?

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build good habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Crime Your Brain Commits Against You

      
      In 1932, Frederic Bartlett was working at Cambridge University
      when he conducted one of the most famous cognitive psychology
      experiments of all-time.

      For this research study, Bartlett recited a Native American folk
      tale called “The War of the Ghosts” to each participant. Then,
      Bartlett followed up with each person several times over the
      following year and asked them to tell the story back to him.

      As you might expect, the story shortened over time as
      participants forgot certain details.

      What wasn’t expected, however, was that each person adapted the
      story to fit their expectations of a “normal” world. You see, each
      participant was British and this Native American story had a few
      cultural details that would have seemed out-of-place in British
      society.

      Each subject adjusted the story so that it would make more sense
      in the British view of the world. Confusing details were slowly
      altered each time the story was retold. Participants began to
      emphasize the more rational parts of the folk tale. The order of
      events were shifted around to make more sense.

      Bartlett’s research was the first major study that proved how
      our beliefs about the world can actively change the way we remember
      and interpret information.

      But why did the subjects change the story? And how can this help
      you master your mental habits and achieve your goals?

      The Power of Schemas

      In psychology terms, Bartlett’s subjects were displaying what is
      known as a “schema.” A schema is a set of preconceived ideas that
      your brain uses to perceive and interpret new information.

      We form schemas based on our experiences in life. Once they are
      formed, however, schemas have a tendency to remain unchanged — even
      in the face of contradictory information.

      In other words, your brain creates an “auto-pilot” version of
      how it thinks the world should work, and sometimes you keep using
      it even when it’s no longer true or helpful. This is why Bartlett’s
      subjects changed the details of the story. The original version
      didn’t fit the way they thought the world should work, so they
      adjusted it until it seemed more reasonable.

      This is important because schemas not only impact the memories
      you have about the outside world, but also the things you believe
      about yourself.

      For example…

      
      If a mother tells her daughter she looks like a tom boy, her
      daughter may react by choosing activities that she imagines a tom
      boy would do. Conversely, if the mother tells her she looks like a
      princess, her daughter might choose activities thought to be more
      feminine… the individual chooses activities based on expectations
      instead of desires. (Source)

      

      Imagine that little girl after she has grown up. It’s easy to
      see how the schemas and beliefs that were formed early on could
      continue to impact her actions years later.

      Unlearn What You Believe to be True

      The idea to write this article was sparked by a reader named Kim
      who emailed me and said, “Sometimes we carry old beliefs around,
      unknowingly, that don’t serve us anymore.”

      Schemas can be like this sometimes. You have old beliefs and
      experiences that tend to push you in a certain direction or color
      your thoughts in a certain way … but they aren’t necessarily
      serving you anymore.

      It’s good to take a step back and think about your beliefs about
      life. Ask yourself, “Is this true? Or am I just limiting myself
      with these beliefs?”

      For example…

      
      	Getting healthy — is eating junk food really a
      way to “treat yourself” and “enjoy the good stuff in life” … or are
      you telling yourself a story that isn’t really true?

      	Building a business — do you really need to
      wait until X happens before you start that side business or
      startup? Or are you just telling yourself a story that allows you
      to maintain what you’re currently doing instead of chasing what
      you’re capable of doing?

      	Traveling the world — is it true that “only
      single people without kids” can travel far and wide? Or is that
      just an expectation left over from what you have typically
      seen?

      

      What old beliefs are you still carrying that aren’t serving you
      anymore?

      Sometimes you have to unlearn the things that you believe to be
      true. You don’t have to see the world the same way you’ve always
      seen it. Just because it was true in the past, doesn’t mean it’s
      true today. And just because you learned something one way doesn’t
      mean you learned it the best way.

      Don’t let yesterday’s beliefs dictate the story that you live
      out today.

      

    

  
    

    
      Lessons on Success and Deliberate Practice from Mozart,
      Picasso, and Kobe Bryant

      
      How long does it take to become elite at your craft? And what do
      the people who master their goals do differently than the rest of
      us?

      That’s what John Hayes, a cognitive psychology professor at
      Carnegie Mellon University, wanted to know.

      For decades, Hayes has been investigating the role of effort,
      practice, and knowledge in top performers. He has studied the most
      talented creators in history — people like Mozart and Picasso — to
      determine how long it took them to become world class at their
      craft. Furthermore, he has investigated the choices and experiences
      that have led to their success.

      Let’s talk about what Hayes has discovered about world class
      performers. And more importantly, let’s discuss how you can use
      these insights to achieve your goals and become your best.

      “10 Years of Silence”

      Hayes started his research by examining successful composers. He
      analyzed thousands of musical pieces produced between the years of
      1685 to 1900. The central question that drove his work was, “How
      long after one becomes interested in music is it that one becomes
      world class?”

      Eventually, Hayes developed a list of 500 pieces that were
      played frequently by symphonies around the world and were
      considered to be the “masterworks” in the field. These 500 popular
      pieces were created by a total of 76 composers.

      Next, Hayes mapped out the timeline of each composer’s career
      and calculated how long they had been working before they created
      their popular works. What he discovered was that virtually every
      single “masterwork” was written after year ten of the composer’s
      career. (Out of 500 pieces there were only three exceptions, which
      were written in years eight and nine.)

      Not a single person produced incredible work without putting in
      a decade of practice first. Even a genius like Mozart had to work
      for at least ten years before he produced something that became
      popular. Professor Hayes began to refer to this period, which was
      filled with hard work and little recognition, as the “ten years of
      silence.”

      In followup studies, Hayes found similar patterns among famous
      painters and popular poets. These findings have been further
      confirmed by research from professors like K. Anders Ericsson, who
      produced research that revealed that you needed to put in “10,000
      hours” to become an expert in your field. (This idea was later
      popularized by Malcolm Gladwell.)

      However, as Hayes, Ericsson, and other researchers started
      digging deeper, they discovered that time was merely one part of
      the equation. Success wasn’t simply a product of 10 years of
      practice or 10,000 hours of work. To understand exactly what was
      required to maximize your potential and master your craft, you had
      to look at how the best performers practiced.

      The practice habits of NBA superstar Kobe Bryant provide a
      perfect example…

      How Kobe Bryant Made it to the Top

      Kobe Bryant is one of the most successful basketball players of
      all–time. The winner of 5 NBA championships and 2 Olympic Gold
      Medals, Bryant has amassed a net worth of more than $200 million
      during his playing career.

      In 2012, Bryant was selected as a member of Team USA. During
      this time, one of the athletic trainer’s for Team USA, a man named
      Robert, was working with Kobe to prepare for the Olympics. In the
      story below, which was previously published on 
      Reddit, Robert describes his first experience with Kobe and
      reveals one of the reasons the superstar has become so
      successful.

      From Robert, trainer for Team USA:

      I was invited to Las Vegas to help Team USA with their
      conditioning before they headed off to London. I’ve had the
      opportunity to work with Carmelo Anthony and Dwyane Wade in the
      past, but this would be my first interaction with Kobe.

      The night before the first scrimmage, I had just watched
      “Casablanca” for the first time and it was about 3:30 AM.

      A few minutes later, I was in bed, slowly fading away, when I
      heard my cell ring. It was Kobe. I nervously picked up.

      “Hey, uhh, Rob, I hope I’m not disturbing anything
      right?”

      “Uhh, no. What’s up Kob?”

      “Just wondering if you could help me out with some
      conditioning work, that’s all.”

      I checked my clock. 4:15 AM.

      “Yeah sure, I’ll see you in the facility in a bit.”

      It took me about twenty minutes to get my gear and get out of
      the hotel. When I arrived and opened the room to the main practice
      floor, I saw Kobe. Alone. He was drenched in sweat as if he had
      just taken a swim. It wasn’t even 5:00 AM.

      We did some conditioning work for the next hour and fifteen
      minutes. Then, we entered the weight room, where he would do a
      multitude of strength training exercises for the next 45 minutes.
      After that, we parted ways. He went back to the practice floor to
      shoot. I went back to the hotel and crashed. Wow.

      I was expected to be at the floor again at about 11:00 AM.

      I woke up feeling sleepy, drowsy, and pretty much every side
      effect of sleep deprivation. (Thanks, Kobe.) I had a bagel and
      headed to the practice facility.

      This next part I remember very vividly. All of the Team USA
      players were there. LeBron was talking to Carmelo and Coach
      Krzyzewski was trying to explain something to Kevin Durant. On the
      right side of the practice facility Kobe was by himself shooting
      jumpers.

      I went over to him, patted him on the back and said, “Good work
      this morning.”

      “Huh?”

      “Like, the conditioning. Good work.”

      “Oh. Yeah, thanks Rob. I really appreciate it.”

      “So when did you finish?”

      “Finish what?”

      “Getting your shots up. What time did you leave the
      facility?”

      “Oh, just now. I wanted 800 makes. So yeah, just
      now.”

      For those of you keeping track at home, Kobe Bryant started his
      conditioning work around 4:30am, continued to run and sprint until
      6am, lifted weights from 6am to 7am, and finally proceeded to make
      800 jump shots between 7am and 11am.

      Oh yeah, and then Team USA had practice.

      It’s obvious that Kobe is getting his 10,000 hours in, but there
      is another part of his story that is even more important.

      The Importance of Deliberate Practice

      Kobe isn’t merely showing up and practicing a lot. He is
      practicing with purpose.

      Kobe had a very clear goal at practice: 800 made jump shots. He
      was deliberately focused on developing the skill of making baskets.
      The time he spent doing it was almost an after thought. That sounds
      simple, but it’s very different from how most of us approach our
      work each day.

      When most people talk about working hard, they use the amount of
      time they worked as an indicator of how hard they worked. (i.e.
      “I worked 60 hours this week!”)

      Putting in a lot of time might make you tired, but simply
      working a lot (even if it’s 10,000 hours over the course of your
      career) isn’t enough to make you a top performer. It’s not the same
      thing as practicing
      deliberately. Most people who think they are working hard are
      merely developing the skill of being in the gym, not the skill of
      making baskets.

      To keep this basketball analogy going, consider this quote about
      deliberate practice…

      “Consider the activity of two basketball players practicing
      free throws for one hour. Player A shoots 200 practice shots,
      Player B shoots 50. The Player B retrieves his own shots, dribbles
      leisurely and takes several breaks to talk to friends. Player A has
      a colleague who retrieves the ball after each attempt. The
      colleague keeps a record of shots made. If the shot is missed the
      colleague records whether the miss was short, long, left or right
      and the shooter reviews the results after every 10 minutes of
      practice. To characterize their hour of practice as equal would
      hardly be accurate. Assuming this is typical of their practice
      routine and they are equally skilled at the start, which would you
      predict would be the better shooter after only 100 hours of
      practice?”

      —Aubrey Daniels

      Each player in the example above could brag about practicing for
      one hour, but only one of them is practicing deliberately.

      Researchers have noted that top performers in every industry are
      committed to deliberate practice. The best artists, musicians,
      athletes, CEOs, and entrepreneurs don’t merely work a lot, they
      work a lot on developing specific skills. For example, Jerry
      Seinfeld’s “don’t
      break the chain” strategy is all about deliberately practicing
      the skill of writing jokes.

      Applying This to Your Life

      Mozart has been called the “genius of geniuses” and even he
      toiled away for 10 years before producing popular work. I don’t
      know about you, but I find this inspiring.

      I don’t have the natural talent of Kobe Bryant or the sheer
      brilliance of Mozart, but I’m willing to put in my “10 years of
      silence.” I’ve only been writing on this site for 9 months, but I
      see this as the beginning of a 30–year project for me. And because
      I’m in this for good, I can win with commitment, grit, and
      unwavering consistency.

      You can take the same approach to your work, to your goals, and
      to your legacy. By combining these two ideas — the consistency of
      “10 years of silence” and the focus of “deliberate practice” — you
      can blow past most people.

      On a daily basis, this doesn’t have to look big or impressive.
      And that’s good, because it will often feel like you’re failing.
      What feels like struggle and frustration is often skill development
      and growth. What looks like little pay and no recognition is often
      the price you have to pay to discover your best work. In other
      words, what looks like failure is often the foundation of
      success.

      Thankfully, just one hour of focus and deliberate practice each
      day can deliver incredible results over the long–run. And that
      brings us to the most important questions of all:

      Are you working toward your 10 years of silence today? Are you
      deliberately focused on developing your skills? Or are you simply
      “putting in your time” and hoping for the best?

      

    

  
    

    
      What is Actually Required for Success?

      
      For over one year, I trained with the great folks at Columbus
      Weightlifting.

      One of our lifters, Heather, joined the team and didn’t have a
      pair of weightlifting shoes. So, she borrowed a beat up pair that
      was riddled with cracked leather. They were easily over 10 years
      old. For months, I would come into the gym and there was Heather,
      working her butt off in those crappy, old shoes.

      What happened?

      She qualified to compete in the National Championships — with
      shoes that were barely holding themselves together.

      Results like that serve as a reminder of what is actually
      required for success.

      Think about all of the things you assume that you need to
      succeed — the “right” gear, the “right” credentials, the “right”
      experiences, the “right” degree — how much is that stuff really
      worth? How much of it is actually required for success?

      Wasting Time on the Last 10%

      We love to obsess over tactics and strategies that make the last
      10% of difference.

      For example: Didn’t have a good workout?

      Well then, let’s debate all of the reasons why it could have
      been something other than you. Maybe you need to have your
      post–workout protein shake 30 minutes after working out instead of
      60 minutes after working out. Maybe you need to get a better pair
      of shoes. Or a belt. Or a sweat–wicking shirt. Or knee sleeves.

      What’s incredible is that these are things we actually waste
      time on! I’ve heard all of those crazy excuses mentioned in
      conversations. I’ve even said some of them myself.

      Why? Because it’s easier to waste time debating the last 10% of
      improvement than it is to just do the thing that makes 90% of the
      difference. It’s easier to claim that you need a better diet plan
      or a new workout template or different gear than it is to admit
      that what you really need is to not miss a workout for the next six
      months.

      This same idea holds true for diets and nutrition, business and
      entrepreneurship, writing and art, and virtually any other endeavor
      we attempt. We want strategies that scale. We want tactics that are
      optimized. But eventually, you realize that the biggest difference
      between success and failure comes from mastering the
      fundamentals.

      
      	Maybe a faster computer will make Stephen King a better writer
      … because he has already mastered the fundamentals of writing every
      day.

      	Maybe optimal meal timing will make an Olympic swimmer a better
      athlete … because she has already mastered the fundamentals of
      eating healthy and
      training hard.

      	Maybe a better guitar will make Eric Clapton a better musician
      … because he has already mastered the fundamentals of playing
      consistently.

      

      But for most of us, the final 10% of optimization will rarely
      lead to the difference we’re looking to achieve.

      The Greatest Skill

      Here’s the single greatest skill in any endeavor: doing the
      work.

      Not doing the work that is easy for you to do. Not doing the
      work that makes you look good. Not doing the work when you feel
      inspired. Just doing the work.

      You might not be a brilliant writer, but if you actually write
      something each week, then you’ll be better than most because you
      are doing the work.

      You might not be an incredible athlete, but if you never miss
      workouts, then you’ll be better than most because you are doing the
      work.

      You might not be a savvy business person, but if you make a
      point to serve your customers every single day, then you’ll be
      better than most because you are doing the work.

      And so it goes for any and every challenge we face. People love
      to soak in the details, search for new tactics, and debate the
      things that make a tiny difference. But at the end of the day, the
      greatest skill is always doing the work. That’s what makes
      the difference
      between professionals and amateurs.

      What You Don’t Need

      You don’t need a better computer to become a good writer. You
      don’t need a better guitar to learn how to play. You don’t need a
      better camera to become a good photographer. You don’t need more
      experience to become a public speaker. You don’t need more
      credentials to build a business. And you don’t need awesome
      weightlifting shoes to become a good weightlifter.

      You don’t need any of it.

      What you do need is to make a decision, set a schedule, and get
      started.

      What you need is to do the work.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Procrastinating on Your Goals by Using the
      “Seinfeld Strategy”

      
      Jerry Seinfeld is one of the most successful comedians of
      all‐time.

      He is regarded as one of the “Top 100 Comedians of All–Time” by
      Comedy Central. He was also the co–creator and co–writer of
      Seinfeld, the long–running sitcom which has received
      numerous awards and was claimed to have the “Top TV Episode of
      All–Time” as rated by TV Guide.

      According to Forbes magazine, Seinfeld reached his peak
      in earnings when he made $267 million dollars in 1998. (Yes, that
      was in one year. No, that’s not a typo.) A full 10 years later, in
      2008, Seinfeld was still pulling in a cool $85 million per
      year.

      By almost any measure of wealth, popularity, and critical
      acclaim, Jerry Seinfeld is among the most successful comedians,
      writers, and actors of his generation.

      However, what is most impressive about Seinfeld’s career isn’t
      the awards, the earnings, or the special moments — it’s the
      remarkable consistency of it all. Show after show, year after year,
      he performs, creates, and entertains at an incredibly high
      standard. Jerry Seinfeld produces with a level of consistency that
      most of us wish we could bring to our daily work.

      Compare his results to where you and I often find ourselves. We
      want to create, but struggle to do so. We want to exercise, but
      fail to find motivation. Wanting to achieve our goals, but — for
      some reason or another — we still procrastinate on them.

      What’s the difference? What strategies does Jerry Seinfeld use
      to beat procrastination and consistently produce quality work? What
      does he do each day that most people don’t?

      I’m not sure about all of his strategies, but I recently
      discovered a story that revealed one of the secrets behind
      Seinfeld’s incredible productivity, performance, and
      consistency.

      Let’s talk about that what he does and how you can use the
      “Seinfeld Strategy” to stop procrastinating and actually achieve
      your goals.
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      The “Seinfeld Strategy”

      Brad Isaac was a young comedian starting out on the comedy
      circuit. One fateful night, he found himself in a club where Jerry
      Seinfeld was performing. In an interview on Lifehacker,
      Isaac shared what happened when he caught Seinfeld backstage and
      asked if he had “any tips for a young comic.”

      Here’s how Isaac described the interaction with Seinfeld…

      He said the way to be a better comic was to create better
      jokes and the way to create better jokes was to write every
      day.

      He told me to get a big wall calendar that has a whole year
      on one page and hang it on a prominent wall. The next step was to
      get a big red magic marker. He said for each day that I do my task
      of writing, I get to put a big red X over that day.

      “After a few days you’ll have a chain. Just keep at it and
      the chain will grow longer every day. You’ll like seeing that
      chain, especially when you get a few weeks under your belt. Your
      only job is to not break the chain.”

      You’ll notice that Seinfeld didn’t say a single thing about
      results.

      It didn’t matter if he was motivated or not. It didn’t matter if
      he was writing great jokes or not. It didn’t matter if what he was
      working on would ever make it into a show. All that mattered was
      “not breaking the chain.”

      And that’s one of the simple secrets behind Seinfeld’s
      remarkable productivity and consistency. For years, the comedian
      simply focused on “not breaking the chain.”

      Let’s talk about how to stop procrastinating by using the
      Seinfeld Strategy in your life…

      How to Stop Procrastinating

      Top performers in every field — athletes, musicians, CEOs,
      artists — they are all more consistent than their peers. They show
      up and deliver day after day while everyone else gets bogged down
      with the urgencies of daily life and fights a constant battle
      between procrastination and motivation.

      While most people get demotivated and off–track after a bad
      performance, a bad workout, or simply a bad day at work, top
      performers settle right back into their pattern the next day.

      The Seinfeld Strategy works because it helps to take the focus
      off of each individual performance and puts the emphasis on the
      process instead. It’s not about how you feel, how inspired you are,
      or how brilliant your work is that day. Instead, it’s just about
      “not breaking the chain.”

      All you have to do to apply this strategy to your own life is
      pick up a calendar (here’s an
      inexpensive one) and start your chain.

      A Word of Warning

      There is one caveat with the Seinfeld Strategy. You need to pick
      a task that is meaningful enough to make a difference, but simple
      enough that you can get it done.

      It would be wonderful if you could write 10 pages a day for your
      book, but that’s not a sustainable chain to build. Similarly, it
      sounds great in theory to be able to deadlift like a maniac every
      day, but in practice you’ll probably be overtrained and burnt
      out.

      So step one is to choose a task that is simple enough to be
      sustainable. At the same time, you have to make sure that your
      actions are meaningful enough to matter.

      For example, researching good jokes each day is simple, but
      you’re never going to write a joke by merely researching. That’s
      why the process of writing is a better choice. Writing can actually
      produce a meaningful result, even when it’s done in small
      doses.

      Similarly, doing 10 pushups per day could be simple and
      meaningful depending on your level of fitness. It will actually
      make you stronger. Meanwhile, reading a fitness book each day is
      simple, but it won’t actually get you in better shape.

      Choose tasks that are simple to maintain and capable of
      producing the outcome you want.

      Another way of saying this is to focus on actions and not
      motions, which is a concept that I explained in this article:
      The Mistake That Smart
      People Make

      Mastery Follows Consistency

      The central question that ties our community together — and what
      I try to write about every Monday and Thursday — is “how do you
      live a healthy life?” This includes not merely nutrition and
      exercise, but also exploration and adventure, art and creativity,
      and connection and community.

      But no matter what topic we’re talking about, they all require
      consistency. No matter what your definition is of a “healthy life,”
      you’ll have to battle procrastination to make it a reality.
      Hopefully, the Seinfeld Strategy helps to put that battle in
      perspective.

      Don’t break the chain on your workouts and you’ll find that you
      get fit rather quickly.

      Don’t break the chain in your business and you’ll find that
      results come much faster.

      Don’t break the chain in your artistic pursuits and you’ll find
      that you will produce creative work on a regular basis.

      So often, we assume that excellence requires a monumental effort
      and that our lofty goals demand incredible doses of willpower and motivation. But really, all
      we need is dedication to small, manageable tasks. Mastery follows
      consistency.

      P.S.

      For the last eight months I’ve written a new article every
      Monday and Thursday without missing a beat. Simply setting a
      schedule has helped me keep that pace and I plan to keep it as we
      move forward.

      But I also want to graduate my writing habits to the next level
      and start writing 1,000 words each day. Some of those words will
      turn into books and courses, and some of will continue to be my
      Monday and Thursday posts.

      My “1,000–words–per–day” chain is currently at 4. (I made it to
      5 last week before breaking it for a day.)

      You may have a couple false starts yourself, but eventually I’m
      hoping that both you and I can simply tell ourselves, “Don’t break
      the chain.”

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Improve Your Health and Productivity Without
      Thinking

      
      Making changes can be difficult. It’s hard to get motivated to
      do something over and over again — even if you know that it’s good
      for you.

      But what if I told you there was a different option? Something
      that didn’t require an ounce of motivation.

      Here’s the deal…

      Eric Johnson is a researcher at Columbia University and Daniel
      Goldstein is a researcher at the London Business School. Together,
      they conducted 
      a surprising study that revealed just how much your environment
      impacts your behavior — often without you even realizing it.

      Here is what they discovered…

      

      Would You Like to Be an Organ Donor?

      The researchers collected data from 11 countries in Europe. The
      data showed the percentage of people in each country who had
      selected to be an organ donor.

      The following chart shows the differences in organ donors by
      country. Notice that there is one group of countries where the
      percentages of organ donors are very low (on the left) and one
      group of countries where the percentages of organ donors are very
      high (on the right).
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      When the researchers looked at this graph, it was somewhat
      confusing. Initially, they thought the difference in donations
      would be caused by factors like religion and culture, but that
      wasn’t the case.

      For example, Denmark and Sweden are located right next to one
      another. They have many geographic, cultural, and social
      similarities. You would expect their donation rates to be roughly
      the same. And yet, only 4% of the population in Denmark has chosen
      to become an organ donor while almost 86% of the population in
      Sweden has chosen to donate.

      What could account for such a drastic difference? Are the people
      in Denmark just more selfish than the people in Sweden?

      What Made the Difference

      As it turns out, the people in Denmark aren’t more selfish than
      the people in Sweden.

      The difference in donation rates was due to the type of form
      that each country sent out. The countries with low rates of organ
      donors sent out a form that said, “If you want to be an organ
      donor, check here.” In other words, the form required people to
      opt–in.

      Meanwhile, the countries with high rates of donation sent out a
      form that said, “If you don’t want to be an organ donor, check
      here.” In other words, the form required people to opt–out.

      The difference was astounding.
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      Here’s why this is important…

      If someone asked why or why not you chose to be an organ donor,
      you would probably come up with an important reason for your
      answer. After all, being an organ donor seems like a very personal
      decision. But the truth is, whether or not you chose to be an organ
      donor had more to do with the type of form you were sent than
      anything else.

      Consider the impact of this. If a simple form can make such a
      drastic difference in your choices, how do other pieces of your
      environment impact you on a daily basis?

      What is going on here? And how can you use it to improve your
      life?

      How Your Environment Impacts Your Behavior

      The researchers summarized the impact of the environment design
      by saying, “In most cases, the majority of people choose the
      default option to which they were assigned.”

      In other words, most of us respond the same way to the cues that
      surround us. If you are sent a form that asks you to make a tough
      decision, you will probably go with the default option. If you see
      a cookie on the counter, you will probably eat it. If you hear
      music, you will probably start tapping your feet.

      You may think that you control most of your choices, but the
      truth is that a large portion of your actions every day are simply
      a response to the environment design around you. The forms you are
      mailed, the food on your kitchen counter, the items on your desk at
      work — they all impact your behavior in one way or another.

      Bringing it back to the researcher’s quote, we could say that
      your environment is the “default option to which you are assigned.”
      The environment you surround yourself with determines the default
      actions that you take on a day–to–day basis.

      Guess what? This is good news because you can design your
      environment for success!

      Here’s how…

      How to Design Your Environment for Success

      By changing your surroundings, you can place a hurdle in the way
      of bad behaviors and remove the barriers to good ones. I like to
      refer to this strategy as environment design.

      Here’s an easy way to apply environment design to your own life:
      think about your environment in relation to the number of steps it
      takes to perform a habit. To make good habits easier, reduce the
      number of steps to do them. To make bad habits harder, increase the
      number of steps between you and the habit.

      Here are some examples…

      Eat more vegetables. Buy dark green plates and
      you will automatically serve yourself 30% more when you eat foods
      that are dark green in color (like spinach, broccoli, and leafy
      greens). I covered the science behind this pattern in this
      article.

      Reduce mindless eating. I don’t know about you,
      but if I see a cookie sitting on the kitchen counter, then I’m
      going to eat it. I don’t even need to be hungry. It’s just there,
      so I respond. I’m simply reacting to my environment. Make life
      easier on yourself by removing unhealthy food from your view. Put
      healthier options like fruit and nuts on the kitchen counter.

      Turn on the TV less often. Pick up your remote
      and put it in a drawer, a closet, or somewhere out of sight. Where
      your remote used to be, put a book. If you want to watch TV — not
      just when you’re bored, but when there is actually a show on that
      want to see — you can walk up to the TV and turn it on. This also
      prevents mindless channel surfing and makes it more likely that
      you’ll pick up a book instead of the remote control.

      Another TV stopper. Watching TV is a perfect
      example of responding to your environment. If you walk into any
      living room in America, where are all of the couches and chairs
      facing? Directly toward the TV. The screen is the first thing you
      see when you sit down, no wonder you turn it on when you’re bored.
      Turn the couches and chairs in your living room, so that they don’t
      all face the TV. You’ll watch less TV and, hopefully, read more,
      talk more, or move more. If you’re really bold, unplug the TV and
      put it in a closet for the next week. Give that a try and you’ll
      begin to notice how your environment impacts your behavior.

      Workout more frequently. When you get home from
      a long day of work or when you’re tucked into a warm bed in the
      morning, it doesn’t take much of an obstacle to keep you from
      working out. You can remove one hurdle in your environment by
      laying out your workout clothes the night before. When your shoes,
      water bottle, and gear are ready and waiting for you, there is one
      less hurdle between you and a good workout.

      Start flossing. I floss everyday, but it wasn’t
      always that way. Previously, I never remembered to take the floss
      out of the drawer and use it. Then, I bought a small bowl, dropped
      a handful of pre–made flossers in it, and set it next to my
      toothbrush. That simple change in my environment was all I needed
      to start flossing consistently. What small visual cues can you make
      for yourself?

      In each example, you are adjusting your environment design so
      that the number of steps between you and a good behavior is less
      than before and the number of steps between you and a bad behavior
      is more than it was previously. You can use this general idea to
      adjust many behaviors in your life.

      Environment Design: Where to Go From Here

      Most of the time we assume that to take a certain action, we
      need to have an incentive. You hear people say this all the time:
      “I need to get motivated.” or “I need to have a good reason for
      doing X.”

      We also assume this same approach for managing and motivating
      others. Managers and leaders will often assume that they need to
      incentivize their employees, teammates, or students to take a
      particular action. (It’s easy to imagine the countries in the organ
      donation study sending out an educational mailing to motivate their
      citizens to donate or offering an incentive to the people who chose
      to become organ donors.)

      Environment design paints a different picture. It proves that
      our choices and preferences can be crafted by the environment
      around us. Suddenly, it becomes apparent that we don’t need to be
      motivated or incentivized to take action — we simply need to be
      surrounded by the right cues.

      Imagine if your world — your home, your office, your gym, all of
      it — was crafted in a way that made the good behaviors easier and
      the bad behaviors harder. How often would you make healthy and
      productive choices if they were simply your default response to
      your environment? And how much easier would that be than trying to
      motivate yourself all of the time?

      Most of the time, you don’t actively choose the environment that
      surrounds you, but it doesn’t have to be that way.

      How is your environment design impacting your choices? And what
      will you do to improve it?

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Mistake Smart People Make: Being In Motion vs. Taking
      Action

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      There is a common mistake that often happens to smart people —
      in many cases, without you ever realizing it.

      The mistake has to do with the difference between being in
      motion and taking action. They sound similar, but they’re not the
      same.

      Here’s the deal…
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      Motion vs. Action

      When you’re in motion, you’re planning and strategizing and
      learning. Those are all good things, but they don’t produce a
      result. Action, on the other hand, is the type of behavior that
      will deliver an outcome.

      Here are some examples…

      
      	If I outline 20 ideas for articles I want to write, that’s
      motion. If I actually write and publish an article, that’s
      action.

      	If I email 10 new leads for my business and start conversations
      with them, that’s motion. If they actually buy something and turn
      into a customer, that’s action.

      	If I search for a better diet plan and read a few books on the
      topic, that’s motion. If I actually eat a healthy meal, that’s
      action.

      	If I go to the gym and ask about getting a personal trainer,
      that’s motion. If I actually step under the bar and start
      squatting, that’s action.

      	If I study for a test or prepare for a research project, that’s
      motion. If I actually take the test or write my research paper,
      that’s action.

      

      Sometimes motion is useful, but it will never
      produce an outcome by itself. It doesn’t matter how many times you
      go talk to the personal trainer, that motion will never get you in
      shape. Only the action of working out will get the result you’re
      looking to achieve.

      Why Smart People Find Themselves in Motion

      If motion doesn’t lead to results, why do we
      do it? Sometimes we do it because we actually need to plan or learn
      more. But more often than not, we do it because motion allows us to
      feel like we’re making progress without running the risk of
      failure. Most of us are experts at avoiding criticism. It doesn’t
      feel good to fail or to be judged publicly, so we tend to avoid
      situations where that might happen. And that’s the biggest reason
      why you slip into motion rather than taking action: you want to
      delay failure.

      Yes, I’d like to get in shape. But, I don’t
      want to look stupid in the gym, so I’ll just talk to the trainer
      about their rates instead.

      Yes, I’d like to land more clients for my
      business. But, if I ask for the sale, I might get turned
      down. So maybe I should just email 10 potential clients
      instead.

      Yes, I’d like to lose weight. But, I don’t want
      to be the weird one who eats healthy at lunch. So maybe I should
      just plan some healthy meals when I get home instead.

      It’s easy to be in motion and convince yourself that you’re
      still making progress. You think, “I’ve got conversations going
      with four potential clients right now. This is good. We’re moving
      in the right direction.” Or, “I brainstormed some ideas
      for that book I want to write. This is coming together.”

      Motion makes you feel like you’re getting things done. But
      really, you’re just preparing to get something done. When
      preparation becomes a form of procrastination, you need to change
      something. You don’t want to merely be planning. You want to be
      practicing.

      Ideas for Taking Action

      I’m sure there are many strategies for taking action, but I can
      think of two that have worked for me.

      1. Set a schedule for your actions.

      Every Monday and every Thursday, I write a new article and
      publish it to the world. It’s just what happens on those days. It’s
      my schedule. I love Mondays and Thursdays because I know that I
      will always produce something on those days. I’ll get a result.
      That’s a good feeling.

      For weightlifting, I train on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.
      That’s the schedule every week. I’m not planning workout exercises.
      I’m not researching workout programs. I’m simply working out.
      Action, not motion.

      For on–going goals and lifestyle changes, I think this is the
      best approach. Set a
      schedule for your actions and stick to it.

      2. Pick a date to shift you from motion to
      action.

      For some goals, setting a daily or weekly schedule doesn’t work
      as well.

      This is the case if you’re doing something that is only going to
      happen once: like releasing your new book, or launching a new
      product, or taking a big exam, or submitting a major project.

      These things require some planning up front (motion). They also
      require plenty of action to complete them. For example, you could
      set a schedule each week to write each chapter of your book. But
      for the book launch itself, you could spend weeks or months
      planning different venues, locations, and so on.

      In a situation like this, I find that it’s best to simply pick a
      date. Put something on the calendar. Make it public. This is when X
      is happening.

      For big projects or one–time goals, I think this is the best
      approach. Force yourself out of motion and into action by setting a hard
      deadline.

      Choose Action

      
      Never mistake activity for achievement.

      —John Wooden

      

      Motion will never produce a final result. Action will.

      When you’re in motion, you’re planning and strategizing and
      learning. Those are all good things, but they don’t produce a
      result.

      Are you doing something? Or are you just preparing to do it?

      Are you in motion? Or are you taking action?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 11 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Your Beliefs Can Sabotage Your Behavior

      
      There are many reasons why it can be hard to stick to good habits or develop
      new skills. But more often than not, the biggest challenge is
      sitting between your two ears.

      Your mind is a powerful thing. The stories you tell yourself and
      the things you believe about yourself can either prevent change
      from happening or allow new skills to blossom.

      Recently, I’ve been learning more about the link between our
      beliefs and our behaviors. If you’re interested in actually
      sticking to your goals, building better habits, and reaching a
      higher level of achievement, then you’ll love the research and
      ideas in this post.

      Let’s get to it…

      How Your Beliefs Can Help You or Hurt You

      Carol Dweck is a researcher at Stanford University.

      Dweck is well–known for her work on “the fixed mindset vs. the
      growth mindset.” Here’s how Dweck describes the difference between
      these two mindsets and how they impact your performance…

      In a fixed mindset students believe their basic abilities,
      their intelligence, their talents, are just fixed traits. They have
      a certain amount and that’s that, and then their goal becomes to
      look smart all the time and never look dumb. In a growth mindset
      students understand that their talents and abilities can be
      developed through effort, good teaching and persistence. They don’t
      necessarily think everyone’s the same or anyone can be Einstein,
      but they believe everyone can get smarter if they work at
      it.

      
—Carol Dweck, Stanford University

      The benefits of a growth mindset might seem obvious, but most of
      us are guilty of having a fixed mindset in certain situations. That
      can be dangerous because a fixed mindset can often prevent
      important skill development and growth, which could sabotage your
      health and happiness down the line.

      For example, if you say, “I’m not a math person” then that
      belief acts as an easy excuse to avoid practicing math. The fixed
      mindset prevents you from failing in the short–run, but in the
      long–run it hinders your ability to learn, grow, and develop new
      skills.

      Meanwhile, someone with a growth mindset would be willing to try
      math problems even if they failed at first. They see failure and
      setbacks as an indication that they should continue developing
      their skills rather than a signal that indicates, “This is
      something I’m not good at.”

      As a result, people who have a growth mindset are more likely to
      maximize their potential. They tend to learn from criticism rather
      than ignoring it, to overcome challenges rather than avoiding them,
      and to find inspiration in the success of others rather than
      feeling threatened.

      Are Your Beliefs Holding You Back?

      Dweck’s research raises an important question about the
      connection between what you believe and what you do.

      If you believe things about yourself like…

      
      	“It’s hard for me to lose weight.”

      	“I’m not good with numbers.”

      	“I’m not a natural athlete.”

      	“I’m not creative.”

      	“I’m a procrastinator.”

      

      It’s pretty clear that those fixed mindsets will cause you to
      avoid experiences where you might feel like a failure. As a result,
      you don’t learn as much and it’s hard to get better.

      What can you do about this? How can you change the things you
      believe about yourself, eliminate your fixed mindset, and actually
      achieve your goals?

      How Your Actions Change Your Beliefs

      In my experience, the only way I know to change the type of
      person that you believe that you are — to build a new and better
      identity for yourself — is to do so with small, repeated
      actions.

      Here’s an example…

      Leah
      Culver started running one year ago. This is how she describes
      the process…

      I started running a year ago. I didn’t entirely start from
      scratch. In the past I had jogged every once in a while, maybe once
      a month.

      My first run was just two miles at 12 minutes per mile.
      That’s pretty slow. However, for a non-athlete I felt fairly good
      about it. I jogged a couple more times that week. After a couple
      weeks of regular jogging, I set a goal for myself.

      I knew I would never be fast enough to impress anybody so it
      didn’t make sense to make speed my goal. I could have picked a race
      to train for, a 5k or half miler, but I knew how those ended.
      Everyone seems to quit running right after their big race. I wanted
      to do something different. I wanted to not quit.

      My goal involved not going too long between runs. If I
      skipped more than a couple days, wouldn’t that be quitting? So I
      started running four and five days a week. The longest I went
      between runs was three days when I was in Hawaii for
      vacation.

      My goal made all the difference. I was still slow, but I
      could at least feel good that I was running a lot. I’d have good
      days where I would run fast and feel great but I also had lots of
      bad days where I was tired and just didn’t feel like running. In
      retrospect those days were almost better than the good days because
      they reinforced my goal — I didn’t quit.

      I ran my first 5k on Halloween, nearly five months after I
      had taken up running as a hobby. I wore a costume — fairy wings —
      and tried to keep up with a random guy with an owl on his head. I
      finished in 28 minutes and was super happy. I learned that racing
      wasn’t always about being the fastest, but doing my personal
      best.

      I signed up to run a full marathon in December, hired a
      running coach, and set a regular running schedule.

      I’ve started to think of myself as a runner.

      If you would have told me a year ago that I would be working
      out almost every day and running 100 miles a month I would never
      have believed you. Running really snuck up on me. I had modest
      aspirations and didn’t really care if I was great at
      running.

      I just wanted to stick to my one goal: don’t quit.

      Did Leah start by thinking about how much weight she wanted to
      lose? No. Did she start by thinking about how fast she wanted to
      run? No. Did she start by thinking about the marathon she wanted to
      complete? No.

      She didn’t start by thinking about the results.

      She simply focused on the process. She focused on showing up.
      She focused on sticking to the schedule. She focused on “not
      quitting.”

      Eventually, the results and the self–confidence came anyway. Her
      actions shifted the way that she saw herself. “I’ve started to
      think of myself as a runner.”

      The best musicians practice every day. The best athletes
      practice every day. The best writers practice every day. These are
      people who have a high average speed.

      Yes, their results are fantastic and they get to enjoy the
      fruits of their labor … but it’s not the results that set them
      apart, it’s the dedication to daily practice. It’s the fact that
      their identity is centered on being the type of person who does
      their craft each day.

      This is the process of identity-based
      habits that I’ve written about before. People with a growth
      mindset focus on the process of building a better identity rather
      than the product.

      Identity-Based Habits vs. Rapid
      Transformations

      So often, we overestimate the importance of a single event (like
      a marathon) and underestimate the importance of making better
      choices on a daily basis (like running 5 days per week).

      We think that getting “that job” or being featured in
      “that media outlet” or losing “those 30 pounds”
      will transform us into the person we want to become. We fall victim
      to a fixed mindset and think that we are defined by the result.

      Sustainable and long–lasting change starts with building a
      better identity, not by focusing on results like your performance
      or your appearance.

      Here’s the truth: it’s your daily actions that will change what
      you believe about yourself and the person you become. It’s about
      setting a schedule, showing up, and sticking to it. It’s about
      focusing on building the right identity rather than worrying about
      getting the right result.

      In my experience, identity-based habits tie in directly with the
      research from Dweck and her contemporaries. When you let the
      results define you — your talent, your test scores, your weight,
      your job, your performance, your appearance — you become the victim
      of a fixed mindset. But when you dedicate yourself to showing up
      each day and focusing on the habits that form a better identity,
      that’s when you learn and develop. That’s what a growth mindset
      looks like in the real world.

      What You Should Do Now

      In case I haven’t made it clear enough already: skill is
      something you can cultivate, not merely something you’re born
      with.

      You can become more creative, more intelligent, more athletic,
      more artistic, and more successful by focusing on the process, not
      the outcome.

      Instead of worrying about winning the championship, commit to
      the process of training like a champion. Instead of worrying about
      writing a bestselling book, commit to the process of publishing
      your ideas on a consistent basis. Instead of worrying about getting
      six pack abs, commit to the process of eating healthy each day.

      It’s not about the result, it’s about building the identity of
      the type of person who gets to enjoy those results.

      

    

  
    

    
      What is Your "Average Speed" in Your Life, Your Health, and
      Your Work?

      
      I have a friend named Nathan Barry who recently finished
      writing three books in just 9 months.

      How did he do it?

      By following a simple strategy. He wrote 1,000 words per day.
      (That’s about 2 to 3 pages.) And he did it every day for 253
      straight days.

      Now, compare that strategy to the classic image of a writer
      hiding out in a cabin for weeks and writing like a madman to finish
      their book.

      The maniac in the cabin has a high “maximum speed” — maybe 20 or
      even 30 pages per day. But after a few weeks at that unsustainable
      pace, either the book is finished or the author is.

      By comparison, Nathan’s maximum speed never reached the peak
      levels of the crazy writer in the cabin. However, over the course
      of a year or two his average speed was much higher.

      This lesson extends far beyond writing.

      

      For example, anyone can feel a burst of inspiration, head to the
      gym, and push themselves for a single workout. That’s maximum
      speed. We waste a lot of time obsessing over it. How hard was
      your workout? How motivated are you? How fast are you pushing
      it?

      But what if you were to average all of your days in the last
      month? How many of those days included a workout? How about the
      last three months? Or the last year? What has your average
      speed been?

      Look at it this way and you might realize, for example, that you
      were sick for a week and there were a couple times when you skipped
      the gym after a long day of work and you were on the road for two
      weeks as well. Suddenly, you realize that your maximum speed might
      be high every now and then, but your average speed is much lower
      than you think.

      From what I can tell, this principle holds true for your work
      habits, your eating habits, your relationship habits, and virtually
      every other area of your life.

      The Surprising Thing About Average Speed

      Here’s the surprising thing about average speed: It doesn’t
      take very long for average speed to produce
      incredible results.

      So often we waste our time and energy thinking that we need a
      monumental effort to achieve anything significant. We tell
      ourselves that we need to get amped up on motivation and desire. We
      think that we need to work harder than everyone else.

      But when you look at people who are really making progress, you
      see something different. Nathan wrote 1,000 words per day, every
      day. And nine months later? Three books are finished. At no point
      did he necessarily work harder than everyone else. There’s
      nothing sexy or shocking about writing 2 or 3 pages per day. Nathan
      was simply more consistent than everyone else and, as a result, his
      average speed for those 253 days was much higher than most
      people.

      Of course, the natural question that follows from all of this
      is, “How do I increase my average speed?”

      Let’s talk about that now.

      Habit Graduation: How to Increase Your Average
      Speed

      Recently, I was told about the idea of “habit graduation.” That
      is, graduating from your current habit to one level higher.
      Basically, habit graduation is about increasing your average
      speed.

      Here are some examples…

      
      	If your average speed is eating three healthy meals per week,
      can you “graduate” that to one healthy meal per day?

      	If your average speed is exercising twice per month, can you
      “graduate” that to once per week?

      	If your job is crazy and you only talk to your old friends on
      the phone once every three months, can you schedule those calls
      into your calendar and “graduate” that habit to once per
      month?

      

      You get the idea. Habit graduation is about considering your
      goals and your current average speed, and thinking about how you
      can increase your output by just a little bit on a consistent
      basis.

      I’ve thought about how I might apply this myself.

      For the last eight months, I’ve published a new article every
      Monday and every Thursday without fail. Now, I’m considering
      “graduating” that habit to the next level.

      For example, I could follow Nathan’s strategy and write 1,000
      words per day. Presumably, this would allow me to continue writing
      two articles each week while also working on other useful things —
      like a book of my own.

      Where to Go From Here

      We all have an average speed when it comes to our habits. And if we’re being
      honest with ourselves, that average speed might be much slower than
      we’d like.

      The truth is, anyone can get motivated and push themselves for
      one day, but very few people maintain a consistent effort every
      week without fail.

      The important thing isn’t to judge yourself or feel guilty about
      having a lower average speed than you would like. The important
      thing is to be aware of what’s actually going on, realize that it’s
      within your control, and then embrace the fact that a small, but
      consistent change in your daily habits can lead to a remarkable
      increase in your average speed.

      In your health, your work, and your life, it doesn’t require a
      massive effort to achieve incredible results — just a consistent
      one.

      It’s time to graduate to the next level. What’s your average
      speed?

      P.S. If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Difference Between Being "Not Wrong" and Being Right

      
      Most people are good at not failing.

      They’re good at trying new things (when there is very little
      downside). They’re good at pushing themselves (when no one will see
      them fail). They’re good at taking a stand (when a thousand other
      people have already done so).

      And to be fair, I’m just as guilty of these things as anyone
      else.

      But a problem arises when it becomes more important to “not
      fail” in your daily life than it is to succeed. Every time you
      choose to avoid failure, you train yourself to not take risks. You
      train yourself to pass on potential opportunity in favor of playing
      it safe. You train yourself to use the fear of failure as a driver
      for decision–making.

      If your tendency in any situation is to “not fail,” then you’ll
      find it hard to ever truly win because you’re teaching yourself
      that it’s better to make an easy choice that’s “not wrong” than a
      hard choice that’s right.

      Learning to Walk Again

      To get a better idea of what I mean, read this beautiful quote
      from Richard Saul Wurman…

      When I was a child, I once saw someone in a wheelchair. My
      mother told me that the person in the wheelchair had been in an
      accident and would recover, but would need to learn to walk again.
      That was a revelation to me because it seemed that once we’d
      learned to walk, that we’d always know how to walk.

      The notion of learning to walk has lingered in my mind, and
      I’ve contemplated the process of teaching someone to walk again. I
      realized that this process has a lot to do with thrusting a leg out
      into the terror of losing your balance, then regaining your
      equilibrium, moving you forward, then repeating with your other
      leg. Failure as loss of balance, the success of equilibrium, and
      you move forward. Terror of falling, confidence, regaining your
      balance — it’s a fascinating metaphor for life. Risk is half of the
      process of moving forward. The risk of failing is inherent in
      achieving a goal.

      There is nothing “wrong” with staying in the wheelchair. In
      fact, staying in the wheelchair is a great way to “not fail.”

      But maintaining the status quo and holding onto normal isn’t the
      same thing as succeeding.

      Now, I’m not advocating failure as if it’s something you should
      be searching for and accepting. I’m simply saying that it’s not
      something to fear. If you want to get up and walk, you have to be
      willing to fall down.

      We all have dreams and goals, but they can’t become a reality
      without vulnerability and uncertainty and discomfort. Learning to
      walk again is hard. So is getting in shape, eating healthy,
      building a business, writing a book, starting a tough conversation,
      getting a better job, and holding yourself to a higher
      standard.

      The Privilege of Being Wrong

      When you are truly living on the edge, walking on the moon,
      perhaps, or caught in the grip of extreme poverty — there’s no room
      at all for error. It’s a luxury you can’t afford.

      For the rest of us, though, there’s a cushion. Being wrong
      isn’t fatal, it’s merely something we’d prefer to avoid. We have
      the privilege of being wrong. Not being wrong on purpose, of
      course, but wrong as a cost on the way to being right.

      — Seth Godin

      You can spend your whole life developing the skill of not
      failing and making decisions that are not wrong. It’s easier and
      it’s safer. But, how long will you put off what you’re capable of
      doing just to maintain what you’re currently doing?

      The alternative is that you can challenge yourself by doing the
      things that most people make excuses to avoid. You can thrust your
      leg forward and battle to regain your balance. Sure, you’ll fall
      down along the way, but it’s the risk of falling down that makes
      the achievement worthwhile.

      The only real failure is not taking any action in the first
      place.

      

    

  
    

    
      Achieve Your Goals: Research Reveals a Simple Trick That
      Doubles Your Chances for Success

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      We all have goals. And what’s the first thing most of us think
      about when we consider how to achieve them?

      “I need to get motivated.”

      The surprising thing? Motivation is exactly what
      you don’t need. Today, I’m going to share a surprising research
      study that reveals why motivation isn’t the key to helping you
      achieve your goals and offers a simple strategy that actually
      works.

      The best part? This highly practical strategy has been
      scientifically proven to double or even triple your chances for
      success.

      Here’s what you need to know and how you can apply it to your
      life…

      How to Make Exercise a Habit

      Let’s say that — like many people — you want to make a habit of exercising
      consistently. Researchers have discovered that while many people
      are motivated to workout (i.e. they have the desire to workout and
      get fit), the people who actually stick to their goals do one thing
      very differently from everyone else.

      Here’s how researchers discovered the “one thing” that makes it
      more likely for you to stick to your goals…

      In 2001, researchers in Great Britain began working with 248
      people to build better exercise habits over the course of two
      weeks. The subjects were divided into three groups.

      The first group was the control group. They were simply asked to
      track how often they exercised.

      The second group was the “motivation” group. They were asked not
      only to track their workouts but also to read some material on the
      benefits of exercise. The researchers also explained to the group
      how exercise could reduce the risk of coronary heart disease and
      improve heart health.

      Finally, there was the third group. These subjects received the
      same presentation as the second group, which ensured that they had
      equal levels of motivation. However, they were also asked to
      formulate a plan for when and where they would exercise over the
      following week. Specifically, each member of the third group
      completed the following sentence: “During the next week, I will
      partake in at least 20 minutes of vigorous exercise on [DAY] at
      [TIME] in [PLACE].”

      After receiving these instructions, all three groups left.

      The Surprising Results: Motivation vs.
      Intention

      In the first and second groups, 35 to 38 percent of people
      exercised at least once per week. (Interestingly, the motivational
      presentation given to the second group seemed to have no meaningful
      impact on behavior.) But 91 percent of the third group exercised at
      least once per week—more than double the normal rate.

      Simply by writing down a plan that said exactly when
      and where they intended to exercise, the participants in
      Group 3 were much more likely to actually follow through.

      [image: implementation intention]British Journal
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      Perhaps even more surprising was the fact that having a specific
      plan worked really well, but motivation didn’t work at all. Group 1
      (the control group) and Group 2 (the motivation group) performed
      essentially the same levels of exercise.

      Or, as the researchers put it, “Motivation … had no
      significant effects on exercise behavior.”

      Compare these results to how most people talk about making
      change and achieving goals. Words like motivation, willpower, and
      desire get tossed around a lot. But the truth is, we all have these
      things to some degree. If you want to make a change at all, then
      you have some level of “desire.”

      The researchers discovered that what pulls that desire out of
      you and turns it into real–world action isn’t your level of
      motivation, but rather your plan for implementation.

      Implementation Intentions

      The sentence that the third group filled out
      is what researchers refer to as an implementation intention, which is a plan you
      make beforehand about when and where to act. That is, how you
      intend to implement a particular habit.

      The cues that can trigger a habit come in a
      wide range of forms—the feel of your phone buzzing in your pocket,
      the smell of chocolate chip cookies, the sound of ambulance
      sirens—but the two most common cues are time and location.
      Implementation intentions leverage both of these cues.

      
      Broadly speaking, the
      format for creating an implementation intention is:

      “When situation X arises, I
      will perform response Y.”

      

      Hundreds of studies have shown that implementation intentions
      are effective for sticking to our goals, whether it’s writing down
      the exact time and date of when you will get a flu shot or
      recording the time of your colonoscopy appointment. They increase
      the odds that people will stick with habits like recycling,
      studying, going to sleep early, and stopping smoking.

      Researchers have even found that voter turnout increases when
      people are forced to create implementation intentions by answering
      questions like: “What route are you taking to the polling station?
      At what time are you planning to go? What bus will get you there?”
      Other successful government programs have prompted citizens to make
      a clear plan to send taxes in on time or provided directions on
      when and where to pay late traffic bills.

      How to Follow Through With Your Goals

      The punch line is clear: people who make a specific plan for
      when and where they will perform a new habit are more likely to
      follow through. Too many people try to change their habits without
      these basic details figured out. We tell ourselves, “I’m going to
      eat healthier” or “I’m going to write more,” but we never say when
      and where these habits are going to happen. We leave it up to
      chance and hope that we will “just remember to do it” or feel
      motivated at the right time. An implementation intention sweeps
      away foggy notions like “I want to work out more” or “I want to be
      more productive” or “I should vote” and transforms them into a
      concrete plan of action.

      Many people think they lack motivation when what they really
      lack is clarity. It is not always obvious when and where to take
      action. Some people spend their entire lives waiting for the time
      to be right to make an improvement.

      Once an implementation intention has been set, you don’t have to
      wait for inspiration to strike. Do I write a chapter today or not?
      Do I meditate this morning or at lunch? When the moment of action
      occurs, there is no need to make a decision. Simply follow your
      predetermined plan.

      The simple way to apply this strategy to your habits is to fill
      out this sentence:

      I will [BEHAVIOR] at [TIME] in [LOCATION].

      
      	I will meditate for one minute at 7 a.m. in my kitchen.

      	I will study Spanish for twenty minutes at 6 p.m. in my
      bedroom.

      	I will exercise for one hour at 5 p.m. in my local gym.

      	I will make my partner a cup of tea at 8 a.m. in the
      kitchen.

      

      Give your habits a time and a space to live in the world. The
      goal is to make the time and location so obvious that, with enough
      repetition, you get an urge to do the right thing at the right
      time, even if you can’t say why.

      What to Do When Plans Fall Apart

      
      The best laid plans of mice and men often go astray.

      —Robert Burns

      

      Sometimes you won’t be able to implement a new behavior — no
      matter how perfect your plan. In situations like these, it’s great
      to use the “if–then” version of this strategy.

      You’re still stating your intention to perform a particular
      behavior, so the basic idea is the same. This time, however, you
      simply plan for unexpected situations by using the phrase, “If
      ____, then ____.”

      For example…

      
      	If I eat fast food for lunch, then I’ll stop by the store and
      buy some vegetables for dinner.

      	If I haven’t called my mom back by 7pm, then I won’t turn on
      the TV until I do.

      	If my meeting runs over and I don’t have time to workout this
      afternoon, then I’ll wake up early tomorrow and run.

      

      The “if–then” strategy gives you a clear plan for overcoming the
      unexpected stuff, which means it’s less likely that you’ll be swept
      away by the urgencies of life. You can’t control when little
      emergencies happen to you, but you don’t have to be a victim of
      them either.

      Use This Strategy to Achieve Your Goals

      If you don’t plan out your behaviors, then you rely on your
      willpower and motivation to inspire you to act. But if you do plan
      out when and where you are going to perform a new behavior, your
      goal has a time and a space to live in the real world. This shift
      in perspective allows your environment to act as a cue for your new
      behavior.

      To put it simply: planning out when and where you will perform a
      specific behavior turns your environment into a trigger for action.
      The time and place triggers your behavior, not your level of
      motivation.

      This strategy ties in nicely with the research I’ve shared about
      how habits
      work, why you need to schedule your goals,
      and the difference
      between professionals and amateurs. So what’s the moral of this
      story?

      Motivation is short lived and doesn’t lead to consistent action.
      If you want to achieve your goals, then you need a plan for exactly
      when and how you’re going to execute on them.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 4 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Break a Bad Habit and Replace It With a Good One

      
      Bad habits interrupt your life and prevent you from
      accomplishing your goals. They jeopardize your health — both
      mentally and physically. And they waste your time and energy.

      So why do we still do them? And most importantly, is there
      anything you can do about it?

      I’ve previously written about the science of how habits
      start, so now let’s focus on the practice of making changes in
      the real world. How can you delete your bad behaviors and stick to
      good ones instead?

      I certainly don’t have all of the answers, but keep reading and
      I’ll share what I’ve learned about how to break a bad habit.

      

      What causes bad habits?

      Most of your bad habits are caused by two things…

      Stress and boredom.

      Most of the time, bad habits are simply a way of dealing with
      stress and boredom. Everything from biting your nails to
      overspending on a shopping spree to drinking every weekend to
      wasting time on the internet can be a simple response to stress and
      boredom.

      But it doesn’t have to be that way. You can teach yourself new
      and healthy ways to deal with stress and boredom, which you can
      then substitute in place of your bad habits.

      Of course, sometimes the stress or boredom that is on the
      surface is actually caused by deeper issues. These issues can be
      tough to think about, but if you’re serious about making changes
      then you have to be honest with yourself.

      Are there certain beliefs or reasons that are behind the bad
      habits? Is there something deeper — a fear, an event, or a limiting
      belief — that is causing you to hold on to something that is bad
      for you?

      Recognizing the causes of your bad habits is crucial to
      overcoming them.

      You don’t eliminate a bad habit, you replace
      it.

      All of the habits that you have right now — good or bad — are in
      your life for a reason. In some way, these behaviors provide a
      benefit to you, even if they are bad for you in other ways.

      Sometimes the benefit is biological like it is with smoking or
      drugs. Sometimes it’s emotional like it is when you stay in a
      relationship that is bad for you. And in many cases, your bad habit
      is a simple way to cope with stress. For example, biting your
      nails, pulling your hair, tapping your foot, or clenching your
      jaw.

      These “benefits” or reasons extend to smaller bad habits as
      well.

      For example, opening your email inbox as soon as you turn on
      your computer might make you feel connected. At the same time
      looking at all of those emails destroys your productivity, divides
      your attention, and overwhelms you with stress. But, it prevents
      you from feeling like you’re “missing out” … and so you do it
      again.

      Because bad habits provide some type of benefit in your life,
      it’s very difficult to simply eliminate them. (This is why
      simplistic advice like “just stop doing it” rarely works.)

      Instead, you need to replace a bad habit with a new habit that
      provides a similar benefit.

      For example, if you smoke when you get stressed, then it’s a bad
      plan to “just stop smoking” when that happens. Instead, you should
      come up with a different way to deal with stress and insert that
      new behavior instead of having a cigarette.

      In other words, bad habits address certain needs in your life.
      And for that reason, it’s better to replace your bad habits with a
      healthier behavior that addresses that same need. If you expect
      yourself to simply cut out bad habits without replacing them, then
      you’ll have certain needs that will be unmet and it’s going to be
      hard to stick to a routine of “just don’t do it” for very long.

      How to break a bad habit

      Here are some additional ideas for breaking your bad habits and
      thinking about the process in a new way.

      Choose a substitute for your bad habit. You
      need to have a plan ahead of time for how you will respond when you
      face the stress or boredom that prompts your bad habit. What are
      you going to do when you get the urge to smoke? (Example: breathing
      exercises instead.) What are you going to do when Facebook is
      calling to you to procrastinate? (Example: write one sentence for
      work.) Whatever it is and whatever you’re dealing with, you need to
      have a plan for what you will do instead of your bad habit.

      Cut out as many triggers as possible. If you
      smoke when you drink, then don’t go to the bar. If you eat cookies
      when they are in the house, then throw them all away. If the first
      thing you do when you sit on the couch is pick up the TV remote,
      then hide the remote in a closet in a different room. Make it
      easier on yourself to break bad habits by avoiding the things that
      cause them.

      Right now, your environment makes your bad habit easier and good
      habits harder. Change your environment
      and you can change the outcome.

      Join forces with somebody. How often do you try
      to diet in private? Or maybe you “quit smoking” … but you kept it
      to yourself? (That way no one will see you fail, right?)

      Instead, pair up with someone and quit together. The two of you
      can hold each other accountable and celebrate your victories
      together. Knowing that someone else expects you to be better is a
      powerful motivator.

      Surround yourself with people who live the way you want
      to live. You don’t need to ditch your old friends, but
      don’t underestimate the power of finding some new ones.

      Visualize yourself succeeding. See yourself
      throwing away the cigarettes or buying healthy food or waking up
      early. Whatever the bad habit is that you are looking to break,
      visualize yourself crushing it, smiling, and enjoying your success.
      See yourself building a new
      identity.

      You don’t need to be someone else, you just need to
      return to the old you. So often we think that to break bad
      habits, we need to become an entirely new person. The truth is that
      you already have it in you to be someone without your bad habits.
      In fact, it’s very unlikely that you had these bad habits all of
      your life. You don’t need to quit smoking, you just need to return
      to being a non–smoker. You don’t need to transform into a healthy
      person, you just need to return to being healthy. Even if it was
      years ago, you have already lived without this bad habit, which
      means you can most definitely do it again.

      Use the word “but” to overcome negative
      self–talk. One thing about battling bad habits is that
      it’s easy to judge yourself for not acting better. Every time you
      slip up or make a mistake, it’s easy to tell yourself how much you
      suck.

      Whenever that happens, finish the sentence with “but”…

      
      	“I’m fat and out of shape, but I could be
      in shape a few months from now.”

      	“I’m stupid and nobody respects me, but
      I’m working to develop a valuable skill.”

      	“I’m a failure, but everybody fails
      sometimes.”

      

      Plan for failure. We all slip up every now and
      then.

      As my main man Steve
      Kamb says, “When you screw up, skip a workout, eat bad
      foods, or sleep in, it doesn’t make you a bad person. It makes you
      human. Welcome to the club.”

      So rather than beating yourself up over a mistake, plan for it.
      We all get off track, what separates top performers from everyone
      else is that they get back on track very quickly. For a handful of
      strategies that can help you bounce back when you make a mistake,
      read this
      article.

      Where to go from here

      If you’re looking for the first step to breaking bad habits, I’d
      suggest starting with awareness.

      It’s easy to get caught up in how you feel about your
      bad habits. You can make yourself feel guilty or spend your time
      dreaming about how you wish things were … but these thoughts take
      you away from what’s actually happening.

      Instead, it’s awareness that will show you how to actually make
      change.

      
      	When does your bad habit actually happen?

      	How many times do you do it each day?

      	Where are you?

      	Who are you with?

      	What triggers the behavior and causes it to start?

      

      Simply tracking these issues will make you more aware of the
      behavior and give you dozens of ideas for stopping it.

      Here’s a simple way to start: just track how many times per day
      your bad habit happens. Put a piece of paper in your pocket and a
      pen. Each time your bad habit happens, mark it down on your paper.
      At the end of the day, count up all of the tally marks and see what
      your total is.

      In the beginning your goal isn’t to judge yourself or feel
      guilty about doing something unhealthy or unproductive. The only
      goal is to be aware of when it happens and how often it happens.
      Wrap your head around the problem by being aware of it. Then, you
      can start to implement the ideas in this article and break your bad
      habit.

      Breaking bad habits takes time and effort, but mostly it takes
      perseverance. Most people who end up breaking bad habits try and
      fail multiple times before they make it work. You might not have
      success right away, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have it at
      all.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad habits), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Get Back on Track: 7 Strategies to Help You Bounce Back After
      Slipping Up

      
      We’ve all been there…

      You follow your diet religiously for a week and then break it
      with a weekend binge. You commit to working out more, hit the gym
      for two days, and then struggle to get off the couch after a long
      day of work. You set a vision for your career and get excited by
      the possibilities, only to get dragged down in everyday
      responsibilities and not return to your dream until months
      later.

      I’ve been there too, but as time rolls on I’m beginning to
      realize something important:

      These small hiccups don’t make you a failure, they make you
      human. The most successful people in the world slip up on their
      habits too. What separates them isn’t their willpower or motivation, it’s their
      ability to get back on track quickly.

      There will always be instances when following your regular
      routine is basically impossible. You don’t need superhuman
      willpower, you just need strategies that can pull you back on
      track. Habit formation
      hinges on your ability to bounce back.

      With that said, here are seven strategies that you can use to
      get back on track and bounce back right now…

      

      1. Schedule your habits into your life.

      Give your habits a specific space in your life. There are two
      main options for making this happen…

      Option 1: Put it on your calendar.

      Want to get back on track with your writing schedule? 9am on
      Monday morning. Butt in chair. Hands on keyboard. That’s when this
      is happening.

      Want to bounce back with your exercise habit? Give yourself a
      time and place that it needs to happen. 6pm every Monday,
      Wednesday, and Friday. I’ll see you in the gym.

      Option 2: Tie it to your current behavior.

      Not all of your habits will fit a specific time frame, but they
      all should have a trigger that acts as a reminder to do them.

      Want to floss? Everyday after brushing your teeth. Same order,
      same way, every time.

      Want to be happier? Every time you stop at a red light, tell
      yourself one thing you’re grateful for. The red light is the
      reminder. Same trigger, same sequence, every time.

      The bottom line is this: it might be nice to tell yourself that
      you’re going to change, but getting specific makes it real and
      gives you a reason and a reminder to get back on track whenever you
      slip up.

      Soon is not a time and some is not a number. When and where,
      exactly, are you going to do this? You might forget once, but what
      system do you have in place to automatically remind you the next
      time?

      For more on how to develop a sequence for your habits, read
      this.

      2. Stick to your schedule, even in small
      ways.

      It’s not the individual impact of missing your schedule that’s a
      big deal. It’s the cumulative impact of never getting back on
      track. If you miss one workout, you don’t suddenly feel more out of
      shape than you were before.

      For that reason, it’s critical to stick to your schedule, even
      if it’s only in a very small way.

      Don’t have enough time to do a full workout? Just squat.

      Don’t have enough time to write an article? Write a
      paragraph.

      Don’t have enough time to do yoga? Take ten seconds to
      breathe.

      Don’t have enough time to go on vacation? Give yourself a
      mini–break and drive to the neighboring town.

      Individually, these behaviors seem pretty insignificant. But
      it’s not the individual impact that makes a difference. It’s the
      cumulative impact of always sticking to your schedule that will
      carry you to long–term success.

      Find a way to stick to the schedule, no matter how small it
      is.

      3. Have someone who expects something of you.

      I’ve been on many teams throughout my athletic career and you
      know what happens when you have friends, teammates, and coaches
      expecting you to be at practice? You show up.

      The good news is that you don’t have to be on a team to make
      this work. Talk to strangers and make friends in the gym. Simply
      knowing that a familiar face expects to see you can be enough to
      get you to show up.

      4. Focus on what you can work with.

      We waste so much time focusing on what is withheld from us.

      This is especially true after we slip up and get off track from
      our goals. Anytime we don’t do the things we want to do — start a
      business, eat healthy, go to the gym — we come up with excuses…

      “I don’t have enough money. I don’t have enough time. I don’t
      have the right contacts. I don’t have enough experience. I need to
      learn more. I’m not sure what to do. I feel uncomfortable and
      stupid.”

      Here’s what I want you to think instead:

      “I can work with this.”

      Because you can. The truth is that most of us start in the same
      place — no money, no resources, no contacts, no experience — but
      some people (the winners) choose to get started anyway.

      It’s not easy, but I promise you that your life will be better
      if you choose to feel uncomfortable and make progress, rather than
      complain and make excuses. Shift your focus from what is withheld
      from you to what is available to you.

      It’s rare that your circumstances prevent you from making any
      progress. You might not like where you have to start. Your progress
      might be slow and unsexy. But you can work with this.

      5. Just because it’s not optimal, doesn’t mean
      it’s not beneficial.

      It’s so easy to get hung up on doing things the optimal way and
      end up preventing yourself from doing them at all.

      Here’s an example…

      “I really want to eat Paleo, but I go to Chipotle every Friday
      with my friends and I like to get sour cream and cheese on my
      burrito and I know that’s not Paleo. Plus, I have a book club
      meeting every Tuesday and we always have ice cream and I don’t want
      to be the only one not joining the group. Maybe I should try
      something else?”

      Seriously? Is eating clean five days per week better than not
      eating clean at all?

      Yes, I believe it is.

      In fact, eating healthy one day per week is better than none at
      all. Make that your goal to start: eat clean every Monday.

      Just because you can’t stick to the optimal schedule, doesn’t
      mean you shouldn’t stick to it at all. Good habits are built
      gradually. Start slow, live your life, and get better along the
      way. Progress is a spectrum, not a specific place.

      Furthermore, if you haven’t mastered the basics, then why make
      things harder for yourself by fretting about the details?

      The optimal strategies will make the last 10% of difference.
      Meanwhile, 90% of your results will hinge on you simply sticking to
      the basics: don’t miss workouts, eat real food, do the most
      important thing first each day. Master the fundamentals now. You
      can optimize the details later.

      6. Design your environment for success.

      If you think that you need more motivation or more willpower to stick to your
      goals, then I have good news. You don’t.

      Motivation is a fickle beast. Some days you feel inspired. Some
      days you don’t. If you want consistent change the last thing you
      want to rely on is something inconsistent.

      Previously, I’ve written about strategies for overcoming a lack
      of motivation. For example, focusing on your
      identity instead of your results or setting a schedule instead
      of a deadline or developing a pre–game
      routine.

      Another great way to overcome this hurdle and get back on track
      is to design your environment for success.

      Most of us acknowledge that the people who surround us influence
      our behaviors, but the items that surround us have an impact as
      well. The signs we see, the things that are on your desk at work,
      the pictures hanging on your wall at home … these are all pieces of
      our environment that can trigger us to take different actions.

      When I wanted to start flossing consistently, one of the most
      useful changes I made was taking the floss out of the drawer and
      keeping it next to my toothbrush on the counter. It sounds like a
      silly thing to focus on, but the visual cue of seeing the floss
      every time I brushed my teeth meant that I didn’t have to remember
      to pull it out of the drawer.

      With this simple environment change, I made it easy to do the
      new habit and I didn’t need more motivation or willpower or a
      reminder on my phone or a Post-It note on the mirror.

      If you want to hear more about my riveting flossing adventures
      (and how to stick to small healthy habits), read
      this.

      Another example of environment design is the “green plate trick”
      that I suggest as an easy way to lose weight and eat more green
      vegetables. You can read about this strategy (and about the
      research explaining why it works) in this article.

      7. Care.

      It sounds so simple, but make sure that the habits that you’re
      trying to stick to are actually important to you.

      Sometimes forgetting your habit is a sign that it’s not that
      important to you. Most of the time this isn’t true, but it happens
      often enough that I want to mention it.

      It’s remarkable how much time people spend chasing things that
      they don’t really care about. Then, when they don’t achieve them,
      they beat themselves up and feel like a failure for not achieving
      something that wasn’t important to them all along.

      You only have so much energy to put towards the next 24 hours.
      Pick a habit that you care about. If it really matters to you, then
      you’ll find a way to make it work.

      Get Back on Track

      Change can be hard. In the beginning, your healthy habits might
      take two steps forward and one step back.

      Anticipating those backwards steps can make all the difference
      in the world. Develop a plan for getting back on track and recommit
      to your routine as quickly as possible.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Say No, Resist Temptation, and Stick to Your Health
      Goals

      
      Learning how to say no is one of the most useful skills you can
      develop, especially when it comes to living a healthy life.

      Say no to unnecessary commitments, and you have the time you
      need to recover and rejuvenate. Say no to daily distractions, and
      you have the space you need to focus on what is important to you.
      And saying no to frequent temptations can help you stay on track
      and achieve your health goals.

      This, of course, begs the question: how do we avoid distraction
      and 
      get past the urgencies of everyday life, so that we can
      actually live healthy and do the things that are really important
      to us?

      It seems like a big task, but research is starting to show that
      small changes can make a significant impact. In fact, here’s one
      change you can make right now that will make it easier for you to
      say no, resist temptation and stick to your health and fitness
      goals for the long–term.

      

      How to Say No: Research Reveals the Best Way

      In a research study published in the 
      Journal of Consumer Research, 120 students were split into two
      different groups.

      The difference between these two groups was saying “I can’t”
      compared to “I don’t.”

      One group was told that each time they were faced with a
      temptation, they would tell themselves “I can’t do X.” For example,
      when tempted with ice cream, they would say, “I can’t eat ice
      cream.”

      When the second group was faced with a temptation, they were
      told to say “I don’t do X.” For example, when tempted with ice
      cream, they would say, “I don’t eat ice cream.”

      After repeating these phrases, each student answered a set of
      questions unrelated to the study. Once they finished answering
      their questions, the students went to hand in their answer sheet,
      thinking that the study was over. In reality, it was just
      beginning.

      As each student walked out of the room and handed in their
      answer sheet, they were offered a complimentary treat. The student
      could choose between a chocolate candy bar or a granola health bar.
      As the student walked away, the researcher would mark their snack
      choice on the answer sheet.

      Here’s what happened…

      The students who told themselves “I can’t eat X” chose to eat
      the chocolate candy bar 61% of the time. Meanwhile, the students
      who told themselves “I don’t eat X” chose to eat the chocolate
      candy bars only 36% of the time. This simple change in terminology
      significantly improved the odds that each person would make a more
      healthy food choice.

      But the surprises didn’t stop there…

      How the “Right Words” Make It Easier to Say
      No

      The same researchers were also interested in how the words
      “can’t” and “don’t” affect our willingness to say no over the
      long–term and stick to goals when faced with repeated temptation.
      After all, most of us can turn down a candy bar once, but
      eventually we slip up.

      In other words, is there a way to say no that makes it more
      likely that we’ll stick to healthy habits and avoid unhealthy
      ones?

      The researchers designed a new study by getting 30 working women
      to sign up for a “health and wellness seminar.” All of the women
      were told to think of a long–term health and wellness goal that was
      important to them. Then, the researchers split the women into three
      groups of 10.

      Group 1 was told that anytime they felt tempted
      to lapse on their goals they should “just say no.” This group was
      the control group because they were given no specific strategy.

      Group 2 was told that anytime they felt tempted
      to lapse on their goals, they should implement the “can’t”
      strategy. For example, “I can’t miss my workout today.”

      Group 3 was told that anytime they felt tempted
      to lapse on their goals, they should implement the “don’t”
      strategy. For example, “I don’t miss workouts.”

      For the next 10 days, each woman received an email asking to
      report her progress. They were specifically told, “During the
      10–day window you will receive emails to remind you to use the
      strategy and to report instances in which it worked or did not
      work. If the strategy is not working for you, just drop us a line
      and say so and you can stop responding to the emails.”

      Here’s what the results looked like 10 days later…

      
      	Group 1 (the “just say no” group) had 3 out of 10
      members who persisted with their goals for the entire 10
      days.

      	Group 2 (the “can’t” group) had 1 out of 10
      members who persisted with her goal for the entire 10
      days.

      	Group 3 (the “don’t” group) had an incredible 8 out of
      10 members who persisted with their goals for the entire
      10 days.

      

      The words that you use not only help you to make better choices
      on an individual basis, but also make it easier to stay on track
      with your long–term goals.

      Why “I Don’t” Works Better Than “I Can’t”

      Your words help to frame your sense of empowerment and control.
      Furthermore, the words that you use create a feedback loop in your
      brain that impacts your future behaviors.

      For example, every time you tell yourself “I can’t”, you’re
      creating a feedback loop that is a reminder of your limitations.
      This terminology indicates that you’re forcing yourself to do
      something you don’t want to do.

      In comparison, when you tell yourself “I don’t”, you’re creating
      a feedback loop that reminds you of your control and power over the
      situation. It’s a phrase that can propel you towards breaking your
      bad habits and following your good ones.

      Heidi Grant Halvorson is the director of the Motivation Science
      Center at Columbia University. Here’s how she explains the
      difference between saying “I don’t” compared to “I can’t”…

      
      “I don’t” is experienced as a choice, so it feels empowering.
      It’s an affirmation of your determination and willpower. “I can’t”
      isn’t a choice. It’s a restriction, it’s being imposed upon you. So
      thinking “I can’t” undermines your sense of power and personal
      agency.

      

      In other words, the phrase “I don’t” is a psychologically
      empowering way to say no, while the phrase “I can’t” is a
      psychologically draining way to say no.

      How You Can Apply This To Your Life

      One can have no smaller or greater mastery than mastery of
      oneself.


      —Leonardo Da Vinci

      There are situations everyday when you need to say no to
      something. For example, the waiter who offers you a dessert menu…
      or the urge to skip a workout and stay home… or the distracting
      call of texts, tweets, and updates when you should be focusing on
      something important.

      Individually, our responses to these little choices seem
      insignificant, which is why we don’t make a big deal about telling
      ourselves that we “can’t” do something. But imagine the cumulative
      effect of choosing more empowering words on a consistent basis.

      “I can’t” and “I don’t” are words that seem similar and we often
      interchange them for one another, but psychologically they can
      provide very different feedback and, ultimately, result in very
      different actions. They aren’t just words and phrases. They are
      affirmations of what you believe, reasons for why you do what you
      do, and reminders of where you want to go.

      The ability to overcome temptation and effectively say no is
      critical not only to your physical health, but also to maintaining
      a sense of well–being and control in your mental health.

      To put it simply: you can either be the victim of your words or
      the architect of them. Which one would you prefer?

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      3 Time Management Tips That Actually Work

      
      Time management can be tough. What is urgent in your life
      and what is important to your life are often very different
      things.

      This is especially true with your health, where the important
      issues almost never seem urgent even though your life ultimately
      hangs in the balance.

      
      	No, going to
      the gym today isn’t urgent, but it is important for your
      long–term health.

      	No, you won’t die from stress today, but if you don’t get it
      figured out soon, you might.

      	No, eating real,
      unprocessed foods isn’t required for you to stay alive right
      now, but will reduce your risk of cancer and disease.

      

      Is there anything we can do? If we all have 24 hours in a day,
      how do we actually use them more effectively?

      And most importantly, how can we manage our time to live
      healthier and happier, do the things that we know are important,
      and still handle the responsibilities that are urgent?

      I’m battling with that answer just like you are, but in my
      experience there are three time management tips that actually work
      in real life and will help you improve your health and
      productivity.

      

      [image: Time management tips]

      1. Eliminate half-work at all costs.

      In our age of constant distraction, it’s stupidly easy to split
      our attention between what we should be doing and what society
      bombards us with. Usually we’re balancing the needs of messages,
      emails, and to-do lists at the same time that we are trying to get
      something accomplished. It’s rare that we are fully engaged in the
      task at hand.

      I call this division of your time and energy “half-work.”

      Here are some examples of half-work…

      
      	You start writing a report, but stop randomly to check your
      phone for no reason or to open up Facebook or Twitter.

      	You try out a new workout routine. Two days later, you read
      about another “new” fitness program and try a little bit of that.
      You make little progress in either program and so you start
      searching for something better.

      	Your mind wanders to your email inbox while you’re on the phone
      with someone.

      

      Regardless of where and how you fall into the trap of half-work,
      the result is always the same: you’re never fully engaged in the
      task at hand, you rarely commit to a task for extended periods of
      time, and it takes you twice as long to accomplish half as
      much.

      Half-work is reason why you’re able to get more done on your
      last day before vacation (when you really focus) than you do in the
      2 weeks previous (when you’re constantly distracted).

      Like most people, I deal with this problem all of the time and
      the best way I’ve found to overcome it is to block out significant
      time to focus on one project and eliminate everything else.

      I pick one exercise and make it my only focus for the entire
      workout. (i.e. “Today is just for squats. Anything else is
      extra.”)

      I carve out a few hours (or even an entire work day) to deep
      dive on an important project. I’ll leave my phone in another room
      and shut down my email, Facebook, and Twitter.

      This complete elimination of distractions is the only way I know
      to get into deep, focused work and avoid fragmented sessions where
      you’re merely doing half-work.

      How much more could you achieve if you did the work you needed
      to do, the way you needed to do it, and eliminated the half-work,
      half-wandering that we fill most of our days with?

      2. Do the most important thing first.

      Disorder and chaos tend to increase as your day goes on. At the
      same time, the decisions and choices that you make throughout the
      day tend to drain your willpower. You’re less
      likely to make a good decision at the end of the day than you are
      at the beginning.

      I’ve found that this same trend holds true in my workouts as
      well. As the workout progresses, I have less and less willpower to
      finish sets, grind out reps, and perform difficult exercises.

      For all of those reasons, I do my best to make sure that if
      there is something important that I need to do, then I do it
      first.

      If I have an important article to write, I grab a glass of water
      and start typing as soon as I wake up. If there is a tough exercise
      that I need to do, then I do it at the beginning of each
      workout.

      If you do the most important thing first, then you’ll never have
      a day when you didn’t get something important done. By following
      this simple strategy, you will usually end up having a productive
      day, even if everything doesn’t go to plan. If you actually do the
      most important thing first each day, it is the only
      productivity tip you’ll ever need.

      3. Reduce the scope, but stick to the
      schedule.

      I’ve written previously about the importance of holding yourself to a
      schedule and not a deadline. There might be occasions when
      deadlines make sense, but I’m convinced that when it comes to doing
      important work over the long–term, following a schedule is much
      more effective.

      When it comes to the day-to-day grind, however, following a
      schedule is easier said than done. Ask anyone who plans to workout
      every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and they can tell you how hard
      it is to actually stick to their schedule every time without
      fail.

      To counteract the unplanned distractions that occur and overcome
      the tendency to be pulled off track, I’ve made a small shift in how
      I approach my schedule. My goal is to put the schedule first and
      not the scope, which is the opposite of how we usually approach our
      goals.

      For example, let’s say you woke up today with the intention of
      running 3 miles this afternoon. During the day, your schedule got
      crazy and time started to get away from you. Now you only have 20
      minutes to workout.

      At this point, you have two options.

      The first is to say, “I don’t have enough time to workout
      today,” and spend the little time you have left working on
      something else. This is what I would usually have done in the
      past.

      The second option is to reduce the scope, but stick to the
      schedule. Instead of running 3 miles, you run 1 mile or do five
      sprints or 30 jumping jacks. But you stick to the schedule and get
      a workout in no matter what. I have found far more long-term
      success using the this approach than the first.

      On a daily basis, the impact of doing five sprints isn’t that
      significant, especially when you had planned to run 3 miles. But
      the cumulative impact of always staying on schedule is huge. No
      matter what the circumstance and no matter how small the workout,
      you know you’re going to finish today’s task. That’s how little
      goals become lifetime habits.

      Finish something today, even if the scope is smaller than you
      anticipated.

      Time Management Tips That Actually Work

      There are thousands of time management apps and productivity
      gadgets. You’ll find more calendars, reminders, and task lists than
      you know what to do with. But in my experience, the most effective
      and practical time management tips are simple.

      When it comes to living a healthy and productive life, I do my
      best to focus on three time management tips…

      
      	Eliminate half-work and focus deeply.

      	Do the most important thing first.

      	Stick to your schedule and build the habit, no matter how small
      the accomplishment.

      

      How have you managed your time better and accomplished more at
      work, at home, or in the gym?

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Achieve Your Goals Easily

      
      In the last 6 months, I’ve experimented with a simple strategy
      that has improved my work and my health.

      Using this one basic idea, I have made consistent progress on my
      goals every single week without incredible doses of willpower or remarkable
      motivation.

      Today, I want to share how I use this strategy and how you can
      apply it to your own life to improve your health and your work.
      

      The Problem with How We Usually Set Goals

      If you’re anything like the typical human, then you have dreams
      and goals in your life. In fact, there are probably many things —
      large and small — that you would like to accomplish.

      That’s great, but there is one common mistake we often make when
      it comes to setting
      goals. (I know I’ve committed this error many times
      myself.)

      The problem is this: we set a deadline, but not a schedule.

      We focus on the end goal that we want to achieve and the
      deadline we want to do it by. We say things like, “I want to lose
      20 pounds by the summer” or “I want to add 50 pounds to my bench
      press in the next 12 weeks.”

      The problem with this is that if we don’t magically hit the
      arbitrary timeline that we set in the beginning, then we feel like
      a failure … even if we are better off than we were at the start.
      The end result, sadly, is that we often give up if we don’t reach
      our goal by the initial deadline.

      I’ve mentioned this idea multiple times before. For example, in
      making the mistake of
      putting performance goals before your identity or in choosing
      life–changing transformations over daily lifestyle choices.

      Here’s the good news: there’s a better way and it’s simple.

      The Power of Setting a Schedule, Not a
      Deadline

      In my experience, a better way to achieve your goals is to set a
      schedule to operate by rather than a deadline to perform by.

      Instead of giving yourself a deadline to accomplish a particular
      goal by (and then feeling like a failure if you don’t achieve it),
      you should choose a goal that is important to you and then set a
      schedule to work towards it consistently.

      That might not sound like a big shift, but it is.

      How to Achieve Your Goals: The Idea in
      Practice

      Most of the time, I try to be a practitioner of my ideas and not
      just someone who shares their opinion, so allow me to explain this
      strategy by using two real examples from my own life.

      Example 1: Writing

      As regular readers know, I published a new article every Monday
      and Thursday for the first three years. Sometimes the article was
      shorter than expected, sometimes it wasn’t as compelling as I had
      hoped, and sometimes it wasn’t as useful as it could be … but it
      got out the door no matter what.

      The results of this simple schedule were been amazing. Millions
      of visitors, hundreds of thousands of subscribers, and a full-time
      business.

      Imagine if I had set a deadline for myself instead, like “get
      1,000 subscribers in 12 weeks.” There’s no way I would have written
      every Monday and Thursday and if I didn’t reach my goal, then I
      would have felt like a failure.

      Instead, we are slowly building one of the most incredible
      communities online. (By the way, thank you for all of the emails,
      tweets, and messages on 
      fat loss, lifting weights,
      
      living longer, and forming better
      habits. Keep them coming! I’m always happy to get your
      questions and I’ll do my best to help however I can.)

      Example 2: Exercise

      Back in August 2012, I decided that I wanted to do 100 pushups
      in a row with strict form. When I tried it the first time, I only
      got 36.

      In the past, I might have set a deadline for myself: “Do 100
      pushups by December 31st.”

      Instead, I decided to set a schedule for my workouts. I started
      doing pushup workouts every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. So far,
      the only workouts I’ve missed were on long travel days.

      I have no total pushup goal for any single workout. The goal is
      simply to do the workout. Just like I have no goal for any single
      article that I write. The goal is to publish the article.

      The result, of course, is that after doing 77 pushup workouts
      I’ve made a lot of progress. If you’re interested, you can
      
      see every workout here.

      Focus on the Practice, Not the Performance

      Do you see how the two examples above are different than most
      goals we set for ourselves?

      In both cases (writing and exercise), I made consistent progress
      towards my goals not by setting a deadline for my performance, but
      by sticking to a schedule.

      Productive and successful people practice the
      things that are important to them on a consistent basis. The
      best weightlifters are in the gym at the same time every week. The
      best writers are sitting down at the keyboard every day. And this
      same principle applies to the best leaders, parents, managers,
      musicians, and doctors.

      The strange thing is that for top performers, it’s not about the
      performance, it’s about the continual practice.

      The focus is on doing the action, not on achieving X goal by a
      certain date.

      The schedule is your friend. You can’t predict when you’ll have
      a stroke of genius and write a moving story, paint a beautiful
      portrait, or make an incredible picture, but the schedule can make
      sure that you’re working when that stroke of genius happens.

      You can’t predict when your body feels like setting a new
      personal record, but the schedule can make sure that you’re in the
      gym whether you feel like it or not.

      It’s about practicing the craft, not performing at a certain
      level. (We’re talking about practice. Not a game, not a game.
      Practice.)

      If you want to be the type of person who accomplishes things on
      a consistent basis, then give yourself a schedule to follow, not a
      deadline to race toward.

      

    

  
    

    
      3 Surprising Reasons Why You Need to Rediscover Slow
      Growth

      
      We all have goals that we’d like to reach.

      And, if we had the choice, we would prefer to reach them sooner
      rather than later.

      There’s nothing wrong with achieving a goal quickly, but the
      insatiable desire to enjoy results now — with little regard for the
      process — is hurting our health, our happiness, and our lives in
      general.

      The media and society are continuously glorifying the end result
      (earn more money, find love, win the Super Bowl) and it’s becoming
      dangerously easy to think that the goal is what validates us and
      not the struggle of the process.

      If you want to fulfill your potential and become something
      better, then you need to rediscover the power of slow growth.

      Here’s why…

      

      A Surprising Lesson From the Life of Young Chinese
      Weightlifters

      Yesterday, I read an interesting article about the disciplined
      approach that China takes when cultivating young Olympic
      Weightlifters. (If you’re unaware, China is overflowing with depth
      in the sport of weightlifting.)

      If you’re not a weightlifter, stick with me here, because this
      is an important lesson for you too.

      Here’s what the process looks like for becoming an Olympic
      weightlifter in China…

      Age 6+ — playful gymnastics and bodyweight
      exercises to train their coordination and help them understand
      their bodies better. This is important to ensure that future
      athletes enjoy their training and consider it as an activity rather
      than training. Gradually, they shift focus to technique drills with
      a stick.

      Ages 8 to 10 — mostly the children are
      still playing as they move, but 10% to 30% of the time is spent
      focusing on weightlifting movements like pulls and squats. After 18
      months of this, technique has been pretty solidly ingrained into
      these kids and they start to toy around with the bar.

      Ages 10 to 14 — from here onwards, the
      training time increases and becomes more serious. They start to
      train with a massive array of exercises from snatch and clean and
      jerk to pulls and overhead squats to duck walks and frog jumps and
      tons of stretching.

      Age 14+ — now athletes begin working on
      their specific problems and work to develop the right balance of
      flexibility, power, strength, speed and technique. At the beginning
      of this phase, the athlete would have had about 5 to 7 years of
      training, including at least 3 years under the barbell. The next 4
      years will be spent working towards securing a spot on the Chinese
      National Team and eventually competing in the Olympics.

      —Kirksman, 
      original post

      Regardless of how you feel about the Chinese society or process,
      there are some important lessons here about the power of slow
      growth.

      1. Slow Growth Teaches You to Believe in
      Yourself

      Of all the skills that could help you achieve your goals, I
      would argue that a belief in yourself is the greatest one.

      And I only know of one way to develop a belief in yourself:
      prove your abilities over and over with small wins.

      Do you think the Chinese weightlifters believe in themselves? Of
      course they do! By the time they are 12–years–old, they have put in
      more repetitions than most Americans will put in during their
      entire lifetime.

      And most importantly, they don’t begin focusing on performance
      goals until they have spent years becoming comfortable with their
      bodies and proving their identity to themselves.

      There’s no secret formula here. If you want to achieve something
      you need to believe in yourself. Slow growth allows you to spend
      time developing the
      identity of a winner first. You can move on to performance
      later.

      2. Slow Growth Removes Pressure and Allows for
      Passion

      
      When we work hard on something we believe in, it’s called
      passion. When we work hard on something we don’t believe in, it’s
      called stress.

      —Simon Sinek

      

      In the beginning, the goal of the Chinese is to let the young
      weightlifters enjoy the process of moving and becoming
      athletic.

      Think about how different this is than the typical process. When
      was the last time you took 3 years enjoying a process before
      focusing on the goal you want to achieve?

      Most of time we set our sights on a goal (lose 30 pounds, make
      more money, etc.) and instead of enjoying the process of developing
      new skills, we decide that we are a failure because we haven’t
      achieved the end result yet.

      What would it feel like if we let ourselves enjoy the process of
      success as much as the product?

      If you think about some of the most enjoyable activities in your
      life, how did they start? It’s unlikely that you fell in love with
      something if you started by immediately pursuing a goal. Most of
      the things we love started with exploration and a slowly growing
      curiosity that evolved into a passion over time.

      Forget about performance for now. Allow yourself to enjoy the
      process of becoming something new and better. Give yourself
      permission to enjoy the journey to greatness.

      3. Slow Growth Teaches You How Change Actually
      Happens

      It’s so easy to overestimate the importance of one defining
      moment and underestimate the value of making better decisions on a
      daily basis.

      Almost every habit that we have — good or bad — is the result of
      many small decisions over time. And if this is true, if the
      problems you’re facing now are the result of thousands of small
      decisions made over the course of years, then wouldn’t it make
      sense that path to success, joy, fulfillment, meaning, happiness,
      and vitality would also be through thousands of daily
      decisions?

      And yet, how easily we forget this when we want to make a
      change.

      When we become obsessed with achieving a result quickly, the
      only thing we think about is how to get to our goal, but the value
      of slow growth is that it allows you to realize that your process
      for achieving goals is just as important as whether or not you
      achieve them at all.

      In fact, I’d say that living a healthy life is more about how
      you approach your goals than whether or not you achieve them.

      For example, healthy leadership isn’t defined by winning an
      election or being named captain or being selected for a promotion.
      Healthy leadership is having your teammate’s back every day. It’s
      being an advocate for your employees when nobody else will. It’s
      asking the first question, taking the extra minute, and sacrificing
      for something bigger than yourself. It’s a thousand small decisions
      every day.

      It’s About the Process, Not the Product

      The desire to achieve results quickly fools you into thinking
      that the result is prize.

      Slow growth teaches you the truth…

      That becoming the type of person you want to become — someone
      who lives by a stronger standard, someone who believes in
      themselves, someone who can be counted on by the people that matter
      to them — is about the daily process you follow and not the
      ultimate product you achieve.

      Let’s spend less time putting people who achieved the numbers
      and results on a pedestal — the athletes, the political leaders,
      the blockbuster entrepreneurs — and more time learning from the
      type of people who live their daily lives by a standard that we
      want to replicate.

      It doesn’t matter what you win, it’s how you win it.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why Getting Started is More Important Than Succeeding

      
      In 1991, Lindsay Davenport played in her first professional
      tennis match. She was 15 years old.

      Over the next 20 years, Davenport would go on to have one of the
      greatest tennis careers in recent history. She won three different
      Grand Slam titles. She won the 1996 Olympic Gold Medal. She was
      ranked the Number 1 female tennis player in the world eight
      different times. In total, Davenport earned over $22 million in
      prize money throughout her career.

      I had the chance to meet Davenport at the 2012 US Open. Later
      that night, she fielded some questions from our group and I asked
      her this…

      

      “Lindsay, sports can teach people a lot of lessons. What lessons
      did you learn during your time as a professional tennis player that
      you didn’t learn as an amateur?”

      Full disclosure: I had a personal motive with this question. I
      played baseball in college, but not professionally. So I wanted to
      know, “What did I miss?”

      Davenport’s first response was to talk about how she had to grow
      up fast. She mentioned the power of the media and learning to live
      her life in front of a crowd.

      But then she shifted gears and talked about improving at her
      craft and the lessons of competition, hard work, and perseverance.
      Those things, she said, were learned long before she became a
      professional.

      In other words, to learn about what it’s like to live as a
      professional athlete, you need to be a professional athlete. But to
      learn the lessons of playing sports, you just need to play your
      sport.

      Excellence Isn’t Required for Growth

      Our world is becoming more and more obsessed with comparison and
      validation. The style of thinking that is becoming dangerously
      common is “If you can’t be number one or number two, then you might
      as well not play at all.”

      (This belief was actually celebrated in my MBA program, which
      may or may not surprise you.)

      But according to Davenport, you don’t need to be a professional
      to learn the most important lessons in sports. You just need to
      bust your butt as an athlete, regardless of the level you’re
      playing at. I’d say it’s that way in the rest of life as well.
      Mastering your craft isn’t nearly as important as pushing
      yourself.

      To put it another way, you’ll learn more from the process of
      pursuing excellence than from the products of achieving it.

      It’s More Important to Start, Than to Succeed

      
      I think a lot of what people call intelligence just boils down
      to curiosity.

      —Aaron Swartz

      

      What if the choice to be curious was all that was required to
      become smarter, stronger, and more skilled? What if the willingness
      to try something new, even if it felt uncomfortable, was all that
      it took to start the slow march towards greatness?

      
      	Are you curious enough to get in the gym and try it, even if
      you’ll look stupid?

      	Are you willing to be vulnerable and put your skin in the game
      to start your own business?

      	Are you eager enough to improve your work that you’ll battle
      through the frustration of producing something mediocre?

      

      It all boils down to this: Whether you’ll end up being the best
      or the worst, are you willing to start?

      The more I look at things this way, the more I believe that the
      
      willingness to start is the littlest thing in life that makes
      the biggest difference.

      Step onto the field. Stand up in the meeting. Raise your hand in
      class.

      Get under the bar. Walk up to the podium. Ask the first
      question.

      Take a risk, get started, and contribute something. To your
      team, to your family, to your job, to your community. Whether or
      not you end up being number one in the world is irrelevant. Most of
      the time, the value you provide isn’t nearly as important as
      pushing yourself to provide it. This is especially true at
      first.

      Having the courage to get started is more important than
      succeeding because the people who consistently get started are the
      only ones who can end up finishing anything.

      Get Started: Life Isn’t a Dress Rehearsal

      I often write about what it means to live a healthy life.

      I can’t think of any skill more critical to the active pursuit
      of a healthy life than the willingness to start. Everything that
      signifies a happy, healthy and fulfilled existence — strong
      relationships, vibrant creativity, valuable work, a physical
      lifestyle, etc. — it all requires a willingness to get started over
      and over again.

      Take note: being the best isn’t required to be happy or
      fulfilled, but being in the game is necessary.

      Life isn’t a dress rehearsal. Only one person lives in the
      spotlight, but everyone benefits from stepping on stage.

      Which stage will you step onto? What game will you play? How
      will you get started?

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      When to be Unreasonable With Yourself

      
      If you’re working to become better, live healthier, or hoping to
      make a change, then phrases like “go big or go home” or “stretch
      yourself” often get tossed around by well–meaning friends, family,
      and co–workers.

      But when is it a good idea to set high expectations for
      yourself? And when can big goals shoot you in the foot?

      Perhaps most importantly, how can you balance the ambition to
      become better with the goal of remaining happy?

      The Power of High Expectations

      A few months ago, 
      NPR ran a story that explained how the expectations of teachers
      can dramatically alter the performance of their students. The story
      started by covering a famous research study conducted by a Harvard
      professor named Robert Rosenthal.

      In this study, a group of 18 elementary school teachers gave
      their students a special test that Rosenthal put together. The test
      predicted which children were primed for a boost in IQ over the
      next few years.

      The catch, of course, was that it was not a special test at all.
      It was just a general IQ test with a fancy sounding name, but the
      teachers didn’t know this. Once the results came back, Rosenthal
      picked a random group of students from each classroom and told the
      teachers that these students were “bloomers” that were predicted to
      blossom into brilliant students.

      In reality, there was nothing different about these students
      from their peers.

      A few months later, the students were given another IQ test. The
      results were astounding. Students who were labeled as “bloomers”
      (even though they were simply average students to begin with)
      scored significantly higher on IQ tests than their peers.

      Why did this happen?

      Researchers have discovered that the improvement was due to the
      different way that the teachers treated the students that they
      expected to succeed. Compared to the other children in the class,
      the “bloomers” were given more feedback, allowed more time for
      answering questions, and generally received more smiles, nods, and
      gestures of approval from their teachers.

      In other words, when a teacher treated a student as if they were
      destined to become smart (even if they were average to start with),
      the student became smart.

      What This Means for You

      The school study mentioned above reveals the power that high
      expectations can have on our lives.

      But what if you’re not lucky enough to be randomly chosen for
      the “bloomer” group? Are you destined for mediocrity?

      Thankfully, no.

      As it turns out, there were two other interesting findings in
      the study. The first is that all of the students in the classrooms
      improved, the bloomer group just improved more. So while the
      support of others helps propel you towards success, you can still
      make it on your own.

      The second finding of note is that the high expectations of the
      teacher made a big difference for young students, but not for older
      ones. The high expectations of teachers had no significant effect
      on students in older grades.

      In other words, as you age, the expectations that others have
      for you become less important and the expectations that you have
      for yourself become more important. Since there aren’t many grade
      schoolers reading this blog, I’m guessing that this is the group
      that you fall into.

      All of this begs the question, “What are you expecting for
      yourself?”

      [bookmark: video]

      The famous neurologist Victor Frankl explains how important high
      expectations can be in the brilliant video clip below..

      If you are reading this via email, then click here
      to watch the video.

      
      When we treat man as he is, we make him worse than he is; when
      we treat him as if he already were what he potentially could be, we
      make him what he should be.

      — Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

      

      What Frankl is saying is that you can choose greatness
      for your life. Reaching your full potential is not something that
      happens by mere chance, but rather is the result of marching
      towards a destination that is beyond what you would typically try
      to achieve.

      Most people settle for very average goals because it’s
      “reasonable.” The problem with this is that it creates a lot of
      competition for things that aren’t really worth fighting over. In
      other words, everyone is battling to achieve mediocre results.

      If you shoot for something totally out of the ordinary, however,
      you’ll find very few people doing the same thing.

      As a result, there is a certain magic to choosing very difficult
      goals. If you can get the ball rolling on them, then they are often
      quite easy to achieve.

      That said, not every goal you set should be unreasonable.

      Which Goals Should be Unreasonable?

      I frequently talk about the power of small wins and daily
      habits, so you might be confused to hear me talk about how
      wonderful big, unreasonable goals can be.

      Don’t worry, I haven’t jumped ship on small habits.

      Most of the time you should focus on building repeatable, daily
      habits. This is especially true if you’re trying to do
      something new. In my opinion, focusing on proving a stronger
      identity to yourself always lays the groundwork for achieving
      better results later on. Setting extreme performance goals rarely
      works as well as focusing on building the
      identity of a winner.

      So when is it a good idea to choose unreasonable goals?

      When you need permission to do something.

      What an Unreasonable Goal Looks Like

      Let me share a fun example from my own life.

      My girlfriend loves animals, so I wanted to do something fun
      that centered around that. A normal goal would involve some type of
      zoo experience or a petting zoo.

      Instead of doing that, however, I decided to try something bold.
      I called around to see if anyone would let us feed the animals and
      get a private tour.

      I ended up convincing a guy at an animal sanctuary to show us
      around. We had a private tour of the cat house and reptile house,
      and we fed a 600–pound white tiger named Niko.

      Now you may or may not think this is a cool experience, but the
      point is that asking permission to do something totally
      unreasonable is often more possible than you think because you’re
      not competing with anyone else.

      If you want to build a new identity
      for yourself, then you should start small. But if you have a
      goal that requires approval from someone else, then you should try
      something bold because the competition is basically
      non–existent.

      Even though I’m telling you not to choose big goals when it
      comes to performance or appearance, I know you still might be
      feeling like you should. (“I want to earn $10,000 more this year!”
      or “I want to lose 50 pounds this year!”)

      I’m going to continue to preach the power of good habits, but if
      you’re set on reaching for a big performance goal, then there is
      one thing you need to know…

      To Fail is Not a Failure

      
      I view fulfillment as a combination of achievement and
      appreciation.

      —Tim Ferriss

      

      When pursuing any goal, no matter how big or small, remember to
      appreciate how far you have come.

      The first thing that many of us do when we fail to reach the
      high goals that we set for ourselves, is to feel depressed because
      we have failed. I struggle with this just as much as anyone
      else.

      The truth, of course, is that even if we never reach our high
      goals, we are much better off than we were before. This is exactly
      what Victor Frankl was talking about in the video above.

      It’s very hard to fail completely, if you aim high enough. But
      it is very easy to feel like a failure, even if you are much better
      than you were at the start.

      The balance that you need is a combination of appreciation and
      achievement. When you reach for high goals, you can’t be depressed
      when you only make it halfway for this is often farther than you
      would have made it if you had set your sights lower to begin
      with.

      If you’re going to go for bold goals and you want to remain
      happy, then you can’t have a success or failure outlook. Do your
      best to become your best and be grateful for what you achieve along
      the way.

      Our Community Expects Great Things From You

      If you don’t think that anyone expects great things of you, then
      I’m here to tell you that I do.

      I want nothing more than for our community to be filled with
      people who are setting their sights on goals that matter, battling
      to raise the bar, and enjoying the life that they are creating for
      themselves.

      We don’t care where you’re starting from. We don’t care how far
      you think you are from the unreasonable goals you have for
      yourself.

      If you’re a member of this community, then it doesn’t matter
      where you’re coming from because you’re not staying there. You’re
      becoming something better.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why is it So Hard to Stick to Good Habits?

      
      Have you ever set out with the goal of actually sticking to a
      new behavior … only to find yourself not doing it at all one week
      later?

      I know I have.

      Why is it so hard to form good habits? Why is it so
      difficult to make consistent change? How can we have the best
      intentions to become better, and yet still see so little
      progress?

      And most importantly, is there anything we can do about
      it?

      

      Your Life Goals are Not Your Habits

      Your audacious life goals are fabulous. We’re proud of you
      for having them. But it’s possible that those goals are designed to
      distract you from the thing that’s really frightening you—the shift
      in daily habits that would mean a re–invention of how you see
      yourself.

      — Seth Godin

      We all have hopes and dreams (if you don’t, you’re probably not
      the type of person who would be reading this article).

      And most of the time, we have at least a general sense of what
      those goals are: the way we want our bodies to look and the good
      health we want to enjoy, the respect we want to receive from our
      peers and the important work we want to create, the relationships
      we want with our family and friends and the love we want to
      share.

      Overall, this is a good thing. It’s nice to know what you want
      and having goals gives you a sense of direction and purpose.
      However, there is one way that your hopes and dreams actually
      sabotage you from becoming better: your desires can easily lure you
      into biting off more than you can chew.

      You know exactly what I mean…

      
      	You get inspired by The Biggest Loser, head to the gym, bust
      your butt to the point of exhaustion, and take the next three
      months off to recover.

      	You finally get that urge to write your book, write all day
      over the weekend, and then head back to your day job on Monday and
      never come back to it.

      	You’re motivated by your friend’s stories of traveling to new
      countries, so you start to plan your own around–the–world trip,
      only to end up overwhelmed by all the details and stay at
      home.

      

      Too often, we let our motivations and desires drive us into a
      frenzy as we try to solve our entire problem at once instead of
      starting a small, new routine.

      I know, I know. It’s not nearly as sexy as saying you lost 30
      pounds in 3 months. But the truth is this: the dreams that you have are
      very different from the actions that will get you there.

      So how do we balance our desire to make life–changing
      transformations with the need to build small, sustainable
      habits?

      I’m glad you asked.

      Dream Big, But Start Small

      If you’re serious about making real change — in other words, if
      you’re serious about doing things better than you are now — then
      you have to start small.

      Imagine the typical habits, good or bad: Brushing your teeth.
      Putting your seatbelt on. Biting your nails.

      These actions are small enough that you don’t even think about
      them. You simply do them automatically. They are tiny actions that
      become consistent patterns.

      Wouldn’t it make sense that if we wanted to form new habits, the
      best way to start would be to make tiny changes that our brain
      could quickly learn and automatically repeat?

      What if you started thinking of your life goals, not as big,
      audacious things that you can only achieve when the time is right
      or when you have better resources or when you finally catch your
      big break … but instead as tiny, daily behaviors that are repeated
      until success becomes inevitable?

      What if losing 50 pounds wasn’t dependent on a researcher
      discovering the perfect diet or you finding a superhuman dose of
      willpower, but hinged on a series of tiny habits that you could
      always control? Habits like walking for 20 minutes per day,
      drinking 8 glasses of water per day, eating two meals instead of
      three.

      I think the following quote from BJ Fogg, a professor at
      Stanford, sums this idea up nicely.

      If you plant the right seed in the right spot, it will grow
      without further coaxing.

      I believe this is the best metaphor for creating
      habits.

      The “right seed” is the tiny behavior that you choose. The
      “right spot” is the sequencing — what it comes after. The “coaxing”
      part is amping up motivation, which I think has nothing to do with
      creating habits. In fact, focusing on motivation as the key to
      habits is exactly wrong.

      Let me be more explicit: If you pick the right small
      behavior and sequence it right, then you won’t have to motivate
      yourself to have it grow. It will just happen naturally, like a
      good seed planted in a good spot.

      —BJ Fogg, founder of Tiny Habits

      How great is that?

      The typical approach is to dive into the deep end as soon as you
      get a dose of motivation, only to fail quickly and wish you had
      more willpower as your new habit drowns. The new approach is to
      wade into the shallow water, slowly going deeper until you reach
      the point where you can swim whether you’re motivated or not.

      Focus on Lifestyle, Not Life–Changing

      Too often we get obsessed with making life–changing
      transformations.

      
      	Losing 50 pounds would be life–changing, drinking 8 glasses of
      water per day is a new type of lifestyle.

      	Publishing your first book would be life–changing, emailing a
      new book agent each day is a new type of lifestyle.

      	Running a marathon would be life–changing, running 3 days per
      week is a new type of lifestyle.

      	Earning an extra $20,000 each year would be life–changing,
      working an extra 5 hours per week as a freelancer is a new type of
      lifestyle.

      	Squatting 100 more pounds would be life–changing, squatting 3
      days per week is a new type of lifestyle.

      

      Do you see the difference?

      Life goals are good to have because they provide direction, but
      they can also trick you into taking on more than you can handle.
      Daily habits — tiny routines that are repeatable — are what make
      big dreams a reality.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Difference Between Professionals and Amateurs

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      I’ve started to notice (partially because of my own failures),
      that there is one skill that is so valuable that it will make you a
      standout in any area of life, no matter what kind of competition
      you face.

      What is this skill and how can you develop it? Let’s talk about
      that now.

      Every Day at 8am

      Last summer, I was speaking with Todd Henry. Todd is a successful
      author and does a great job of putting out valuable work on a
      consistent basis.

      I, on the other hand, do a remarkable job of putting out
      questionable work on an inconsistent basis. I started to explain
      this to Todd…

      “Todd, what do you think about writing only when you feel
      motivated? I feel like I always do my best work when I get a spark
      of creativity or inspiration, but that only happens every now and
      then. I’m pretty much only writing when I feel like it, which means
      I’m inconsistent. But if I write all the time, then I’m not
      creating my best work.”

      “That’s cool,” Todd replied. “I only write when I’m motivated
      too. I just happened to be motivated every day at 8am.”

      The Difference Between Professionals and
      Amateurs

      It doesn’t matter what you are trying to become better at, if
      you only do the work when you’re motivated, then you’ll never be
      consistent enough to become a professional.

      The ability to show up everyday, stick to the schedule, and do
      the work — especially when you don’t feel like it — is so valuable
      that it is literally all you need to become better 99% of the
      time.

      I’ve seen this in my own experiences…

      When I don’t miss workouts, I get in the best shape of my life.
      When I write every week, I become a better writer. When I travel
      and take my camera out every day, I take better photos.

      It’s simple and powerful. But why is it so difficult?

      The Pain of Being A Pro

      Approaching your goals — whatever they are — with the attitude
      of a professional isn’t easy. In fact, being a pro is painful.

      The simple fact of the matter is that most of the time we are
      inconsistent. We all have goals that we would like to achieve and
      dreams that we would like to fulfill, but it doesn’t matter what
      you are trying to become better at, if you only do the work when
      it’s convenient or exciting, then you’ll never be consistent enough
      to achieve remarkable results.

      I can guarantee that if you manage to start a
      habit and keep sticking to it, there will be days when you feel
      like quitting. When you start a business, there will be days when
      you don’t feel like showing up. When you’re at the gym, there will
      be sets that you don’t feel like finishing. When it’s time to
      write, there will be days that you don’t feel like typing. But
      stepping up when it’s annoying or painful or draining to do so,
      that’s what makes the difference between a professional and an
      amateur.

      Professionals stick to the schedule, amateurs let life get in
      the way. Professionals know what is important to them and work
      towards it with purpose, amateurs get pulled off course by the
      
      urgencies of life.

      You’ll Never Regret Starting Important Work

      Some people might think I’m promoting the benefits of being a
      workaholic. “Professionals work harder than everyone else and
      that’s why they’re great.” Actually, that’s not it at all.

      Being a pro is about having the discipline to commit to what is
      important to you instead of merely saying something is important to
      you. It’s about starting when you feel like stopping, not because
      you want to work more, but because your goal is important enough to
      you that you don’t simply work on it when it’s convenient. Becoming
      a pro is about making your priorities a reality.

      There have been a lot of sets that I haven’t felt like
      finishing, but I’ve never regretted doing the workout. There have
      been a lot of articles I haven’t felt like writing, but I’ve never
      regretted publishing on schedule. There have been a lot of days
      I’ve felt like relaxing, but I’ve never regretted showing up and
      working on something that is important to me.

      Becoming a pro doesn’t mean you’re a workaholic. It means that
      you’re good at making time for what matters to you — especially
      when you don’t feel like it — instead of playing the role of the
      victim and letting life happen to you.

      How to Become a Pro

      Going about your work like a pro isn’t easy, but it’s also not
      as complicated or difficult as you might think. There are three
      steps.

      1. Decide what you want to be good at.

      Purpose is everything. If you know what you want, then getting
      it is much easier. This sounds simple, but in my experience even
      people who are smart, creative, and talented rarely know exactly
      what they are working for and why.

      2. Set a schedule for your actions.

      Once you know what you want, set a schedule for actually doing
      it.

      Note: Don’t make the same mistake I have made, which is setting
      a schedule based on results. Don’t map out how much weight you want
      to lose each week or how much money you want to make. “Lose 5
      pounds” is not an action you can perform. “Do three sets of squats”
      is an action you can perform.

      You want to set a schedule based on actions you can do, not
      results that you want.

      3. Stick to your schedule for one week.

      Stop thinking about how hard it will be to follow a schedule for
      a month or a year. Just follow it for this week. For the next 7
      days, don’t let distractions get in the way.

      Setting a schedule doesn’t make you a professional, following it
      does. Don’t be a writer, be writing. Don’t be a lifter, be lifting.
      For one week, do the things you want to do without letting life get
      in the way. Next week, start again.

      [image: never-miss-twice]

      What This Looks Like in the Real World

      Here are two examples of how I’m trying to go about my day as a
      professional right now. Feel free to try either of these strategies
      if you’re looking to become better at working like a pro.

      Pushups — I’m currently working towards doing
      100 strict pushups in a row. When I started in August, I could only
      do 36 in a row.

      My schedule is to do pushups every Monday, Wednesday, and
      Friday. And, except for a short span while I was traveling in
      Russia and Turkey, I haven’t missed a workout in five months. (If
      you’re interested, 
      here’s a full spreadsheet of all my pushup workouts thus
      far.)

      Writing — As I mentioned at the beginning of
      this post, I have struggled with keeping a consistent writing
      schedule in the past. But now I’ve got one that is working and I
      plan on sticking to it.

      The schedule is simple: publish one new article every Monday and
      Thursday on this site. I have followed that schedule for 8 weeks
      now. It’s just a start, but I’m working on becoming a pro.

      You Are Not Alone

      Everyone’s journey is their own, but you don’t have to face the
      pain of becoming a pro all by yourself. This website is the home to
      a small community of committed people who are looking to become
      stronger and healthier, more creative and more skilled, and better
      friends and family members. We’re all looking to improve and I’d
      love to help you however I can.

      What areas of life do you want to be a professional in? What’s
      important to you?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 19 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Identity-Based Habits: How to Actually Stick to Your Goals This
      Year

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Change is hard. You’ve probably noticed that.

      We all want to become better people — stronger and healthier,
      more creative and more skilled, a better friend or family
      member.

      But even if we get really inspired and start doing things
      better, it’s tough to actually stick to new behaviors. It’s more
      likely that this time next year you’ll be doing the same thing than
      performing a new habit with ease.

      Why is that? And is there anything you can do to make change
      easier?

      How to Be Good at Remembering People’s Names

      My wife is great at remembering people’s names.

      Recently, she told me a story that happened when she was in high
      school. She went to a large high school and it was the first day of
      class. Many of the students had never met before that day. The
      teacher went around the room and asked each person to introduce
      themselves. At the end, the teacher asked if anyone could remember
      everyone’s name.

      My wife raised her hand and proceeded to go around the room and
      accurately name all 30 or so people. The rest of the room was
      stunned. The guy next to her looked over and said, “I couldn’t even
      remember your name.”

      She said that moment was an affirming experience for her. After
      that she felt like, “I’m the type of person who is good at
      remembering people’s names.”

      Even today, she’s great at remembering the names of anyone we
      come across.

      Here’s what I learned from that story: In order to believe in a
      new identity, we have to prove it to ourselves.

      Identity-Based Habits

      The key to building
      lasting habits is focusing on creating a new identity first.
      Your current behaviors are simply a reflection of your current
      identity. What you do now is a mirror image of the type of person
      you believe that you are (either consciously or
      subconsciously).

      To change your behavior for good, you need to start believing
      new things about yourself. You need to build identity-based
      habits.

      Imagine how we typically set goals. We might start by saying “I
      want to lose weight” or “I want to get stronger.” If you’re lucky,
      someone might say, “That’s great, but you should be more
      specific.”

      So then you say, “I want to lose 20 pounds” or “I want to squat
      300 pounds.”

      These goals are centered around outcomes, not identity.

      To understand what I mean, consider that there are three levels
      at which change can occur. You can imagine them like the layers of
      an onion.

      The first layer is changing your outcomes. This
      level is concerned with changing your results: losing weight,
      publishing a book, winning a championship. Most of the goals you
      set are associated with this level of change.

      The second layer is changing your process. This
      level is concerned with changing your habits and systems:
      implementing a new routine at the gym, decluttering your desk for
      better workflow, developing a meditation practice. Most of the
      habits you build are associated with this level.

      The third and deepest layer is changing your
      identity. This level is concerned with changing your
      beliefs: your worldview, your self-image, your judgments about
      yourself and others. Most of the beliefs, assumptions, and biases
      you hold are associated with this level.

      Outcomes are about what you get. Processes are about what you
      do. Identity is about what you believe. When it comes to building
      habits that last—when it comes to building a system of 1 percent
      improvements—the problem is not that one level is “better” or
      “worse” than another. All levels of change are useful in their own
      way. The problem is the direction of change.

      Many people begin the process of changing their habits by
      focusing on what they want to achieve. This leads us to
      outcome-based habits. The alternative is to build identity-based
      habits. With this approach, we start by focusing on who we
      wish to become.

      The Recipe for Sustained Success

      Changing your beliefs isn’t nearly as hard as you might think.
      There are two steps.

      1. Decide the type of person you want to be.

      2. Prove it to yourself with small wins.

      First, decide who you want to be. This holds at any level—as an
      individual, as a team, as a community, as a nation. What do you
      want to stand for? What are your principles and values? Who do you
      wish to become?

      These are big questions, and many people aren’t sure where to
      begin—but they do know what kind of results they want: to get
      six-pack abs or to feel less anxious or to double their salary.
      That’s fine; start there and work backward from the results you
      want to the type of person who could get those results. Ask
      yourself, “Who is the type of person that could get the outcome I
      want?”

      Here are five examples of how you can make this work in real
      life.

      Want to lose weight?

      Identity: Become the type of person who moves more every
      day.

      Small win: Buy a pedometer. Walk 50 steps when you get home from
      work. Tomorrow, walk 100 steps. The day after that, 150 steps. If
      you do this 5 days per week and add 50 steps each day, then by the
      end of the year, you’ll be walking over 10,000 steps per day.

      Want to become a better writer?

      Identity: Become the type of person who writes 1,000 words every
      day.

      Small win: Write one paragraph each day this week.

      Want to become strong?

      Identity: Become the type of person who never misses a
      workout.

      Small win: Do pushups every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

      Want to be a better friend?

      Identity: Become the type of person who always stays in
      touch.

      Small win: Call one friend every Saturday. If you repeat the
      same people every 3 months, you’ll stay close with 12 old friends
      throughout the year.

      Want to be taken seriously at work?

      Identity: become the type of person who is always on time.

      Small win: Schedule meetings with an additional 15–minute gap
      between them so that you can go from meeting to meeting and always
      show up early.

      What is your identity?

      In my experience, when you want to become better at something,
      proving your identity to yourself is far more important than
      getting amazing results. This is especially true at first.

      If you want to get motivated and inspired, then feel free to
      watch a YouTube video, listen to your favorite song, and do P90X.
      But don’t be surprised if you burn out after a week. You can’t rely
      on being motivated.
      You have to become the type of person you want to be, and that
      starts with proving your new identity to yourself.

      Most people (myself included) will want to become better this
      year. Many of us, however, will set performance- and
      appearance-based goals in hopes that they will drive us to do
      things differently.

      If you’re looking to make a change, then I say stop worrying
      about results and start worrying about your identity. Become the
      type of person who can achieve the things you want to achieve.
      Build identity-based habits now. The results can come later.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 2 of my New York
      Times bestselling
      bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Keystone Habits: The Simple Way to Improve All Aspects of Your
      Life

      
      There are certain habits and routines that make success easier,
      regardless of the circumstances you face.

      In fact, you may already practice some of these habits, even
      though you are unaware of it right now.

      But most importantly, if you understand how to harness these
      habits, then you can drastically improve your health, your work,
      and your relationships … and start living the life you deserve.

      The Keystone Habit

      In Charles Duhigg’s book, 
      The Power of Habit, he discusses the idea of keystone
      habits.

      We have habits everywhere in our lives, but certain routines —
      keystone habits — lead to a cascade of other actions because of
      them.

      For example…

      A few months ago, I started to notice a funny thing.

      When I worked out, I wanted to eat better. Even though I could
      have rewarded myself with chocolate bars and ice cream, I felt like
      eating real, healthy foods.

      I also slept better. And when I was awake, I seemed more
      productive. Especially in the hour or two after working out, when
      my mind seemed to think clearer and my writing was crisper.
      Thoughts flowed easily.

      When I didn’t exercise, however, I was more prone to eating junk
      food. I would stay up later working on unimportant tasks. I started
      to feel tension in my back. I didn’t check it, but my guess is that
      my blood pressure raised as a result of additional stress and no
      place to release it.

      In other words, fitness is the keystone habit the puts the rest
      of my life in place. When I workout, other things naturally fall
      into place. I don’t have to think about eating better. I don’t have
      to force myself to focus on getting things done. Exercise naturally
      pushes me towards my best self.

      What Are Your Keystone Habits?

      I’m not always on top of my game, but on the days that I work
      out everything seems to come a little bit easier. And I’ll take all
      the help I can get as I continue my quest to become better.

      Imagine how much easier and more fulfilling your lifestyle could
      be if you discovered one or two keystone habits that naturally put
      the rest of your life in place.

      So often, we struggle to live the way we want to simply because
      we don’t have the willpower to make different
      decisions. Whether it’s having the discipline to eat healthy or the
      courage to take a risk or the energy to volunteer more often or the
      drive to perform better at work, we delay these choices — even
      though we know they are important — simply because we don’t have
      the willpower to make something new happen today.

      Improving your lifestyle and becoming the type of person who
      “has their act together” isn’t nearly as hard as you might think.
      In fact, you might need just one keystone habit before the dominoes start falling
      everywhere.

      What are you doing when everything falls into place? What is
      your keystone habit?

      Find it and do more of it.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.
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      Motivation: The Scientific Guide on How to Get and Stay
      Motivated

      
      Motivation is a powerful, yet tricky beast. Sometimes it is
      really easy to get motivated, and you find yourself wrapped up in a
      whirlwind of excitement. Other times, it is nearly impossible to
      figure out how to motivate yourself and you’re trapped in a death
      spiral of procrastination. This page contains the best ideas and
      most useful research on how to get and stay motivated.

      This isn’t going to be some rah-rah, pumped-up motivational
      speech. (That’s not my style.) Instead, we’re going to break down
      the science behind how to get motivated in the first place and how
      to stay motivated for the long-run. Whether you’re trying to figure
      out how to motivate yourself or how to motivate a team, this page
      should cover everything you need to know.

      You can click the links below to jump to a particular section or
      simply scroll down to read everything. At the end of this page,
      you’ll find a complete list of all the articles I have written on
      motivation.

      I. Motivation: What It Is and How It Works

      
      	What is Motivation?

      	Common
      Misconceptions About Motivation

      

      II. How to Get Motivated and Take Action

      
      	Schedule Your
      Motivation

      	How to Get Motivated
      (Even When You Don’t Feel Like It)

      	How to Make
      Motivation a Habit

      

      III. How to Stay Motivated for the Long-Run

      
      	How to Stay Motivated by
      Using the Goldilocks Rule

      	How to Reach
      Peak Motivation

      	What to
      Do When Motivation Fades

      

      Motivation: What It Is and How It Works

      Scientists define motivation as your general willingness to do
      something. It is the set of psychological forces that compel you to
      take action. That’s nice and all, but I think we can come up with a
      more useful definition of motivation.[bookmark: What is Motivation?]

      What is Motivation?

      So what is motivation, exactly? The author Steven Pressfield has
      a great line in his book, The War of Art,
      which I think gets at the core of motivation. To paraphrase
      Pressfield, “At some point, the pain of not doing it
      becomes greater than the pain of doing it.”

      In other words, at some point, it is easier to change than to
      stay the same. It is easier to take action and feel insecure at the
      gym than to sit still and experience self-loathing on the couch. It
      is easier to feel awkward while making the sales call than to feel
      disappointed about your dwindling bank account.

      This, I think, is the essence of motivation. Every choice has a
      price, but when we are motivated, it is easier to bear the
      inconvenience of action than the pain of remaining the same.
      Somehow we cross a mental threshold—usually after weeks of
      procrastination and in the face of an impending deadline—and it
      becomes more painful to not do the work than to actually
      do it.

      Now for the important question: What can we do to make it more
      likely that we cross this mental threshold and feel motivated on a
      consistent basis?[bookmark: Common Misconceptions About Motivation]

      Common Misconceptions About Motivation

      One of the most surprising things about motivation is that it
      often comes after starting a new behavior, not before. We
      have this common misconception that motivation arrives as a result
      of passively consuming a motivational video or reading an
      inspirational book. However, active inspiration
      can be a far more powerful motivator.

      Motivation is often the result of action, not the cause of it.
      Getting started, even in very small ways, is aform of active
      inspirationthat naturally produces momentum.

      I like to refer to this effect as the Physics of
      Productivity because this is basically Newton’s First Law
      applied to habit formation: Objects in motion tend to stay in
      motion. Once a task has begun, it is easier to continue moving it
      forward.

      [image: habit motivation]

      You don’t need much motivation once you’ve started a behavior.
      Nearly all of the friction in a task is at the beginning. After you
      start, progress occurs more naturally. In other words, it is often
      easier to finish a task than it was to start it in the first
      place.

      Thus, one of the keys to getting motivated is to make it easy to
      start.

      How to Get Motivated and Take Action

      Many people struggle to find the motivation they need to achieve
      the goals they want because they are wasting too much time and
      energy on other parts of the process. If you want to make it easy
      to find motivation and get started, then it helps to automate the
      early stages of your behavior.[bookmark: Schedule Your Motivation]

      Schedule Your Motivation

      During a conversation about writing, my friendSarah
      Pecklooked at me and said, “A lot of people never get
      around to writing because they are always wondering when they are
      going to write next.” You could say the same thing about working
      out, starting a business, creating art, and building most
      habits.

      
      	If your workout doesn’t have a time when it usually occurs,
      then each day you’ll wake up thinking, “I hope I feel motivated to
      exercise today.”

      	If your business doesn’t have a system for marketing, then
      you’ll show up at work crossing your fingers that you’ll find a way
      to get the word out (in addition to everything else you have to
      do).

      	If you don’t have a scheduled time when you write every week,
      then you’ll find yourself saying things like, “I just need to find
      the willpower to do it.”

      

      Anarticlein
      The Guardian summarized the situation by saying, “If you waste
      resources trying to decide when or where to work, you’ll impede
      your capacity to do the work.”

      Setting a schedule for yourself seems simple, but it puts your
      decision-making on autopilot by giving your goals a time and a
      place to live. It makes it more likely that you will follow through
      regardless of your motivation levels. And there are plenty of
      research studies onwillpowerandmotivationto
      back up that statement.

      Stop waiting for motivation or inspiration to strike you and set
      a schedule for your habits. This isthe difference
      between professionals and amateurs. Professionals set a
      schedule and stick to it. Amateurs wait until they feel inspired or
      motivated.[bookmark: How to Get Motivated]

      How to Get Motivated (Even When You Don’t Feel Like It)

      How do some of the most prolific artists in the world motivate
      themselves? They don’t merely set schedules, they build
      rituals.

      Twyla Tharp is widely regarded as one of the greatest dancers
      and choreographers of the modern era.In her best-selling
      book,The Creative
      Habit(audiobook),
      Tharp discusses the role rituals, or pre-game routines, have played
      in her success:

      I begin each day of my life with a ritual; I wake up at 5:30
      A.M., put on my workout clothes, my leg warmers, my sweatshirts,
      and my hat. I walk outside my Manhattan home, hail a taxi, and tell
      the driver to take me to the Pumping Iron gym at 91st street and
      First Avenue, where I workout for two hours. The ritual is not the
      stretching and weight training I put my body through each morning
      at the gym; the ritual is the cab. The moment I tell the driver
      where to go I have completed the ritual.

      It’s a simple act, but doing it the same way each morning
      habitualizes it — makes it repeatable, easy to do. It reduces the
      chance that I would skip it or do it differently. It is one more
      item in my arsenal of routines, and one less thing to think
      about.

      Many other famous creatives have rituals too. In his popular
      bookDaily
      Rituals: How Artists Work, author Mason Currey notes that many
      of the world’s great artists follow a consistent schedule.

      
      	Maya Angelou rented a local hotel room and went there to write.
      She arrived at 6:30 AM, wrote until 2 PM, and then went home to do
      some editing. She never slept at the hotel.

      	Pulitzer Prize winner Michael Chabon writes five nights per
      week from 10 PM to 3 AM.

      	Haruki Murakami wakes up at 4 AM, writes for five hours, and
      then goes for a run.

      

      The work of top creatives isn’t dependent upon motivation or
      inspiration, but rather it follows a consistent pattern and
      routine. Here are some examples of how you can apply ritual and
      routine toget motivated:

      
      	Exercise more consistently:Use the same
      warm up routine in the gym.

      	Become more creative:Follow a creative
      ritual before you start writing or painting or singing.

      	Start each day stress-free:Create a
      five-minute morning meditation ritual.

      	Sleep better:Follow a “power down”
      routine before bed.

      

      The power of a ritual, or what I like to call apre-game routine,
      is that it provides a mindless way to initiate your behavior. It
      makes starting your habits easier and that means following through
      on a consistent basis is easier.

      The key to any good ritual is that it removes the need to make a
      decision: What should I do first? When should I do this? How should
      I do this? Most people never get moving because they can’t decide
      how to get started. You want starting a behavior to be easy and
      automatic so you have the strength to finish it when it becomes
      difficult and challenging.[bookmark: How to Make Motivation a Habit]

      How to Make Motivation a Habit

      There are three simple steps you can take to build better
      rituals and make motivation a habit.

      Step 1: A good pre–game routine starts by being
      so easy that you can’t say no to it. You shouldn’t need motivation
      to start your pre–game routine. For example, my writing routine
      starts by getting a glass of water. My weightlifting routine starts
      by putting on my lifting shoes. These tasks are so easy, I can’t
      say no to them.

      The most important part of any task is starting. If you can’t
      get motivated in the beginning, then you’ll find that motivation
      often comes after starting. That’s why your pre–game routine needs
      to be incredibly easy to start.

      For more about the importance of getting started,read this.

      Step 2: Your routine should get
      youmovingtoward the end goal.

      A lack of mental motivation is often linked to a lack of
      physical movement. Just imagine your physical state when you’re
      feeling depressed, bored, or unmotivated. You’re not moving very
      much. Maybe you’re slumped over like a blob, slowly melting into
      the couch.

      The opposite is also true. If you’re physically moving and
      engaged, then it’s far more likely that you’ll feel mentally
      engaged and energized. For example, it’s almost impossible to not
      feel vibrant, awake, and energized when you’re dancing.

      While your routine should be as easy as possible to start, it
      should gradually transition into more and more physical movement.
      Your mind and your motivation will follow your physical movement.
      It is worth noting that physical movement doesn’t have to mean
      exercise. For example, if your goal is to write, then your routine
      should bring you closer to the physical act of writing.

      Step 3: You need to follow the same pattern
      every single time.

      The primary purpose of your pre–game routine is to create a
      series of events that you always perform before doing a specific
      task. Your pre–game routine tells your mind, “This is what happens
      before I do ___.”

      Eventually, this routine becomes so tied to your performance
      that by simply doing the routine, you are pulled into a mental
      state that is primed to perform. You don’t need to know how to find
      motivation, you just need to start your routine.

      Your pre–game routine is the trigger that kickstarts your habit,
      even if you’re not motivated to do it.

      This is important because when you don’t feel motivated, it’s
      often too much work to figure out what you should do next. When
      faced with another decision, you will often decide to just quit.
      However, the pre–game routine solves that problem because you know
      exactly what to do next. There’s no debating or decision making.
      Lack of motivation doesn’t matter. You just follow the pattern.

      How to Stay Motivated for the Long-Run

      We have covered some strategies for making it easier to get
      motivated and start a task. What about maintaining motivation over
      the long-run? How can you stay motivated for good?[bookmark: How to Stay Motivated]

      How to Stay Motivated by Using the Goldilocks Rule

      Imagine you are playing tennis. If you try to play a serious
      match against a four-year-old, you will quickly become bored. The
      match is too easy. On the opposite end of the spectrum, if you try
      to play a serious match against a professional tennis player like
      Roger Federer or Serena Williams, you will find yourself
      demotivated for a different reason. The match is too difficult.

      Compare these experiences to playing tennis against someone who
      is your equal. As the game progresses, you win a few points and you
      lose a few points. You have a chance of winning the match, but only
      if you really try. Your focus narrows, distractions fade away, and
      you find yourself fully invested in the task at hand. The challenge
      you are facing is “just manageable.” Victory is not guaranteed, but
      it is possible. Tasks like these, science has found, are the most
      likely to keep us motivated in the long term.

      Human beings love challenges, but only if they are within the
      optimal zone of difficulty. Tasks that are significantly below your
      current abilities are boring. Tasks that are significantly beyond
      your current abilities are discouraging. But tasks that are right
      on the border of success and failure are incredibly motivating to
      our human brains. We want nothing more than to master a skill just
      beyond our current horizon.

      We can call this phenomenonThe Goldilocks
      Rule. The Goldilocks Rule states that humans experience
      peak motivation when working on tasks that are right on the edge of
      their current abilities. Not too hard. Not too easy. Just
      right.

      Working on tasks that adhere to the Goldilocks Rule is one of
      the keys to maintaining long-term
      motivation. If you find yourself feeling unmotivated to work on
      a task, it is often because it has drifted into an area of boredom
      or been shoved into an area of great difficulty. You need to find a
      way to pull your tasks back to the border of your abilities where
      you feel challenged, but capable.[bookmark: How to Reach Peak Motivation]

      How to Reach Peak Motivation

      This wonderful blend of happiness and peak performance is
      sometimes referred to as flow. Flow is what athletes and performers
      experience when they are “in the zone.” Flow is the mental state
      you experience when you are so focused on the task at hand that the
      rest of the world fades away.

      In many ways, we could describe flow as your state of peak
      motivation. You would be hard-pressed to find a state where you are
      more driven to continue the task you are working on.

      One factor that researchers have found is linked to flow states
      is whether or not you are following The Goldilocks Rule we
      mentioned earlier. If you are working on challenges of optimal
      difficulty, then you will not only be motivated but also experience
      a boost in happiness. As psychologist Gilbert Brim put it, “One of
      the important sources of human happiness is working on tasks at a
      suitable level of difficulty, neither too hard nor too easy.”

      In order to reach this state of peak performance, however, you
      not only need to work on challenges at the right degree of
      difficulty, but also measure your immediate progress. As
      psychologist Jonathan Haidt explains, one of the keys to reaching a
      flow state is that “you get immediate feedback about how you are
      doing at each step.”

      Thus, we can say that measurement is a key factor in motivation.
      To put it more precisely, facing an optimal challenge and receiving
      immediate feedback about the progress you are making toward that
      challenge are two of the most critical components of peak
      motivation.

      For more on the importance of measurement and feedback, check
      out this article: What
      Are You Measuring in Your Life?[bookmark: What to Do When Motivation Fades]

      What to Do When Motivation Fades

      Inevitably, your motivation to perform a task will dip at some
      point. What happens when motivation fades? I don’t claim to have
      all the answers, but here’s what I try to remind myself of when I
      feel like giving up.

      Your Mind is a Suggestion Engine

      Consider every thought you have as a suggestion, not an order.
      Right now, as I’m writing this, my mind is suggesting that I feel
      tired. It is suggesting that I give up. It is suggesting that I
      take an easier path.

      If I pause for a moment, however, I can discover new
      suggestions. My mind is also suggesting that I will feel very good
      about accomplishing this work once it is done. It is suggesting
      that I will respectthe identity I am
      buildingwhen I stick to the schedule. It is suggesting
      that I have the ability to finish this task, even when I don’t feel
      like.

      Remember, none of these suggestions are orders. They are merely
      options. I have the power to choose which option I
      follow.

      Discomfort Is Temporary

      Relative to the time in your normal day or week, nearly any
      habit you perform is over quickly. Your workout will be finished in
      an hour or two. Your report will be typed to completion by tomorrow
      morning.

      Life is easier now than it has ever been. 300 years ago, if you
      didn’t kill your own food and build your own house, you would die.
      Today, we whine about forgetting our iPhone charger.

      Maintain perspective. Your life is good and your discomfort is
      temporary. Step into this moment of discomfort and let it
      strengthen you.

      You Will Never Regret Good Work Once It is
      Done

      Theodore Roosevelt famously said, “Far and away the best prize
      that life has to offer is the chance to work hard at work worth
      doing.” So often it seems that we want to work easily at work worth
      doing. We want our work to be helpful and respected, but we do not
      want to struggle through our work. We want our stomachs to be flat
      and our arms to be strong, but we do not want to grind through
      another workout. We want the final result, but not the failed
      attempts that precede it. We want the gold, but not the grind.

      Anyone can want a gold medal. Few people want to train like an
      Olympian.

      And yet, despite our resistance to it, I have never found myself
      feeling worse after the hard work was done. There have been days
      when it was damn hard to start, but it was always worth finishing.
      Sometimes, the simple act of showing up and having the courage to
      do the work, even in an average manner, is a victory worth
      celebrating.

      This Is Life

      Life is a constant balance between giving into the ease of
      distraction or overcoming the pain of discipline. It is not an
      exaggeration to say that our lives and our identities are defined
      in this delicate balance. What is life, if not the sum of a hundred
      thousand daily battles and tiny decisions to either gut it out or
      give it up?

      This moment when you don’t feel like doing the work? This is not
      a moment to be thrown away. This is not a dress rehearsal. This
      moment is your life as much as any other moment. Spend it in a way
      that will make you proud.

      Where to Go From Here

      I hope you found this short guide on motivation useful. If
      you’re looking for more ideas on how to get motivated and stay that
      way, then check out my full list of motivation articles below.

      All Motivation Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on
      motivation. Enjoy!


      
      	The Goldilocks
      Rule: How to Stay Motivated in Life and Business

      	World
      Chess Champion Garry Kasparov on How to Build Confidence

      	What I Do When I
      Feel Like Giving Up

      	Fear vs.
      Ambition

      	6 Famous Artists
      Talk About What It’s Like to Overcome Fear and Create
      Beauty

      	Joseph Brodsky
      Explains Perfectly How to Deal With Critics and Detractors in Your
      Life

      	What I Do When
      it Feels Like My Work Isn’t Good Enough

      	Martha
      Graham on the Hidden Danger of Comparing Yourself to
      Others

      	Sisu:
      How to Develop Mental Toughness in the Face of Adversity

      	Lessons on
      Living a Meaningful Life from Nichelle Nichols

      	How to Be
      Motivated Every Day: Lessons Learned from Twyla Tharp

      	Plan For Failure:
      Being Consistent Is Not the Same as Being Perfect

      	Masters of
      Habit: Rituals, Lessons, and Quotes from Marcus Aurelius

      	The Myth of Creative
      Inspiration

      	The Power of Imperfect
      Starts

      	Rome Wasn’t Built
      in a Day, But They Were Laying Bricks Every Hour

      	Feeling Uncertain
      Doesn’t Make You Weak, Weird, or Unqualified

      	What Every
      Successful Person Knows, But Never Says

      	You’re Not
      Good Enough to Be Disappointed

      	How to Chase
      Your Dreams and Reinvent Yourself

      	Haters and Critics: How
      to Deal with People Judging You and Your Work

      	The Fight is the
      Reward

      	The “Chosen Ones”
      Choose Themselves

      	5 Thoughts on
      Overcoming Fear and Self-Doubt

      	If You
      Commit to Nothing, You’ll Be Distracted By Everything

      	It’s Not Your Job to
      Tell Yourself “No”

      	The Two
      Types of Inspiration

      	Learning From
      Superhumans: The Incredible Fitness and Success of Jack
      LaLanne

      	Get Back on
      Track: 7 Strategies to Help You Bounce Back After Slipping
      Up

      	How to
      Get Motivated When You Don’t Feel Like It

      	The Magic
      of Committing to a Specific Goal

      	
      Move Towards the Next Thing, Not Away From the Last Thing

      	The
      Top Life Regret of Dying Hospital Patients

      	
      Are You Living an Urgent Life or an Important Life?

      	
      116 Years Old: Lessons Left Behind From the World’s Oldest Living
      Person

      	The
      Easiest Way to Live a Short, Unimportant Life

      	
      Believe in Yourself (And Why Nothing Will Work If You
      Don’t…)

      	
      Successful People Start Before They Feel Ready

      

      Best Articles on Topics Related to Motivation

      Looking for even more? Check out these articles on topics that
      are closely related to motivation.

      Or, browse my best
      articles.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Goldilocks Rule: How to Stay Motivated in Life and
      Business

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      In 1955, Disneyland had just opened in Anaheim, California, when
      a ten-year-old boy walked in and asked for a job. Labor laws were
      loose back then and the boy managed to land a position selling
      guidebooks for $0.50 apiece.

      Within a year, he had transitioned to Disney’s magic shop, where
      he learned tricks from the older employees. He experimented with
      jokes and tried out simple routines on visitors. Soon he discovered
      that what he loved was not performing magic but performing in
      general. He set his sights on becoming a comedian.

      Beginning in his teenage years, he started performing in little
      clubs around Los Angeles. The crowds were small and his act was
      short. He was rarely on stage for more than five minutes. Most of
      the people in the crowd were too busy drinking or talking with
      friends to pay attention. One night, he literally delivered his
      stand-up routine to an empty club.

      It wasn’t glamorous work, but there was no doubt he was getting
      better. His first routines would only last one or two minutes. By
      high school, his material had expanded to include a five-minute act
      and, a few years later, a ten-minute show. At nineteen, he was
      performing weekly for twenty minutes at a time. He had to read
      three poems during the show just to make the routine long enough,
      but his skills continued to progress.

      He spent another decade experimenting, adjusting, and
      practicing. He took a job as a television writer and, gradually, he
      was able to land his own appearances on talk shows. By the
      mid-1970s, he had worked his way into being a regular guest on
      The Tonight Show and Saturday Night Live.

      Finally, after nearly fifteen years of work, the young man rose
      to fame. He toured sixty cities in sixty-three days. Then
      seventy-two cities in eighty days. Then eighty-five cities in
      ninety days. He had 18,695 people attend one show in Ohio. Another
      45,000 tickets were sold for his three-day show in New York. He
      catapulted to the top of his genre and became one of the most
      successful comedians of his time.

      His name is Steve Martin.

      [image: Steve Martin (How to Stay Motivated in Life and Work)]
      How to Stay Motivated

      I recently finished Steve Martin’s wonderful autobiography,
      Born
      Standing Up.

      Martin’s story offers a fascinating perspective on what it takes
      to stick with habits for the long run. Comedy is not for the timid.
      It is hard to imagine a situation that would strike fear into the
      hearts of more people than performing alone on stage and failing to
      get a single laugh. And yet Steve Martin faced this fear every week
      for eighteen years. In his words, “10 years spent learning, 4 years
      spent refining, and 4 years as a wild success.”

      Why is it that some people, like Martin, stick with their
      habits—whether practicing jokes or drawing cartoons or playing
      guitar—while most of us struggle to stay motivated? How do we
      design habits that pull us in rather than ones that fade away?
      Scientists have been studying this question for many years. While
      there is still much to learn, one of the most consistent findings
      is that the way to maintain motivation and achieve peak levels of
      desire is to work on tasks of “just manageable difficulty.”

      The Goldilocks Rule

      The human brain loves a challenge, but only if it is
      within an optimal zone of difficulty. If you love tennis and try to
      play a serious match against a four-year-old, you will quickly
      become bored. It’s too easy. You’ll win every point. In contrast,
      if you play a professional tennis player like Roger Federer or
      Serena Williams, you will quickly lose motivation because the match
      is too difficult.

      Now consider playing tennis against someone who is your equal.
      As the game progresses, you win a few points and you lose a few.
      You have a good chance of winning, but only if you really try. Your
      focus narrows, distractions fade away, and you find yourself fully
      invested in the task at hand. This is a challenge of just
      manageable difficulty and it is a prime example of the
      Goldilocks Rule.

      The Goldilocks Rule states that humans experience peak
      motivation when working on tasks that are right on the edge of
      their current abilities. Not too hard. Not too easy. Just
      right.

      Martin’s comedy career is an excellent
      example of the Goldilocks Rule in practice. Each year, he expanded
      his comedy routine—but only by a minute or two. He was always
      adding new material, but he also kept a few jokes that were
      guaranteed to get laughs. There were just enough victories to keep
      him motivated and just enough mistakes to keep him working
      hard.

      [image: The Goldilocks Rule (How to Stay Motivated in Life and Work)]

      Measure Your Progress

      If you want to learn how to stay motivated to
      reach your goals, then there is a second piece of the motivation
      puzzle that is crucial to understand. It has to do with achieving
      that perfect blend of hard work and happiness.

      Working on challenges of an optimal level of difficulty has been
      found to not only be motivating, but also to be a major source of
      happiness. As psychologist Gilbert Brim put it, “One of the
      important sources of human happiness is working on tasks at a
      suitable level of difficulty, neither too hard nor too easy.”

      This blend of happiness and peak performance is sometimes
      referred to as flow, which is what athletes and performers
      experience when they are “in the zone.” Flow is the mental state
      you experience when you are so focused on the task at hand that the
      rest of the world fades away.

      In order to reach this state of peak performance, however, you
      not only need to work on challenges at the right degree of
      difficulty, but also measure your immediate progress. As
      psychologist Jonathan Haidt explains, one of the keys to reaching a
      flow state is that “you get immediate feedback about how you are
      doing at each step.”

      Seeing yourself make progress in the moment is
      incredibly motivating. Steve Martin would tell a joke and
      immediately know if it worked based on the laughter of the crowd.
      Imagine how addicting it would be to create a roar of laughter. The
      rush of positive feedback Martin experienced from one great joke
      would probably be enough to overpower his fears and inspire him to
      work for weeks.

      In other areas of life, measurement looks different but is just
      as critical for achieving a blend of motivation and happiness. In
      tennis, you get immediate feedback based on whether or not you win
      the point. Regardless of how it is measured, the human brain needs
      some way to visualize
      our progress if we are to maintain motivation. We need to be
      able to see our wins.

      Two Steps to Motivation

      If we want to break down the mystery of how to stay motivated
      for the long-term, we could simply say:

      
      	Stick to The Goldilocks Rule and work on tasks of just
      manageable difficulty.

      	Measure your progress and receive immediate feedback whenever
      possible.

      

      Wanting to improve your life is easy. Sticking with it is a
      different story. If you want to stay motivated for good, then start
      with a challenge that is just manageable, measure your progress,
      and repeat the process.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 19 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      World Chess Champion Garry Kasparov on How to Build
      Confidence

      
      Garry Kasparov and his long-time rival Anatoly Karpov—two of the
      greatest chess players of all-time—took their respective seats
      around the chess board. The 1990 World Chess Championship was about
      to begin.

      The two men would play 24 games to decide the champion with the
      highest scoring player being declared the World Chess Champion. In
      total, the match would stretch for three months with the first 12
      games taking place in New York and the final 12 games being played
      in Lyon, France.

      

      Kasparov started off well, but soon began to make mistakes. He lost
      the seventh game and let multiple victories slip away during the
      first half of the tournament. After the first 12 games, the two men
      left New York with the match tied at 6-6. The New York Times
      reported that “Mr. Kasparov had lost confidence and grown nervous
      in New York.”

      If Kasparov was going to retain his title as the best in the
      world, it was going to take everything he had.

      “Playing Kasparov Chess”

      Josh Waitzkin was a chess prodigy as a child and won multiple
      U.S. Junior Championships before the age of 10. Along the way,
      Waitzkin and his father had the opportunity to connect with Garry
      Kasparov and discuss chess strategy with him. In particular, they
      learned how Kasparov dealt with remarkably difficult matches like
      the one he faced against Karpov in the 1990 World Chess
      Championship.

      Waitzkin shares the story in his book, The Art of
      Learning (audiobook).

      Kasparov was a fiercely aggressive chess player who thrived
      on energy and confidence. My father wrote a book called Mortal
      Games about Garry, and during the years surrounding the 1990
      Kasparov-Karpov match, we both spent quite a lot of time with
      him.

      At one point, after Kasparov had lost a big game and was
      feeling dark and fragile, my father asked Garry how he would handle
      his lack of confidence in the next game. Garry responded that he
      would try to play the chess moves that he would have played if he
      were feeling confident. He would pretend to feel confident,
      and hopefully trigger the state.

      Kasparov was an intimidator over the board. Everyone in the
      chess world was afraid of Garry and he fed on that reality. If
      Garry bristled at the chessboard, opponents would wither. So if
      Garry was feeling bad, but puffed up his chest, made aggressive
      moves, and appeared to be the manifestation of Confidence itself,
      then opponents would become unsettled. Step by step, Garry would
      feed off his own chess moves, off the created position, and off his
      opponent’s building fear, until soon enough the confidence would
      become real and Garry would be in flow…

      He was not being artificial. Garry was triggering his zone
      by playing Kasparov chess.

      —Josh Waitzkin, The Art of
      Learning

      When the second half of the World Chess Championship began in
      Lyon, France, Kasparov forced himself to play aggressive. He took
      the lead by winning the 16th game. With his confidence building, he
      rattled off decisive wins in the 18th and 20th games as well. When
      it was all said and done, Kasparov lost only two of the final 12
      games and retained his title as World Chess Champion.

      He would continue to hold the title for another 10 years.

      “Fake It Until You Become It”

      It can be easy to view performance as a one-way street. We often
      hear about a physically gifted athlete who underperforms on the
      field or a smart student who flounders in the classroom. The
      typical narrative about underachievers is that if they could just
      “get their head right” and develop the correct “mental attitude”
      then they would perform at the top of their game.

      There is no doubt that your mindset and your performance are
      connected in some way. But this connection works both ways. A
      confident and positive mindset can be both the cause of your
      actions and the result of them. The link between physical
      performance and mental attitude is a two-way street.

      Confidence is often the result of displaying your
      ability. This is why Garry Kasparov’s method of playing as if
      he felt confident could lead to actual confidence. Kasparov was
      letting his actions inspire his beliefs.

      These aren’t just feel-good notions or fluffy self-help ideas.
      There is hard science proving the link between behavior and
      confidence. Amy Cuddy, a Harvard researcher who studies body
      language, has shown through her groundbreaking research that simply
      standing
      in more confident poses can increase confidence and decrease
      anxiety.

      Cuddy’s research subjects experienced actual biological changes
      in their hormone production including increased testosterone levels
      (which is linked to confidence) and decreased cortisol levels
      (which is linked to stress and anxiety). These findings go beyond
      the popular fake it until you make it philosophy. According to
      Cuddy, you can “fake it until you become it.”

      How to Build Confidence

      When my friend Beck
      Tench began her weight loss journey, she repeatedly asked
      herself the question, “What would a healthy person do?”

      When she was deciding what to order a restaurant: what would a
      healthy person order? When she was sitting around on a Saturday
      morning: what would a healthy person do with that time? Beck didn’t
      feel like a healthy person at the start, but she figured
      that if she acted like a healthy person, then eventually she would
      become one. And within a few years, she had lost over 100
      pounds.

      Confidence is a wonderful thing to have, but if you find
      yourself overcome with fear, self-doubt, or uncertainty, then let
      your behavior drive your beliefs. Play as if you’re at your best.
      Work as if you’re on top of your game. Talk to that person as if
      you’re feeling confident. You can use bold actions to trigger a
      bold mindset.

      In short, what would a brave person do?

      

    

  
    

    
      What I Do When I Feel Like Giving Up

      
      I am struggling today. If you’ve ever struggled to be consistent
      with something you care about, maybe my struggle will resonate with
      you too.

      It has been 939 days since November 12, 2012. That’s the date
      when I first published an article on JamesClear.com and it’s almost
      2 years and 7 months ago. During these 939 mostly glorious,
      sometimes frustrating days, I have written a new post every Monday
      and Thursday. Week after week. Month after month. Year after
      year.

      Today, I Feel Like Giving Up

      But today? Well, today I am struggling. Today, I don’t feel like
      writing. Today, I don’t feel like sticking to the routine. Today, I
      don’t feel like I have any great ideas and I don’t feel like I have
      enough time to make the good ideas great. Today, I feel like giving
      up.

      Research from the University of Pennsylvania has shown that
      grit is the
      characteristic linked most closely to success. I could use some
      grit today.

      Here’s what I try to remind myself of when I feel like giving
      up…

      

      Your Mind is a Suggestion Engine

      Consider every thought you have as a suggestion, not an order.
      Right now, my mind is suggesting that I feel tired. It is
      suggesting that I give up. It is suggesting that I take an easier
      path.

      If I pause for a moment, however, I can discover new
      suggestions. My mind is also suggesting that I will feel very good
      about accomplishing this work once it is done. It is suggesting
      that I will respect the identity I am
      building when I stick to the schedule. It is suggesting that I
      have the ability to finish this task, even when I don’t feel
      like.

      Remember, none of these suggestions are orders. They are merely
      options. I have the power to choose which option I follow.

      Discomfort Is Temporary

      Relative to the time in your normal day or week, nearly any
      habit you perform is over quickly. Your workout will be finished in
      an hour or two. Your report will be typed to completion by tomorrow
      morning. This article will be finished in just a moment.

      Life is easier now than it has ever been. 300 years ago, if you
      didn’t kill your own food and build your own house, you would die.
      Today, we whine about forgetting our iPhone charger.

      Maintain perspective. Your life is good and your discomfort is
      temporary. Step into this moment of discomfort and let it
      strengthen you.

      You Will Never Regret Good Work Once It is
      Done

      Theodore Roosevelt famously said, “Far and away the best prize
      that life has to offer is the chance to work hard at work worth
      doing.” So often it seems that we want to work easily at work worth
      doing. We want our work to be helpful and respected, but we do not
      want to struggle through our work. We want our stomachs to be flat
      and our arms to be strong, but we do not want to grind through
      another workout. We want the final result, but not the failed
      attempts that precede it. We want the gold, but not the grind.

      Anyone can want a gold medal. Few people want to train like an
      Olympian.

      And yet, despite our resistance to it, I have never found myself
      feeling worse after the hard work was done. There have been days
      when it was damn hard to start, but it was always worth finishing.
      Sometimes, the simple act of showing up and having the courage to
      do the work, even in an average manner, is a victory worth
      celebrating.

      This Is Life

      Life is a constant balance between giving into the ease of
      distraction or overcoming the pain of discipline. It is not an
      exaggeration to say that our lives and our identities are defined
      in this delicate balance. What is life, if not the sum of a hundred
      thousand daily battles and tiny decisions to either gut it out or
      give it up?

      This moment when you don’t feel like doing the work? This is not
      a moment to be thrown away. This is not a dress rehearsal. This
      moment is your life as much as any other moment. Spend it in a way
      that will make you proud.

      Let the World Decide

      So, what do I do when I feel like giving up? I show up.

      Do I show up at my best? I doubt it. But my job isn’t to judge
      how good or how bad I am.

      My job is to
      do the work and let the world decide.

      

    

  
    

    
      Fear vs. Ambition

      
      Last year, I started adding little pieces of inspirational
      hand-drawn art to my articles. I’m not much of an artist, but I’ve
      enjoyed visually displaying the ideas and values that our community
      believes in.

      Because the feedback I’ve received about the images has been
      popular, I’m going to start sharing them more frequently.
      Occasionally, I’ll share an image by itself (like today) and let
      the image spark some thoughts for you rather than writing a full
      post on the subject.

      Here’s a new one on creativity, entrepreneurship, and sharing
      your work with the world. I hope you like it.

      

      [image: fear vs ambition]

      Entrepreneurship happens where continual self-doubt meets
      courageous ambition. (This is true for all forms of
      entrepreneurship: creating art, building a tech company, starting a
      side business, and so on.)

      

    

  
    

    
      6 Famous Artists Talk About What It’s Like to Overcome Fear and
      Create Beauty

      
      Long before I was publishing articles for the world to read, I
      wrote in a private document. I did this for more than a year. There
      were a variety of reasons and excuses that I used to rationalize
      why I wasn’t sharing my writing with others, but in many ways it
      boiled down to fear.

      Here’s what I didn’t realize at the time: fear isn’t something
      that must be avoided. It is not an indicator that you’re doing
      things wrong. Fear is simply a cost that all artists have to pay on
      the way to doing meaningful work.

      Obviously, not everything that is thought or written or created
      needs to be shared. In our age, where everyone has a voice and a
      platform, there is a lot of noise created.

      However, if you have a story inside of you, I think you should
      share it. If you have an idea that you’d like to create, I think
      you should build it. If you have a dream that would make the world
      a slightly better place, then I think it’s your responsibility to
      deliver it to the rest of us. But it won’t be easy. All artists
      deal with fears, self-doubts, questions, and a roller coaster ride
      of emotions.

      With that in mind, here are six passages from famous authors,
      actors, and artists on how to overcome fear and unleash your
      creativity.

      Fear Tells Us What We Have to Do

      [image: steven pressfield on how to overcome fear]

      “Are you paralyzed with fear? That’s a good sign. Fear is
      good. Like self-doubt, fear is an indicator. Fear tells us what we
      have to do. Remember our rule of thumb: The more scared we are of a
      work or calling, the more sure we can be that we have to do
      it.

      Resistance is experienced as fear; the degree of fear
      equates the strength of Resistance. Therefore, the more fear we
      feel about a specific enterprise, the more certain we can be that
      that enterprise is important to us and to the growth of our
      soul.”

      –Steven Pressfield, The War of Art

      In the beginning, it is more important to start than
      it is to succeed. It is only through starting that we reveal
      the opportunity for growth.

      Start Small

      [image: seth godin on how to overcome fear]

      “What we need to do is say, “What’s the smallest, tiniest
      thing that I can master and what’s the scariest thing I can do in
      front of the smallest number of people that can teach me how to
      dance with the fear?” Once we get good at that, we just realize
      that it’s not fatal. And it’s not intellectually realize – we’ve
      lived something that wasn’t fatal. And that idea is what’s so key —
      because then you can do it a little bit more.”

      –Seth Godin (full
      interview)

      Mental toughness is a
      skill and like any skill it can be developed. Learning how to
      overcome fear is just like building a new habit. Start
      small and increase slowly.

      Run to the Roar

      [image: tina essmaker on how to overcome fear]

      “When you are thinking about doing something and it feels
      scary, when it feels like this big lion is waiting at the finish
      line and he’s roaring and he’s ferocious and he’s going to tear you
      apart… you should just run toward that lion anyway. Run to the
      roar.”

      –Tina Essmaker (full
      interview)

      It’s not your job to
      tell yourself no. It’s not your job to reject yourself or grade
      yourself or debate the value or worthiness of your ideas. Your job
      is to create. Your job is to share. Your job is to overcome fear
      and run the race.

      Yes, if you build something people might judge it or dislike it.
      But if you don’t create and share the things that you have inside
      of you, then you’ll commit the far worse crime of rejecting
      yourself. You can either be judged because you created something or
      ignored because you left your greatness inside of you.

      Now is as Good a Time as Any

      [image: hugh laurie on how to overcome fear]

      “It’s a terrible thing, I think, in life to wait until
      you’re ready. I have this feeling now that actually no one is ever
      ready to do anything. There’s almost no such thing as ready.
      There’s only now. And you may as well do it now. I mean, I say that
      confidently as if I’m about to go bungee jumping or something — I’m
      not. I’m not a crazed risk taker. But I do think that, generally
      speaking, now is as good a time as any.”

      –Hugh Laurie (source)

      It will never feel like the right time. Do not wait for someone
      to give you permission to begin. Nobody is going to tap you,
      nominate you, appoint you, or choose you and say, “Now, it’s time
      to start.”

      Give yourself permission. 
      Successful people start before they feel ready.

      Artists Endure
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      “To those human beings who are of any concern to me I wish
      suffering, desolation, sickness, ill-treatment, indignities – I
      wish that they should not remain unfamiliar with profound
      self-contempt, the torture of self-mistrust, the wretchedness of
      the vanquished: I have no pity for them, because I wish them the
      only thing that can prove today whether one is worth anything or
      not – that one endures.”

      –Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to
      Power

      Ultimately, the chance to persevere through self-doubt and fear
      and procrastination is one of the greatest opportunities we have
      for self-discovery. It is through creating that we find out who we
      really are and what we are truly made of.

      Live in the arena rather than judging from the crowd. It’s more
      exciting down there. Whether you win or lose, the fight is the
      reward.

      The Bottom Line

      Can anything be sadder than work left unfinished?

      Yes; work never begun.

      –Christina Rossetti

      Contribute to the world around you. Create and share the
      brilliance that you have inside of you. Life is not meant to spent
      solely consuming the things that others have made.

      

    

  
    

    
      Joseph Brodsky Explains Perfectly How to Deal With Critics and
      Detractors in Your Life

      
      In 1962, a young man named Joseph met a woman named Marina. They
      lived in Russia together. They shared a passion for art. He wrote
      poetry. She created paintings. They fell in love and had a child
      together.

      It was shaping up to be a good life until one day in 1972, the
      Soviet officials came knocking at the door. They stormed Joseph’s
      apartment, took him captive, tossed him on a plane to Vienna, and
      informed him that he was exiled from the Soviet Union.

      He never saw Marina again.

      

      Anti-Soviet

      Joseph was Joseph Brodsky, the famous poet. He won the Nobel
      Prize for Literature in 1987. His poetry, mostly written in
      Russian, was received favorably by pretty much everyone except the
      Soviet government. They claimed Brodsky’s writing was “anti-Soviet”
      and over the course of a decade he was slandered in the papers,
      pushed out of his job, and eventually exiled from the country.

      Thanks to the help of some fellow poets, Brodsky was able to
      find refuge in the United States and soon he had teaching positions
      at Yale, Cambridge, and the University of Michigan. In 1991,
      nineteen years after being exiled from the Soviet Union (and what
      must have seemed like an entirely different lifetime), Brodsky was
      appointed the United States Poet Laureate.
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      How to Deal with Your Critics and Detractors

      In 1988, Brodsky delivered the commencement speech to students
      at the University of Michigan. The full speech is shared in
      Brodsky’s book, On Grief and
      Reason: Essays. I think it shares a beautiful strategy and
      method for dealing with the critics, detractors, and negative
      influences in your life.

      “Try not to pay attention to those who will try to make life
      miserable for you. There will be a lot of those — in the official
      capacity as well as the self-appointed. Suffer them if you can’t
      escape them, but once you have steered clear of them, give them the
      shortest shrift possible. Above all, try to avoid telling stories
      about the unjust treatment you received at their hands; avoid it no
      matter how receptive your audience may be. Tales of this sort
      extend the existence of your antagonists; most likely they are
      counting on your being talkative and relating your experience to
      others. By himself, no individual is worth an exercise in injustice
      (or for that matter, in justice). The ratio of one-to-one doesn’t
      justify the effort: it’s the echo that counts. That’s the main
      principle of any oppressor, whether state-sponsored or autodidact.
      Therefore, steal, or still, the echo, so that you don’t allow an
      event, however unpleasant or momentous, to claim any more time than
      it took for it to occur.

      What your foes do derives its significance or
      consequence from the way you react. Therefore, rush
      through or past them as though they were yellow and not red lights.
      Don’t linger on them mentally or verbally; don’t pride yourself on
      forgiving or forgetting them — worse come to worse, do the
      forgetting first. This way you’ll spare your brain cells a lot of
      useless agitation; this way, perhaps, you may even save those
      pigheads from themselves, since the prospect of being forgotten is
      shorter than that of being forgiven. So flip the channel: you can’t
      put this network out of circulation, but at least you can reduce
      its ratings. Now, this solution is not likely to please angels,
      but, then again, it’s bound to hurt demons, and for the moment
      that’s all that really matters.”

      –Joseph Brodsky, On Grief and
      Reason: Essays

      “It’s the echo that counts”

      The impact of negativity is magnified when we talk about it, no
      matter what we say. We breathe life into poor decisions, bad ideas,
      and evil people by discussing them over and over again. You
      wouldn’t want to waste all of your meals on junk food. Why waste
      your thoughts on junk ideas and your energy on junk people?

      The best thing that can happen to bad advice is that it becomes
      irrelevant, ignored, and forgotten. In the words of Brodsky, “it’s
      the echo that counts.” Negativity doesn’t deserve a louder voice.
      Spend your time echoing something worth hearing

      

    

  
    

    
      What I Do When it Feels Like My Work Isn't Good Enough

      
      In the beginning, it was easy. There was no pressure. There were
      no outside eyes. There were no expectations.

      When I started writing, I wrote in a private document for over a
      year before I published my first article on JamesClear.com. I wrote
      about what I wanted to write about. I wrote because I wanted to get
      my thoughts down. I wrote because I felt like I needed to
      write.

      After a few months of sharing my work publicly, things began to
      change.

      As I developed an audience, I noticed that I began judging my
      work. In the beginning, I was just happy to get my ideas down on
      paper, but now I felt like they had to be “good” ideas. I began
      comparing new articles to my most popular ones. I was constantly
      measuring everything I wrote against my internal standard of good
      and bad—even though I didn’t know exactly what that meant.

      Thankfully, I didn’t let my self-doubt stop me from writing. I
      figured this was part of the creative
      process for anyone who created things consistently. I told
      myself that judgment and self-doubt was just a toll that I had to
      pay to continue the journey and create better work.

      In a way, this is true. Everyone deals with self-doubt—artists,
      creators, entrepreneurs, athletes, parents. But in a way, I was
      wrong. Self-doubt is not a cost you have to pay to become better.
      Let’s talk about why.

      The Inner Game of Tennis

      I just finished reading a book that has been on my reading list
      for quite some time, The Inner
      Game of Tennis (audiobook)
      by Timothy Gallwey. It is a book about life, not just tennis.

      In particular, there was one quote from Gallwey that made me
      pause and rethink my early months of writing and self-doubt.

      “When we plant a rose seed in the earth, we notice that it
      is small, but we do not criticize it as “rootless and stemless.” We
      treat it as a seed, giving it the water and nourishment required of
      a seed. When it first shoots up out of the earth, we don’t condemn
      it as immature and underdeveloped; nor do we criticize the buds for
      not being open when they appear. We stand in wonder at the process
      taking place and give the plant the care it needs at each stage of
      its development. The rose is a rose from the time it is a seed to
      the time it dies. Within it, at all times, it contains its whole
      potential. It seems to be constantly in the process of change; yet
      at each state, at each moment, it is perfectly all right as it
      is.”

      —Timothy Gallwey

      Ambition and contentment are not opposites, but we often make
      the mistake of thinking that they are incompatible. On the one
      hand, experts tell us that we should be mindful, focused on the
      present, and content with our lives regardless of the results. On
      the other hand, coaches and champions tell us that successful
      people outwork everyone else, that we must never be satisfied, and
      that complacency is undesirable.

      The rose seed, however, is both content and ambitious.

      As Gallwey says, at no point are we dissatisfied with the
      current state of the rose seed. It is perfectly all right at each
      moment. Yet, it is also incredibly ambitious. The rose seed never
      stops growing. It is constantly seeking to get to the next level.
      Every day it is moving forward, and yet, every day it is just as it
      should be.

      Is Self-Doubt Required for Success?

      Are self-doubt and judgment required for success? Do you have to
      be unhappy with your work to discover the drive to become better?
      Does judging ourselves make us any better?

      I don’t think it does.

      Those tasks are easier said than done, of course. When I find
      myself falling into the trap of judging my work, here’s a strategy
      I use to pull myself back on track: I try to remember that each
      outcome is simply a point along the spectrum of repetitions.
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      Here are a few examples…

      Writing: In this case, repetitions might be
      “number of articles published”

      
      	Point A is getting your first 1,000 readers.

      	Point B is landing a book deal.

      	Point C is speaking internationally about your work.

      

      Entrepreneurship: In this case, repetitions
      might be “years in business” or “number of sales calls”

      
      	Point A is making $10,000.

      	Point B is making $100,000.

      	Point C is making $1,000,000.

      

      Weightlifting: In this case, repetitions might
      literally be “squat repetitions” or “number of sprints”

      
      	Point A is squatting 100 pounds.

      	Point B is squatting 300 pounds.

      	Point C is squatting 500 pounds.

      

      Photography: In this case, repetitions might be
      “number of photos taken” or “number of galleries called”

      
      	Point A is selling your first print.

      	Point B is making a full-time living from your work.

      	Point C is showing your work in your first gallery.

      

      Every outcome you can achieve is simply a point along the
      spectrum of repetitions and time. The number of repetitions you
      need to put in for a particular goal is dependent on your
      circumstances, your experiences, your training, and many other
      factors. Everyone’s spectrum of repetitions is unique: your
      spectrum is different than mine.

      It is important to realize is that just because you are at Point
      A and someone else is at Point C that does not mean you are doing
      bad work. In fact, there is no bad work or good work. Just as there
      is no such thing as a rose seed that is a bad rose bush. There are
      just points in time and repetitions completed.

      Release the desire to define yourself as good or bad. Release
      the attachment to any individual outcome. If you haven’t reached a
      particular point yet, there is no need to judge yourself because of
      it. You can’t make time go faster and you can’t change the number
      of repetitions you have put in before today. The only thing you can
      control is the next repetition.

      

    

  
    

    
      Martha Graham on the Hidden Danger of Comparing Yourself to
      Others

      
      Agnes de Mille had just achieved the greatest success of her
      career, but right now the only thing she felt was confusion.

      She was a dancer and a choreographer. Early in her career, de
      Mille had created the choreography for a ballet called Three
      Virgins and a Devil. She thought it was good work, but nobody
      made much of it.

      A few years later, de Mille choreographed a ballet named
      Rodeo. Again, she thought her work was solid, but it
      resulted in little commercial fame.
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      Then, in 1943, de Mille choreographed Oklahoma!, a
      musical show from Rodgers and Hammerstein that enjoyed nearly
      instant success. In the coming years, Oklahoma! would run
      for an incredible 2,212 performances, both around the nation and
      abroad. In 1955, the film version won an Academy Award.

      But the success of Oklahoma! confused her. She thought
      that her work on Oklahoma! was only average compared to
      some of her other creations. She later said, “After the opening of
      Oklahoma!, I suddenly had unexpected, flamboyant success
      for a work I thought was only fairly good, after years of neglect
      for work I thought was fine. I was bewildered and worried that my
      entire scale of values was untrustworthy. I talked to Martha.”

      Martha was Martha Graham, perhaps the most influential dance
      choreographer of the 20th century. (Although not as well-known by
      the general public, Graham has been compared to other creative
      geniuses like Picasso or Frank Lloyd Wright.)

      During their conversation, de Mille told Martha Graham about her
      frustration. “I confessed that I had a burning desire to be
      excellent, but no faith that I could be.”

      Graham responded by saying,

      “There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening
      that is translated through you into action, and because there is
      only one of you in all of time, this expression is unique. And if
      you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and it
      will be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your
      business to determine how good it is nor how valuable nor how it
      compares with other expressions. It is your business to
      keep it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel
      open.”

      The Uselessness of Judging Yourself

      For nearly two years, I have been publishing articles every
      Monday and Thursday on JamesClear.com. Some days the words
      come easier than others, and there have been plenty of times when I
      have felt a smaller version of what Agnes de Mille felt.

      “I thought this was a good article. Why don’t people seem to
      enjoy it?” Or, I’ll feel like I wrote something average only
      to see it become the most popular post of the month. Regardless of
      the outcome, I’ve realized one thing: we are often terrible judges
      of our own work.

      Martha Graham’s advice takes this concept a step further by
      explaining that not only are you a bad judge of your own work, it
      is not your job to judge your own work. It is not your place to
      compare it to others. It is not your responsibility to figure out
      how valuable it is or how useful it can be. It is not your job to tell
      yourself, “No.”

      Instead, your responsibility is to create. Your job is share
      what you have to offer from where you are right now. To quote Pema
      Chodron, the Buddhist teacher, your job is to “come as you are.”
      (And then find your inner
      Sisu and keep coming.)

      There are people in nearly every field of work who make each day
      a work of art by the way they do their craft. In other words,
      nearly everyone is an artist in one way or another. And every
      artist will judge their work. The key is to not let your
      self-judgment keep you from doing your thing. Professionals
      produce, even when it isn’t easy.

      Keep Your Eyes on Your Own Paper

      In grade school, I remember my teacher passing out an assignment
      and telling each student to “keep your eyes on your own paper.”

      Perhaps she was simply trying to teach 8-year-olds to not cheat,
      but hidden within that phrase is also a deeper message about what
      really matters. It doesn’t make a difference what the person
      next to you writes down for his answer. This is your race to run.
      It’s your assignment to complete. It’s your answer to create. How
      your paper compares to someone else’s is not the point. The point
      is to fill the paper with your work.

      The same can be said of your work today. No matter what you
      spend your days doing, every morning you wake up and have a blank
      piece of paper to work with. You get to put your name at the top
      and fill it with your work.

      If what you write on your paper doesn’t meet someone else’s
      expectations … it is no concern of yours. The way someone else
      perceives what you do is a result of their own experiences (which
      you can’t control), their own tastes and preferences (which you
      can’t predict), and their own expectations (which you don’t set).
      If your choices don’t match their expectations that is their
      concern, not yours.

      Your concern is to do the work, not to judge it. Your
      concern is to fall in love with the
      process, not to grade the outcome. Keep your eyes on your own
      paper.

      

    

  
    

    
      Sisu: How to Develop Mental Toughness in the Face of
      Adversity

      
      Without warning, Soviet Union planes came roaring over the city
      of Helsinki, Finland on November 30, 1939. Finland was about to
      receive a violent shove into World War II.

      The Soviets dropped more than 350 bombs during the raid.
      Innocent civilians died. Entire buildings were turned to dust. And
      it was just the beginning. Three hours before the air strike, more
      than 450,000 Soviet soldiers began marching across the Finnish
      border. The Soviet soldiers outnumbered the Finnish army almost
      3-to-1. That wasn’t the worst of it. The Soviets also commanded
      more than 6,000 armored tanks and almost 4,000 aircraft. Finland,
      meanwhile, had just 32 tanks and 114 aircraft.

      It was the beginning of what became known as the Winter War. For
      the Finns, there was no question whether some of them would die.
      The question was whether any of them would survive.

      

      The Winter War

      The winter was brutal that year. In January, temperatures
      dropped to 40 degrees below zero. Furthermore, at that time of the
      year and with Finland being located so far north, the soldiers were
      surrounded by darkness for almost 18 hours per day. Vastly
      outnumbered, fighting in a brutally cold darkness, and facing
      near-certain death, the Finnish soldiers relied on a concept that
      has been part of Finnish culture for hundreds of years:
      Sisu.

      Sisu is a word that has no direct translation, but it
      refers to the idea of continuing to act even in the face of
      repeated failures and extreme odds. It is a way of living life by
      displaying perseverance even when you have reached the end of your
      mental and physical capacities. During the Winter War, the extreme
      mental toughness of Sisu was all the Finnish soldiers
      could rely on.
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      The Finns would suffer more than 70,000 casualties during the
      Winter War. But that number would pale in comparison to the 323,000
      Soviet casualties during that same time. By the end of winter, the
      Soviets had seen enough. The Moscow Peace Treaty was signed in
      March 1940. In total, the Soviets had attacked with over 900,000
      soldiers during the Winter War. By the end, 300,000 Finns had
      managed to fight them to a standstill.

      Sisu

      Emilia Lahti, a PhD candidate at Aalto University in Helsinki
      and former student of Angela Duckworth at University of
      Pennsylvania, studies the concept of Sisu and how it
      applies to our lives. According to Lahti, “Sisu is the
      concept of taking action in the face of significant adversity or
      challenge. It is not so much about achievement as it is about
      facing your challenges with valor and determination.” She goes on
      to say, “Sisu provides the final empowering push, when we
      would otherwise hesitate to act.”

      In many ways, Sisu is similar to grit, which has been shown to be
      one of the best predictors of success in the real world. For
      example, Angela Duckworth’s research on grit has shown that…

      
      	West Point cadets who scored highest on the Grit Test were 60%
      more likely to succeed than their peers.

      	Ivy League undergraduate students who had more grit also had
      higher GPAs than their peers — even though they had lower SAT
      scores and weren’t as “smart.”

      	When comparing two people who are the same age but have
      different levels of education, grit (and not intelligence) more
      accurately predicts which one will be better educated.

      	Competitors in the National Spelling Bee outperform their peers
      not because of IQ, but because of their grit and commitment to more
      consistent practice.

      

      (If you’d like more, I wrote about Duckworth’s
      research here.)

      But Sisu runs even deeper than grit. It is a type of
      mental toughness that allows you to bear the burden of your
      responsibilities, whatever they happen to be, with a will and
      perseverance that is unbreakable. It is the ability to sustain your
      action and fight against extreme odds. Sisu extends beyond
      perseverance. It is what you rely on when you feel like you have
      nothing left.

      Failure is an Event, Not an Identity

      Joshua Waitzkin, a martial arts competitor and champion chess
      player, says, “At a high level of competition, success often hinges
      on who determines the field and tone of battle.”It is your
      mental toughness—your Sisu—that determines the tone of
      battle.

      Most people let their battles define them. They see failure as
      an indication of who they are. Mentally tough people let their
      perseverance define them. They see failure as an event. Failure is
      something that happens to a person, not who a person is. This
      attitude is what helped carry the Finnish soldiers through the
      Winter War. Even when surrounded by failure, by death, and by
      insurmountable odds, their Sisu did not let the soldiers
      see themselves as failures.

      We will all face moments when our physical and mental resources
      feel tapped out. There will always be times when we are hammered
      with failure after failure and are called to find a fire within.
      And perhaps even more frequently, there will be many moments when
      we want to achieve something, but it feels as if we face incredibly
      long odds. In those moments, you have to call on your
      Sisu.

      
      	When you start a business even though you have nobody to look
      to for guidance. Sisu.

      	When you are two miles from finishing your race, and it feels
      as if you can’t make it another step. Sisu.

      	When you are running on fumes and bleary-eyed from caring for
      your young children, but still need to find the strength to nail
      your presentation at work. Sisu.

      	When you step under the bar and prepare to squat a weight that
      you have never tried before. Sisu.

      	When you’re in the middle of a season slump that never seems to
      end. Sisu.

      	When you feel as if you have tried everything you can to
      achieve your goal, and you still haven’t made it.
      Sisu.

      

      We all
      experience failure, but mentally tough people realize that
      failure is an event, not their identity. Sisu.

      

    

  
    

    
      Lessons on Living a Meaningful Life from Nichelle Nichols

      
      It was 1967 and the Civil Rights Movement was at a
      tipping point. On this particular evening, African-American leaders
      were meeting at an NAACP fundraiser in Beverly Hills, California.
      That’s when a woman named Nichelle Nichols turned around and saw
      Martin Luther King, Jr. smiling at her.

      

      Nichols was an actress and a singer. She had recently finished
      working on the first season of a science fiction television series
      called Star Trek. Nichols played Lieutenant Uhura, the
      Chief Communications Officer onboard the starship, and she was the
      first black woman on television who wasn’t cast in a stereotypical
      role as a maid or servant.

      Even so, Nichols was ready to leave the show. Her role had been
      largely written out of the script during the first season and,
      without many lines, she wanted to try acting on Broadway instead.
      She had written her letter of resignation the day before and now
      she found herself face-to-face with Dr. King.

      “We Never Thought We’d See This”

      To her surprise, Dr. King loved Star Trek and started
      the conversation by saying, “Ms. Nichols, I am your greatest fan.”
      Nichols was grateful and responded, “Dr. King thank you so much,
      but I’m going to miss my co-stars.” She began to explain her
      resignation, but King interrupted her.

      “You cannot,” King said. “You cannot leave. Do you understand?
      You have changed the face of television forever. This is not a
      black role. This is not a female role. It can be filled by a woman
      of any color, a man of any color. This is a unique role and a
      unique point in time that breathes the life of what we are marching
      for: equality.” He went on, “This is why we are marching. We never
      thought we’d see this on TV.”

      Nichols was stunned. She thought of herself as a simple cast
      member, as an actress with little impact and even fewer lines—not
      as a role model for men and women of color. It was the first time
      that the importance of her role had become clear to her.

      The following Monday, Nichols returned to work on Star
      Trek and continued to play Lieutenant Uhura in every Star Trek
      episode and movie of the next 40 years. She remained a trailblazer
      throughout her career as she performed the first interracial kiss
      on national television and took on a variety of acting roles that
      redefined black women in the eyes of society.

      It wasn’t just Dr. King who praised her work. When Whoopi
      Goldberg met Nichols years later, Goldberg said, “When Star Trek
      came on, I was 9 years old. And I saw this show and there you were
      and I ran through the house saying, “Hey! Come everybody! Quick!
      Quick! Look! There’s a black lady on television and she ain’t no
      maid! I knew from that moment that I could become anything I wanted
      to be.”

      [image: Nichelle Nichols]
      Ordinary to You, Amazing to Someone Else

      Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Nichelle Nichols’ story
      is that she had an obvious impact without it being obvious to her
      at all. In a 2011 interview, Nichols said, “I certainly wasn’t a
      pioneer then in my mind. I was just a young woman, and it was a
      wonderful opportunity to be on television. To my amazement, it
      became a lot more.”

      If you think about any job for long enough, you can find reasons
      for why it is unimportant, insignificant, or useless.

      In the theater of her own mind, Nichelle Nichols convinced
      herself that her work wasn’t useful. She thought it would be better
      to quit and move on. Meanwhile, people of color everywhere were
      finding inspiration in her work. Martin Luther King, Jr. was at
      home watching the show with his children each week. A 9-year-old
      Whoopi Goldberg was running around the house dreaming of her
      future.

      To paraphrase Derek Sivers: What seems ordinary to you can be
      amazing to someone else.What seems boring or monotonous or
      trivial can shape the worldview of another person. Your actions
      create ripples in a pond—even if you never see them reach the
      shore. You’ve been given this moment and it’s an opportunity to do
      something. So do something.

      Exhaust Your Gifts

      
      Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes you come alive,
      and go do it. Because what the world needs is people who have come
      alive.

      —Howard Thurman

      

      We all play roles in life. Some have more lines than others,
      some get more stage time than others, but everyone can be a role
      model for their values, principles, and beliefs. When performed
      with compassion and enthusiasm, any job can shift the hearts and
      minds of the people it touches.

      There are people who make each day a work of art by the way they
      do their work. There are unsung teachers who shift the minds of
      children, garbage men who keep society running smoothly, grocery
      store clerks who bring a smile to the face of people in the
      checkout line, and unknown artists who create beauty for a handful
      of fans. It’s not about what you do, it’s about how you do it.

      Most of us will never have someone like Martin Luther King, Jr.
      praise our work. It’s unlikely that you’ll be on national
      television or shape the outcome of a major social movement. But we
      can all exhaust our gifts. We can all focus on giving what we have.
      And that’s enough.

      Exhaust your gifts and you can always walk away at peace with
      yourself and the difference you have made.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Be Motivated Every Day: Lessons Learned from Twyla
      Tharp

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Twyla Tharp was born in Indiana and was named after the local
      “Pig Princess” at the Annual Muncie Fair, who went by Twila.

      It wasn’t the prettiest of starts, but Tharp turned it into
      something beautiful.

      She is widely regarded as one of the greatest dancers and
      choreographers of the modern era. She is credited with
      choreographing the first crossover ballet and she has choreographed
      dances for the Paris Opera Ballet, The Royal Ballet, New York City
      Ballet, Boston Ballet, and many others. Her work has appeared on
      Broadway, on television, and in films. In 1992, she was awarded a
      MacArthur Fellowship, often referred to as the Genius Grant, and
      she has spent the bulk of her career touring the globe to perform
      her original works.

      To put it simply: Twyla Tharp is prolific. The question is, how
      does she do it?

      

      The Power of Ritual

      In her best-selling book, The Creative
      Habit (audiobook),
      Tharp discusses one of the secrets of her success:

      “I begin each day of my life with a ritual,” she writes. “I wake
      up at 5:30 A.M., put on my workout clothes, my leg warmers, my
      sweatshirts, and my hat. I walk outside my Manhattan home, hail a
      taxi, and tell the driver to take me to the Pumping Iron gym at
      91st street and First Avenue, where I work out for two hours.

      “The ritual is not the stretching and weight training I put my
      body through each morning at the gym; the ritual is the cab. The
      moment I tell the driver where to go I have completed the
      ritual.

      “It’s a simple act, but doing it the same way each morning
      habitualizes it—makes it repeatable, easy to do. It reduces the
      chance that I would skip it or do it differently. It is one more
      item in my arsenal of routines, and one less thing to think
      about.”

      Let’s talk about what makes Tharp’s morning routine so important
      and how we can use it to master our own habits.

      The Surprising Thing About Motivation

      If you have trouble sticking to good habits or fall victim to
      bad ones, then it can be easy to assume that you simply need to
      learn how to get
      motivated or that you don’t understand how
      willpower works.

      But here is the surprising thing about motivation: it often
      comes after starting a new behavior, not before. Getting
      started is a form of active
      inspiration that naturally produces momentum.

      You have probably experienced this phenomenon before. For
      example, going for a run may seem overwhelming or exhausting just
      to think about before you begin, but if you can muster up the
      energy to start jogging, you’ll often find that you become more
      motivated to finish as you go. In other words, it’s easier to
      finish the run than it was to start it in the first place.

      This is basically Newton’s First Law
      applied to habit formation: objects in motion tend to stay in
      motion. And that means getting started is the hardest part.

      I often find this to be true with my articles. Once I begin
      writing, it’s much easier for me to power through and finish.
      However, if I’m staring at a blank page, it can seem overwhelming
      and taxing to take the first step.

      And this, my friends, is where Twyla Tharp’s morning routine
      comes back into the picture.

      Rituals Are an On-Ramp for Your Behavior

      The power of a ritual, or what I like to call a pre-game routine,
      is that it provides a mindless way to initiate your behavior. It
      makes starting your habits easier and that means following through
      on a consistent basis is easier.

      Habits researchers agree. Benjamin Gardner, a researcher in the
      Department of Epidemiology and Public Health at University College
      London recently 
      published a paper in the Health Psychology Review that
      covered how we can use habits to initiate longer, more complex
      routines:

      A ‘habitual’ bicycle commuter, for example, may
      automatically opt to use a bicycle rather than alternative
      transport (so automatically enacting the first behaviour in a
      superordinate ‘bicycle commuting’ sequence, such as putting on a
      cycle helmet), but negotiating the journey may require higher-level
      cognitive input.

      In other words, getting started with a simple ritual like
      putting on a helmet or checking the air in the bike tires makes it
      easier to follow through on the bigger behavior (making the
      commute). If you focus on the ritual, the next step follows more
      automatically.

      Twyla Tharp’s morning routine is a perfect example of this idea
      in practice. Naturally, there are going to be days when she doesn’t
      feel like getting out of bed and exercising. There are bound to be
      times when the thought of starting the day with a two-hour workout
      seems exhausting.

      But her ritual of waking up and calling the taxi takes the
      emotion, motivation, and decision-making out of the process. Her
      brain doesn’t need to waste any energy deciding what to do next.
      She doesn’t have a debate with herself about what the first step
      should be. She simply follows the same pattern that she always
      does. And once the pattern is in motion, the rest of the sequence
      follows more easily.

      The key to any good ritual is that it removes the need to make a
      decision: What should I do first? When should I do this? How should
      I do this? Most people never get moving because they can’t decide
      how to get started. Having a ritual takes that burden off your
      shoulders.

      The Idea in Practice

      Here are some other examples of how you can apply ritual and
      routine to your habits and behaviors:

      
      	Exercise more consistently: Use the same
      warm-up routine in the gym

      	Become more creative: Follow a creative ritual
      before you start writing or painting or singing

      	Start each day stress-free: Create a
      five-minute morning meditation ritual

      	Sleep better: Follow a “power down” routine
      before bed

      

      Whatever it is, make it your own. Use your ritual as an on-ramp
      for the bigger behavior and habits you want to build into your
      life. When you master the ability to mindlessly initiate the tasks
      that are important to you, it’s not necessary to rely on motivation
      and willpower to make them happen.

      Where can you use a ritual or routine in your life? What
      behaviors do you want to do more consistently and
      automatically?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 13 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Plan For Failure: Being Consistent Is Not the Same as Being
      Perfect

      
      You probably realize that consistency is important for making
      progress, doing better work, getting in shape, and achieving some
      level of success in most areas of life.

      I write about the power of consistency often: why repetition is
      more important than perfection (here), how small gains add
      up to big results (here), and why falling
      in love with boredom is essential for mastery (here).

      But once you realize the power of consistency, there is a danger
      that comes with this knowledge. And that danger is falling into an
      all-or-nothing mindset.

      As usual, I don’t have this all figured out, but let’s talk
      about how to be consistent and how we can use science and research
      to avoid common mistakes and pitfalls.

      The All or Nothing Mindset

      Once you realize that consistency is essential for success it
      can be easy to obsess over becoming flawlessly consistent.

      For example…

      
      	Trying to get fit? It’s easy to convince
      yourself that if you don’t follow your diet perfectly, then you’ve
      failed.

      	Want to meditate each day? Beware of focusing
      so much on never missing a day that you stress over sticking to
      your meditation schedule.

      	Looking to become a successful writer? You can
      quickly brainwash yourself into thinking that successful authors
      write every single day without fail. (The same goes for artists and
      athletes of all kinds.)

      

      In other words, it’s really easy to confuse being consistent
      with being perfect. And that is a problem because there is no
      safety margin for errors, mistakes, and emergencies. (You know, the
      type of things that make you a normal human being.)

      Cutting yourself some slack becomes even more important when we
      consider the science behind habit formation and continual
      improvement. Research shows that, regardless of the habit that you
      are working to build, missing a single day has no measurable impact
      on your long-term success. (More on that here.)

      In other words, it is all about average
      speed, not maximum speed. Daily failures are like red lights
      during a road trip. When you’re driving a car, you’ll come to a red
      light every now and then. But if you maintain a good average speed,
      you’ll always make it to your destination despite the stops and
      delays along the way.

      The Idea in Practice

      Josh Hillis is a fat loss
      coach. When working with clients, Josh doesn’t even bother tracking
      their daily calories. He only looks at the calorie total at the end
      of each week and makes adjustments based on that.

      Consider how different this strategy is from the typical
      nutritional approach. Josh doesn’t care what you eat for any
      individual meal. He is not concerned if you make a mistake or binge
      eat once or twice. He realizes that individual meals don’t matter
      if you maintain the right “average speed” over the course of the
      week.

      I find this to be an empowering way to think about consistency
      and progress in nearly any area. It’s never my intention to make a
      mistake, but if I do, I have given myself permission to view my
      progress over a longer timeline than a single day or an individual
      event.

      How to be Consistent: Plan For Failure

      Consistency is essential for success in any area. There is no
      way to get around the fact that mastery requires a volume of
      work.

      But if you want to maintain your sanity, reduce stress, and
      increase your odds of long-term success, then you need to plan for
      failure as well as focus on consistency. As I mentioned in my
      Willpower Seminar, research from Stanford professor Kelly McGonigal
      has shown that the number one reason why willpower fades and people
      fail to remain consistent with their habits and goals is that they
      don’t have plan for failure.

      Planning to fail doesn’t mean that you expect to fail, but
      rather than you know what you will do and how you will get back on track
      when things don’t work out. If you’re focused on being perfect,
      then you’re caught in an all-or-nothing trap.

      Meanwhile, if you realize that individual failures have little
      impact on your long-term success, then you can more easily rebound
      from failures and setbacks. Being consistent is not the same as
      being perfect.

      

    

  
    

    
      Masters of Habit: Rituals, Lessons, and Quotes from Marcus
      Aurelius

      
      Marcus Aurelius was Roman Emperor from 161 to 180. Known as the
      last of the “Five Good Emperors,” Aurelius was not born into power,
      but rather was adopted (his biological father died when he was
      three years old). Historians refer to him as a kind ruler who was
      incredibly loyal to his duty to serve the Roman Empire.

      As a boy, Aurelius was taught by various private tutors and he
      became particularly interested in philosophy. It is even said that
      he went so far as to take on the dress and behavior of a
      philosopher by sleeping on the floor at night. (Which, apparently,
      made his mother rather unhappy.)

      

      We’ll never know for certain, but the story of his sleeping on the
      floor gives the impression that Aurelius had a natural curiosity
      and a desire to be a self-experimenter. If you told him, “Real
      philosophers sleep on the floor,” he wanted to try it out for
      himself.

      This same thought process is evident in many of his later
      writings. Aurelius believed that philosophy wasn’t merely something
      to think about, but that it should also be practiced.

      Today, Aurelius is perhaps best known for his collection of
      essays called Meditations (audiobook).
      Although we don’t know many details about Marcus’ day-to-day life,
      Meditations offers a glimpse into his mind, his habits,
      and his approach to life. The very act of writing
      Meditations, which took him at least 10 years, is evidence
      to his commitment to habit, consistency, and improvement.

      Many historians believe that Aurelius practiced writing as a
      daily habit, regardless of the circumstances. Some of his most
      famous passages were written from outposts and battlefields as he
      sought to expand the Roman Empire. It was through these essays that
      he shared his thoughts on how to balance the conflict of real life
      with the values of philosophy.

      Below, you’ll find a range of quotes from Marcus Aurelius on
      philosophy, habits, and life.

      Quotes from Marcus Aurelius

      On fulfilling your duty…

      Everything, a horse, a vine, is created for some duty. For
      what task, then, were you yourself created? A man’s true delight is
      to do the things he was made for.

      On dealing with criticism…

      You have power over your mind — not outside events. Realize
      this, and you will find strength.

      Everything we hear is an opinion, not a fact. Everything we
      see is a perspective, not the truth.

      You don’t have to turn this into something. It doesn’t have
      to upset you. Things can’t shape our decisions by
      themselves.

      I have often wondered how it is that every man loves himself
      more than all the rest of men, but yet sets less value on his own
      opinion of himself than on the opinion of others.

      On taking action…

      It is not death that a man should fear, but he should fear
      never beginning to live.

      Waste no more time arguing about what a good man should be.
      Be one.

      On asking for help…

      Don’t be ashamed to need help. Like a soldier storming a
      wall, you have a mission to accomplish. And if you’ve been wounded
      and you need a comrade to pull you up? So what?

      On living a good life…

      Your mind will be like its habitual thoughts; for the soul
      becomes dyed with the color of its thoughts. Soak it then in such
      trains of thoughts as, for example: Where life is possible at all,
      a right life is possible.

      When you arise in the morning think of what a privilege it
      is to be alive, to think, to enjoy, to love…

      Live a good life. If there are gods and they are just, then
      they will not care how devout you have been, but will welcome you
      based on the virtues you have lived by. If there are gods, but
      unjust, then you should not want to worship them. If there are no
      gods, then you will be gone, but will have lived a noble life that
      will live on in the memories of your loved ones.

      Note: I’ve been told this final quote has been incorrectly
      attributed to Marcus Aurelius, but I left it in because I still
      find it useful.

      Meditations by Marcus Aurelius

      For more ideas, quotes, and musings from Marcus Aurelius, I
      highly recommend reading his book, Meditations. As far as
      we know, it was written mostly for his own self-improvement, so it
      doesn’t follow a rigid structure of any type. That said, the book
      is widely regarded as one of the greatest texts on Stoic philosophy
      and I think any reader would find something useful to take away
      from it.

      Link: Meditations by Marcus
      Aurelius

      Masters of Habit is a series of mini-biographies on the
      rituals, routines, and mindsets of great athletes, artists, and
      leaders.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Myth of Creative Inspiration

      
      Franz Kafka is considered one of the most creative and
      influential writers of the 20th century, but he actually spent most
      of his time working as a lawyer for the Workers Accident Insurance
      Institute. How did Kafka produce such fantastic creative works
      while holding down his day job?

      By sticking to a strict schedule.

      He would go to his job from 8:30 AM to 2:30 PM, eat lunch and
      then take a long nap until 7:30 PM, exercise and eat dinner with
      his family in the evening, and then begin writing at 11 PM for a
      few hours each night before going to bed and doing it all over
      again.

      Kafka is hardly unique in his commitment to a schedule. As Mason
      Currey notes in his popular book, Daily Rituals: How
      Artists Work, many of the world’s great artists follow a
      consistent schedule.

      
      	Maya Angelou would rent a local hotel room and go there to
      write. She arrived at 6:30 AM, wrote until 2 PM, and then went home
      to do some editing. She would never sleep at the hotel.

      	Pulitzer Prize winner Michael Chabon writes five nights per
      week from 10 PM to 3 AM.

      	Haruki Murakami wakes up at 4 AM, writes for five hours, and
      then goes for a run.

      

      The work of top creatives isn’t dependent upon motivation or
      creative inspiration, but rather it follows a consistent pattern
      and routine. It’s the mastering of daily habits that
      leads to success, not some mythical spark of creative
      inspiration.

      Here’s why…

      Daily Routines: The Power of the Schedule

      William James, the famous psychologist, is noted for saying that
      habits and schedules are important because they “free our minds to
      advance to really interesting fields of action.”

      An 
      article in The Guardian agreed by saying, “If you waste
      resources trying to decide when or where to work, you’ll impede
      your capacity to do the work.” And there are plenty of research
      studies on willpower and motivation to back up that
      statement.

      In other words, if you’re serious about creating something
      compelling, you need to stop waiting for motivation and creative
      inspiration to strike you and simply set a schedule for doing
      work on a consistent basis. Of course, that’s easy to say, but much
      harder to do in practice.

      Here’s one way of thinking about schedules that may help.

      Permission to Create Junk

      Weightlifting offers a good metaphor for scheduling creative
      work.

      I can’t predict whether or not I’ll set a PR (personal record)
      before I go to the gym. In fact, there will be many days when I’ll
      have a below average workout. Eventually, I figured out that those
      below average days were just part of the process. The only way to
      actually lift bigger weights was to continually show up every
      Monday, Wednesday, and Friday — regardless of whether any
      individual workout was good or bad.

      Creative work is no different than training in the gym. You
      can’t selectively choose your best moments and only work on the
      days when you have great ideas. The only way to unveil the great
      ideas inside of you is to go through a volume of
      work, put in your repetitions,
      and show up over and over again.

      Obviously, doing something below average is never the goal. But
      you have to give yourself permission to grind through the
      occasional days of below average work because it’s the price you
      have to pay to get to excellent work.

      If you’re anything like me, you hate creating something that
      isn’t excellent. It’s easy to start judging your work and convince
      yourself to not share something, not publish something, and not
      ship something because “this isn’t good enough yet.”

      But the alternative is even worse: if you don’t have a schedule
      forcing you to deliver, then it’s really easy to avoid doing the
      work at all. The only way to be consistent enough to make a
      masterpiece is to give yourself permission to create junk along the
      way.

      The Schedule is the System

      During a conversation about writing, my friend Sarah Peck looked
      at me and said, “A lot of people never get around to writing
      because they are always wondering when they are going to write
      next.”

      You could say the same thing about working out, starting a
      business, creating art, and building most habits. The schedule is
      the system that makes your goals
      a reality. If you don’t set a schedule for yourself, then your
      only option is to rely on motivation.

      
      	If your workout doesn’t have a time when it usually occurs,
      then each day you’ll wake up thinking, “I hope I feel motivated to
      exercise today.”

      	If your business doesn’t have a system for marketing, then
      you’ll show up at work crossing your fingers that you’ll find a way
      to get the word out (in addition to everything else you have to
      do).

      	If you don’t have a time block to write every week, then you’ll
      find yourself saying things like, “I just need to find the
      willpower to do it.”

      

      Stop waiting for motivation or creative inspiration to strike
      you and set a schedule for your habits. This is the difference
      between professionals and amateurs. Professionals set a
      schedule and stick to it. Amateurs wait until they feel inspired or
      motivated.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Power of Imperfect Starts

      
      When you have a goal — whether it’s starting a business or
      eating healthier or traveling the world — it’s easy to look at
      someone who is already doing it and then try to reverse engineer
      their strategy.

      In some cases, this is really useful. Learning from the
      experiences of successful people is a great way to accelerate your
      own learning curve.

      But it’s equally important to remember that the systems, habits,
      and strategies that successful people are using today are probably
      not the same ones they were using when they began their
      journey.

      What is optimal for them right now isn’t necessarily needed for
      you to get started. There is a difference between the two.

      Let me explain.

      What is Optimal vs. What is Needed

      
      If you set your bar at “amazing,” it’s awfully difficult to
      start.

      —Seth Godin

      

      Learning from others is great and I do it all the time
      myself.

      But comparing your current situation to someone who is already
      successful can often make you feel like you lack the required
      resources to get started at all. If you look at their optimal
      setup, it can be really easy to convince yourself that you need to
      buy new things or learn new skills or meet new people before you
      can even take the first step toward your goals.

      And usually, that’s not true. Here are some examples.

      Traveling the world. Every time I travel, I see
      so many backpackers who have spent a fortune on gear: rainproof
      bags, moisture-wicking clothes, special shoes. Now I’m not saying
      gear is useless. Great gear can make
      your life much easier on the road, but it’s not required. You don’t
      need new shoes to start running. You don’t need new cooking bowls
      to start eating
      healthy. And you don’t need a new backpack to start traveling.
      Those things might be optimal, but they are not needed in the
      beginning.

      Starting a business. When you’re an
      entrepreneur, it’s so easy to get obsessed with optimal. This is
      especially true at the start. I can remember being convinced that
      my first website would not succeed without a great logo. After all,
      every popular website I looked at had a professional logo. I’ve
      since learned my lesson. Now my “logo” is just my name and this is
      the most popular website I’ve built.

      Eating healthy. Maybe the optimal diet would
      involve buying beef that is only grass-fed or vegetables that are
      only organic or some other super-healthy food strategy. But if
      you’re just trying to make strides in the right direction, why get
      bogged down in the details? Start small and simply buy another
      vegetable this week — whether it’s organic or not. There will be
      plenty of time for optimization later.

      Avoiding by Optimizing

      Claiming that you need to “learn more” or “get all of your ducks
      in a row” can often
      be a crutch that prevents you from moving forward on the stuff
      that actually matters.

      
      	You can complain that your golf game is suffering because you
      need new clubs, but the truth is you probably just need two years
      of practice.

      	You can argue that it’s hard to travel light without the right
      backpack, but the truth is you could make it work with what you
      have now.

      	You can point out how your business mentor is successful
      because they use XYZ software, but they probably got started
      without it.

      

      Obsessing about the ultimate strategy or the ultimate diet or
      the ultimate golf club can be a clever way to prevent yourself from
      doing hard work.

      As regular readers know, I’m all for optimizing and improvement.
      One percent gains fill
      me with joy. Small habits
      leave me smitten. Disturbing
      levels of consistency make my heart flutter. But don’t let
      visions of what is optimal prevent you from getting started in the
      first place.

      An imperfect start can always be improved, but obsessing over a
      perfect plan will never take you anywhere on its own.

      

    

  
    

    
      Rome Wasn't Built in a Day, But They Were Laying Bricks Every
      Hour

      
      John Heywood was an English playwright who lived hundreds of
      years ago.

      Today, Heywood is known for his poems, proverbs, and plays. But
      more than any one work, it’s his phrases that have made him famous.
      For example, here are some popular sayings that have been
      attributed to Heywood…

      
      	“Out of sight out of mind.”

      	“Better late than never.”

      	“The more the merrier.”

      	“Many hands make light work.”

      

      And there is one phrase from Heywood that is particularly
      interesting when it comes to building better habits:

      “Rome was not built in one day.”

      

      Typically, people use the phrase “Rome wasn’t built in a day” to
      remind someone of the time needed to create something great.

      And it’s true. It takes time — sometimes years — to master a
      skill, craft, or habit. And while it’s good to keep perspective on
      your dreams, I think it’s better to remember the other side of this
      story:

      Rome wasn’t built in a day, but they were laying bricks
      every hour.

      The problem is that it can be really easy to overestimate the
      importance of building your Roman empire and underestimate the
      importance of laying another brick.

      It’s just another brick. Why worry about it? Much better to
      think about the dream of Rome. Right?

      Actually Rome is just the result, the bricks are the system.
      The system is greater than
      the goal. Focusing on your habits is more important than
      worrying about your outcomes.

      Of course, there’s nothing necessarily impressive about laying a
      brick. It’s not a fantastic amount of work. It’s not a grand feat
      of strength or stamina or intelligence. Nobody is going to applaud
      you for it.

      But laying a brick every day, year after year? That’s how you
      build an empire.

      You can start
      small. You can focus on improving 1 percent each
      day. You can simply put in another rep.

      You don’t have to build everything you want today, but you do
      have to find a way to lay another brick.

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Feeling Uncertain Doesn't Make You Weak, Weird, or
      Unqualified

      
      I have two stories to tell you.

      

      Story Number One

      I was in a bar in New York City and I was trying to convince a
      stranger to fly to Buenos Aires. I had never been there, but I knew
      it was the right place for him.

      This man told me that his dream was to run a soccer camp for
      kids in South America. After tossing out a few possible locations,
      we both agreed that Buenos Aires would be the perfect place to
      start.

      I asked if he would move there if he had the chance or if there
      was something keeping him in New York.

      “Absolutely, I would move,” he said. “I don’t have family or
      friends or anything keeping me tied down here.”

      We talked about whether he could save up enough money to fly
      down there. He could, and so I pressed him further.

      “Perfect,” I said, “Here’s what I would do, if I were you. Once
      you have the money saved up, buy a one-way ticket to Buenos Aires.
      Make sure you have enough to buy a ticket back as well. Get down
      there and hit the scene hard for as long as you can afford it. If
      for some reason you can’t make it work by the time your money runs
      up, then buy your ticket back to NYC and you’re back where you
      started.”

      He smiled, but shook his head and said, “Well, that’s just a
      dream.”

      Story Number Two

      I spent a long time preparing to launch my first business. I was
      drawing sketches of the website on a whiteboard for 4 years before
      I launched it. Basically, I was in perpetual planning mode.

      Eventually, I ran out of excuses, put some money where my mouth
      was, and launched it. In total, it cost me $1,600 to get a
      prototype built (I had to pay for some programmers to work on
      things because I didn’t know how to code).

      What happened? That business idea made me a grand total of
      $118.05. For those of you planning to do this at home, this is the
      opposite of what profitable businesses do. (Thankfully, I figured
      this out when I quickly moved on to other business ideas.)

      What’s the point of these two stories?

      Uncertainty

      I get what it’s like to feel uncertain and unsure about your
      abilities. I understand how it feels to finally work up the courage
      to do that thing you wanted to do … and then fall flat on your
      face.

      Thankfully, I kept pushing, continued to experiment with
      different business ideas, and I’ve been a full-time entrepreneur
      for over 3 years now. Becoming an entrepreneur was one of the best
      decisions I’ve ever made. But it wasn’t easy in the beginning.
      There was a lot of self-doubt and fear. And there were plenty of
      reasons to feel that way.

      I’ve noticed similar feelings in other areas. I wrote for over a
      year in a private document before I finally worked up the courage
      to start writing these Monday and Thursday articles. Now look at
      this place. We have over 47,000 members in our little
      community.

      These fears and uncertainties are everywhere. We feel them with
      little things like going to the gym. (Will people judge me?
      What do I look like?) We feel them with big things like moving
      to a new country. (That’s just a dream. I could never drop
      everything and make it work.)

      The Bottom Line

      But, and this is the main point of all this, I want you to know
      that I’m going through it with you. I’ve said this many times, but
      I don’t have all the answers. I’m just learning along the way like
      everyone else and sharing what comes up during the journey. But I
      have no plans of just becoming someone who writes about it and
      doesn’t practice it.

      How easy would it be for me to sit here and say, “That guy
      in the bar was an idiot! He has the money. He has the freedom. He
      should follow his dreams!”

      And I think he should follow them, but have you ever embraced
      that kind of uncertainty with open arms? Change is hard, but
      oftentimes the hardest part isn’t knowing what steps to take or
      figuring out what is important to you. The hard part is handling
      your own psychology, getting over your own fears, and finding the
      grit to make something happen.

      If I could see that stranger again, I’d tell him two things.

      First, I’ve been there man. I get it. You’re uncertain and
      unsure and you doubt that you can make it all work. That’s normal.
      I felt unsure when I moved to a new country. I felt uncertain when
      I started my first business. I felt like an amateur when I started
      writing publicly. It doesn’t make you weak or weird or unqualified.
      It’s normal.

      And second, keep pushing. Don’t chalk things up to “just a
      dream.” It can be something small like making it to the gym or
      something big like buying that one-way ticket to Buenos Aires, but
      if you keep pushing enough, it’s going to be a reality instead of a
      dream.

      
      If you are lucky enough to find a way of life you love, you have
      to find the courage to live it.

      -John Irving

      

      

    

  
    

    
      What Every Successful Person Knows, But Never Says

      
      Ira Glass is the host and executive producer of
      the popular National Public Radio show, This American
      Life.

      Each week, This American Life is broadcast to more than
      1.7 million listeners across 500 different radio stations. For
      Glass, who is featured in almost every episode, the show has led to
      a wide range of opportunities including book deals, feature films,
      and appearances on popular television shows.

      Of course, it wasn’t always that way.

      

      What Every Successful Person Knows, But Never
      Says

      Glass started out at NPR as a 19-year-old intern. The next
      decade was filled with a lot of hard work and very little payoff as
      he worked as a reporter.

      Fifteen years into his career, Glass finally began co-hosting
      his first show, which was called The Wild Room. The show
      was his idea, but Glass would later describe it by saying “one show
      would be horrible and two shows would be decent.” The Wild
      Room aired during a particularly unpopular Friday evening slot
      and in Glass’ words “it deserved its time slot.”

      After struggling through two years of The Wild Room,
      Glass finally pitched the idea for This American Life and
      received meager funding to get it started. Over 15 years and
      millions of listeners later, the rest is history.

      But here’s the part that I find really interesting.

      Check out how Ira Glass describes his long struggle to create
      something noteworthy:

      Nobody tells this to people who are beginners, and I really
      wish somebody had told this to me.

      All of us who do creative work, we get into it because we
      have good taste. But it’s like there is this gap. For the first
      couple years that you’re making stuff, what you’re making isn’t so
      good. It’s not that great. It’s trying to be good, it has ambition
      to be good, but it’s not that good.

      But your taste, the thing that got you into the game, is
      still killer. And your taste is good enough that you can tell that
      what you’re making is kind of a disappointment to you. A lot of
      people never get past that phase. They quit.

      Everybody I know who does interesting, creative work they
      went through years where they had really good taste and they could
      tell that what they were making wasn’t as good as they wanted it to
      be. They knew it fell short. Everybody goes through that.

      And if you are just starting out or if you are still in this
      phase, you gotta know its normal and the most important thing you
      can do is do a lot of work. Do a huge volume of work. Put yourself
      on a deadline so that every week or every month you know you’re
      going to finish one story. It is only by going through a volume of
      work that you’re going to catch up and close that gap. And the work
      you’re making will be as good as your ambitions.

      I took longer to figure out how to do this than anyone I’ve
      ever met. It takes awhile. It’s gonna take you a while. It’s normal
      to take a while. You just have to fight your way through
      that.

      —Ira Glass[bookmark: audio]

      The Thing That Got You Into The Game

      We all have reasons for being pulled to the things we love.

      When he was just a 19-year-old intern, Ira Glass had a taste for
      journalism and storytelling. He knew what good journalism looked
      like when it was done well. But it took him 17 years of work before
      he could start to do it well himself. And, as he says above, that
      was frustrating.

      I think you and I face a similar type of battle.

      
      	Spend a year or two in the gym and you’ll start to recognize
      good technique, even if your own could use some work. This is
      something I’m struggling with right now. I know a great clean and
      jerk when I see one, but when I grab hold of the bar it’s still
      hard for me to pull it off.

      	Start writing consistently and you’ll begin to take notice when
      you read great work. But good luck trying to produce your own
      brilliant words. In the beginning, it can be difficult just to get
      something on the page. And even when you can hammer out sentences,
      young writers quickly learn that all words aren’t created equal.
      Even with consistent writing each week, I still feel like I fail to
      produce something of note.

      	Watch a dozen TED Talks and you’ll be able to point out what
      you like and don’t like about certain presenters, but jump up on
      stage yourself and the difficulty of captivating an audience — even
      for a minute or two — becomes quite apparent.

      

      And so it goes for virtually any skill. There is always a gap
      between being an apprentice and being a craftsman. The apprentice
      has the taste, but not the skill. The craftsman has the taste and
      the skill.

      It’s easier to recognize beauty than it is to create it. You’re
      good enough to know that what you’re doing isn’t good, but not good
      enough to produce something great. When you find yourself in this
      frustrating limbo, the challenge is to never forget what got you
      there in the first place. Remember that thing that got you into the
      game.

      Your love. Your passion. Your taste. That’s the reason you’re
      here. You still belong, even if you don’t feel like it right now.
      Your taste can be killer even if your ability is questionable.

      Commit to the process
      and you’ll become good enough, soon enough. Put in a volume of
      work. Close the gap.

      What to Do Next

      Developing skills that are as good as your taste comes down to
      habits. The ability to “fight your way through” as Glass says,
      hinges on your consistency to show up and do the work. Can you
      build the habits
      required to make
      small improvements day after day?

      I don’t claim to have all the answers, but my hope is that I can
      help a little bit. I’ve spent the last year writing and researching
      the science of habit formation. Much of what I have learned
      (including strategies for becoming more consistent and improving
      your performance) is covered in my book Atomic Habits.

      

    

  
    

    
      You're Not Good Enough to Be Disappointed

      
      Dan John is a weightlifting coach. He is well-known in the
      fitness world for keeping things simple. As regular readers know,
      simplicity matches up well with my exercise
      philosophy. (Dan John also has two first names. And you should
      always fear a man with two first names.)

      Anyway, I recently heard Dan John say,

      
      I often tell my new athletes: “Sorry, you just are not good
      enough to be disappointed.”

      

      In other words, in the beginning you need to get
      comfortable with feeling stupid, uncertain, and unskilled.
      You’re not allowed to be disappointed by your amateur performance
      because you haven’t developed the skills of a professional yet.
      It’s only the professionals that are allowed to be disappointed
      because they have put in the work to be better.

      
      	J.K Rowling is allowed to
      be disappointed if she writes a bad book because she put in 20
      years of work to get good.

      	Kobe Bryant is
      allowed to be disappointed if he plays a bad game because he put in
      20 years of work to become amazing.

      	When he was alive, Jack LaLanne
      was allowed to be disappointed with a bad workout because he
      trained for 60 years to stay fit.

      

      But you and me? We’re not good enough to be disappointed yet.
      We’re bad enough to get to work.

      

      In the beginning, you’re still learning. You’re still
      developing. You’re still building. You haven’t developed enough
      competency to feel disappointed by your performance. You’re
      supposed to feel stupid and unskilled.

      Of course, it’s easy to forget to give yourself some slack when
      you’re starting a journey that is important to you. Usually, the
      people who have the least right to feel disappointed are the ones
      who get down on themselves the most.

      
      	We feel disappointed when we start a new job and don’t do it as
      well as we would like.

      	We feel disappointed when we set fitness goals for ourselves
      and don’t reach them.

      	We feel disappointed when we finally work up the courage to
      start our first business and it fails.

      	We feel disappointed when we write our first book and nobody
      reads it.

      	We feel disappointed when we pitch someone on our great idea
      and they don’t care.

      

      But the start is supposed to be a struggle. In fact, it’s all
      supposed to be a struggle. The approach of professionals is an
      indication of just how strongly struggle is linked to success. The
      
      Richard Bransons and Jerry
      Seinfelds and Tom Clancys of the
      world see failure as a signal to re-commit to the
      process, not as a reason to wallow in disappointment.

      And if that’s the way that the best in the world approach their
      craft, then that’s how you and I should approach our goals as
      well.

      You’re not good enough to be disappointed. You’re bad enough to
      get to work.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Chase Your Dreams and Reinvent Yourself

      
      In 1965, a young man named Tom graduated from college with a
      degree in English.

      Soon after, Tom took a job with an insurance company in
      Connecticut. After working there for seven years, he transitioned
      to a new role in the industry and started working for an insurance
      agency. He worked at that insurance agency for the next eight
      years.

      In 1980, he decided to buy a small insurance agency. At this
      point Tom had been working in the insurance industry for 15 years,
      but he was beginning to feel an internal pull to do work that
      really excited him. He had always wanted to write a novel.

      He started by writing in his spare time. Then, he started
      cutting his work day short so that he would have more time to
      write. Eventually, he was working on the novel whenever he could
      find time.

      His wife, Wanda, recalled Tom’s early writing years by saying,
      “He was writing at home every weekend. I told him he should go back
      to selling insurance.”

      In 1984, after working for almost 20 years in the insurance
      industry, Tom Clancy finally published his first book, The Hunt for
      Red October.

      He was hoping to sell 5,000 copies. By the end of the decade it
      had sold more than 2 million.

      

      It’s Never Too Late to Reinvent Yourself

      Tom Clancy was one of the most successful authors of his
      generation. Focusing primarily on military story lines, Clancy
      wrote 17 novels that became #1 New York Times best-sellers. In
      total, his books sold more than 100 million copies. Many of them,
      including The Hunt for
      Red October, Patriot Games,
      and The Sum of All
      Fears were turned into major motion pictures. Others
      became the basis for popular video games like Rainbow Six,
      Ghost Recon, and Splinter Cell. For millions of
      readers, Tom Clancy is a household name.

      But even with all of those amazing achievements, what I found
      most amazing about Clancy was his willingness to reinvent
      himself.

      We all have goals that we say are important to us — getting in
      shape, building a business, writing a book, and so on — but for
      most of us, the inertia of life holds us back. This is especially
      true when we’re living a relatively comfortable life. Most people
      in Tom Clancy’s situation would probably continue their insurance
      career rather than chase the dream of becoming a novelist.

      It’s easy to look at someone with the success of Tom Clancy and
      claim that he was destined for success. 100 million copies sold? He
      must have been born to be a writer. But if you were to look at him
      at any point during the first 20 years of his career, you wouldn’t
      have seen a writer at all.

      And that raises an interesting question…

      What made the biggest difference in Clancy’s life? Was it his
      level of talent? Or was it his willingness to make choices and take
      action?

      There are plenty of talented people who never make a choice to
      do something different, to reinvent themselves, and to pursue their
      dreams. It’s hard to work up the guts to try something new. Nobody
      wants to feel stupid and start from the beginning all over
      again.

      But talent isn’t worth a thing without the willingness to take
      action. It’s great to have a dream, but it’s better to pursue
      it.

      How many Tom Clancys are out there right now, holding their
      dreams inside and letting the inertia of life pull them in the same
      direction they’ve always gone?

      Tom Clancy’s Advice for Writing (And Life)

      “You learn to write the same way you learn to play golf. You
      do it, and keep doing it until you get it right. A lot of people
      think something mystical happens to you, that maybe the muse kisses
      you on the ear. But writing isn’t divinely inspired — it’s hard
      work.”

      —Tom Clancy (source)

      There’s nothing special that happens to the people who choose to
      reinvent themselves and chase their dreams. It’s not any easier for
      them than it is for you. It’s just that at some point, they choose
      to do the work. They
      choose to take action. And they
      choose themselves.

      Reinventing yourself and developing a new skill is hard work.
      Going from out of shape to the best shape of your life is hard
      work. Transitioning from corporate desk jockey to proud
      entrepreneur is hard work. Moving from life-long insurance salesman
      to best-selling novelist is hard work. And so is pretty much every
      other goal worth fighting for.

      As Clancy says, there’s nothing “mystical” about it. You won’t
      feel “divinely inspired.” The first steps toward any dream are
      slow, unsexy, and inconvenient — sort of like writing a novel on
      the weekends while you’re still running a small insurance
      agency.

      And to further complicate things, reinventing yourself is
      particularly hard because nobody is going to praise you for it —
      especially in the beginning. Tom Clancy’s wife told him to “go back
      to selling insurance.”

      The good news is that the path to doing work you love might not
      look the way you expected, but it can still get you to where you
      want to go — if you make the choice to try something new.

      It’s never too late to reinvent yourself.

      

    

  
    

    
      Haters and Critics: How to Deal with People Judging You and
      Your Work

      
      It doesn’t matter how you choose to live your life — whether you
      build a business or work a corporate job; have children or choose
      not to have children; travel the world or live in the same town all
      of your life; go to the gym 5 times a week or sit on the couch
      every night — whatever you do, someone will judge you for it. There
      will always be haters and difficult people.

      For one reason or another, someone will find a reason to project
      their insecurities, their negativity, and their fears onto you and
      your life, and you’ll have to deal with it.

      With that in mind, let’s talk about being judged and criticized.
      And just for fun, I’ll share some of the most hateful comments I’ve
      received on my articles. And more importantly, the strategies I use
      to deal with them.

      Here’s what I’ve learned about dealing with haters and the
      people who judge you, your work, and your goals.

      

      The Biggest Critic in Your Life

      It’s easier to complain about the outside critics, but the
      biggest critic in your life usually lives between your own two
      ears. Working up the courage to move past your own vulnerability
      and uncertainty is often the greatest challenge you’ll face on the
      way to achieving your goals.

      When I started my first business, it wasn’t the criticism from
      outsiders that held me back. It was my own mind worrying that
      people would think I was a loser because I skipped getting a “real
      job” to “start some website.” I didn’t tell most of my friends
      about what I was doing for almost a year because I was so worried
      about what they would think about it.

      When I started writing, it wasn’t the hurtful comments from
      readers that prevented me from getting started. It was my own fears
      about what they would think if I wrote about the things I cared
      about. I wrote my ideas in a private document for a year before I
      worked up the courage to start sharing them publicly.

      Those are just two examples of the types of internal fears and
      criticism that so often prevent us from getting started on our
      goals. It can take a lifetime to learn that just because people
      criticize you doesn’t mean they really care about your choice to do
      something different. Usually, the haters simply criticize and move
      on. And that means that you can safely ignore them and continue
      doing your thing.

      But that is easier said than done because we all like to be
      validated. Some people like it more than others, but everyone wants
      to be respected and appreciated to some degree. I certainly do. I
      know that whenever I choose to take a risk and share my work with
      the world, I wonder about what my friends will think, what my
      family will think, and how the people around me will see me because
      of that choice. Will this help my reputation? Will this hurt my
      reputation? Should I even be worrying about my reputation?

      Especially with writing, these questions created an internal
      struggle for me.

      On one hand, I believed in myself and I knew that I wanted to
      contribute something to the world around me. But on the other hand,
      I was scared that people wouldn’t approve of my work and would
      criticize me when I started sharing the things I cared about or
      believed.

      I’ve written previously about the challenge of putting
      yourself out there by saying, “You can either be judged because
      you created something or ignored because you left your greatness
      inside of you.”

      Eventually, I decided that it was more important to
      contribute something to the world than it was to protect myself
      from criticism.

      The Truth About Criticism

      The truth about criticism is that it’s almost always in your
      head.

      Here’s an example from my personal experience…

      In the last 9 months, my articles have been read by more than
      1.2 million people (250,000+ on my site and over 1 million on other
      sites that publish my work).

      Of those people, about 98% of people have read a particular
      article and moved on with their life. About 2% of people have read
      an article and decided to become part of our little community by
      joining my free newsletter. (Thank
      you! It’s great to have you here!) And about 0.0008% of people have
      sent me a hateful comment or email.

      Even though the vast majority of readers were positive or
      neutral about my work, the critics were still heard loud and
      clear.

      Apparently, the tendency to hold onto negative criticism is
      natural for most people. According to Roy Baumeister and
      researchers at Florida State University, we remember negative
      emotions much more strongly and in more vivid detail.

      In a research paper titled, “Bad Is Stronger Than
      Good”, Baumeister summarizes academic studies that prove that
      we are more likely to remember negative criticism than praise.
      Baumeister found that even happy people tend to remember more
      negative events than positive ones. In fact, Baumeister and his
      team say that when it comes to your brain, it takes about five
      positive events to make up for one negative event.

      I’ll talk about a strategy for getting over this in a moment.
      But first, I want to share some of the criticism I’ve received
      recently.

      Pour Me a Glass of Haterade (My Most Hateful
      Comments)

      Each month, there is usually someone who whines about how my
      articles are totally worthless. For example, one reader recently
      left a comment saying, “I should have known better than to waste
      time reading this.”

      Another reader so eloquently wrote, “What’s interesting here is
      the author firmly believes that there are millions of dumb people
      in this world who believe in this crap.”

      At least those people commented on the actual article. Hate mail
      gets even better when people start ignoring your work entirely and
      make judgments about you as a person instead.

      Earlier this month, someone said that I was clearly “someone
      with a job with limited travel and without a busy lifestyle. Oh, to
      have no responsibilities…”

      Another kind gentleman just got straight to the point and said,
      “This author is a waste of skin.”

      All of this hate for someone who writes about building better
      habits, being healthy, and living an adventurous life. Could you
      imagine if I wrote about something that was actually controversial
      like politics or religion?

      And that brings us to the main point: it doesn’t matter what you
      do, there will always be someone who finds fault in it. So how do
      you get over it and move forward anyway? Here’s one approach that
      might help…

      Focus on the Road, Not the Wall

      Many racing experts consider Mario Andretti to be the most
      successful and versatile racing driver of all-time. During his
      career, Andretti won the Indianapolis 500, Daytona 500, Formula One
      World Championship and the Pike’s Peak International Hill Climb. He
      is one of only two drivers in history to win races in Formula One,
      IndyCar, World Sportscar Championship, and NASCAR.

      During an interview with SUCCESS magazine, Andretti was asked
      for his number one tip for success in race car driving. He said,
      “Don’t look at the wall. Your car goes where your eyes go.”

      When young drivers are starting to race, this is one of the most
      critical lessons that they learn. When you’re driving at 200mph you
      need to focus on the road in front of you. If you look at the wall,
      then you’ll end up hitting it.

      The same could be said for your life, your work, and dealing
      with haters and critics.

      Criticism and negativity from difficult people is like a wall.
      And if you focus on it, then you’ll run right into it. You’ll get
      blocked by negative emotions, anger, and self-doubt. Your mind will
      go where your attention is focused. Criticism and negativity don’t
      prevent you from reaching the finish line, but they can certainly
      distract you from it.

      However, if you focus on the road in front of you and on moving
      forward, then you can safely speed past the walls and barriers that
      are nearby.

      This is my preferred approach to criticism. When someone dishes
      out a negative comment, use that as a signal to recommit to your
      work and to refocus on the road ahead of you. Some people are
      determined to take things personally and tear down the work of
      others. Your life is too short to worry about pleasing those
      difficult people.

      Focus on the road, not the wall.

      How to Respond to Haters

      
      Most people need love and acceptance a lot more than they need
      advice.

      —Bob Goff

      

      In rare circumstances, you may want to respond to the people who
      dish criticism your way. If that’s the case, then I think Gary
      Vaynerchuk provides a good example of how to do it.

      When Vaynerchuk published his best-selling book Crush
      It, he received dozens of 1-star and 2-star reviews on Amazon.
      Negative reviewers claimed that the book was “absolutely awful” and
      called it a “piece of crap with no value whatsoever.”

      And this was for a book that was a best-seller!

      Rather than fight back and justify his work, Gary decided to
      respond to many of the negative reviews with a sincere apology. For
      example, a reader named Frank left a 1-star review for the book in
      which he complained, “How did this book ever get published?”

      Vaynerchuk responded to him by saying…

      
      Frank I am so so sorry I under delivered for you, I hope to meet
      u and spend 15 minutes apologizing and answering any questions u
      may have, I guess I needed more details in there for u, I am so
      sorry.

      

      Despite using grammar from a high school text message,
      Vaynerchuk ended up getting Frank’s number and called him to talk
      things over.

      After their conversation, Frank wrote a followup comment on his
      book review saying, “If Amazon had a people ranking system, I’d
      have to give Gary 5 stars. One can not help being impressed by
      someone who gets back to you so quickly and handles criticism so
      graciously.”

      If you’re going to respond to your haters and critics, then
      getting a response like that should be your goal. Rather than
      beating the haters back with insults, win them back with sincerity.
      Most people don’t want to be convinced that your work is wonderful,
      they just want to know that you care.

      Where to Go From Here

      I’ve said this many times before, but it bears repeating: I
      don’t really have anything figured out. I’m not an expert and I
      don’t have all the answers. I’m still learning to deal with
      criticism like everyone else.

      But in my limited experiences, here’s what I can summarize about
      dealing with difficult people and haters.

      
      	First and foremost, don’t be the hater. Don’t be the person who
      tears down someone else’s hard work. The world needs more people
      who contribute their gifts and share their work and ideas. Working
      up the courage to do that can be tough. Support the people who
      display that courage.

      	If you’re dealing with criticism, then don’t let the wall keep
      you from seeing the road. Focus on the path ahead. Another way I
      heard it put recently, “Ignore the boos. They usually come from the
      cheap seats.”

      	If you choose to respond to the haters, then surprise them with
      kindness. You might just win a new fan while you’re at it.

      	Finally, and most importantly, make the choices that are right
      for you. People will criticize you either way.

      

      

    

  
    

    
      The Fight is the Reward

      
      It was my senior year and I was pitching against the #3 team in
      the country, the College of Wooster.

      The first batter of the game was making my life difficult. He
      fouled off a pitch. Then another. And another. I threw a ball
      outside, hoping he would bite on it.

      He didn’t. Ball one.

      I tried again. Ball two.

      Then another foul ball.

      After what seemed like 10 minutes, we had battled back and forth
      to a full count.

      When I think about what I miss most about playing baseball, I
      think about this moment.

      I think about the struggle back and forth. I think about chance
      to compete against someone else. I think about the mental clarity
      and that rare feeling of being in the moment — not just living
      through it, but actually living in it.

      There were thousands of moments like this one during my baseball
      career. Many times I lost the struggle. This time I won. The batter
      struck out on the next pitch (a fastball low and away). And a few
      hours later, we had pulled off the win and I had finished one of
      the best performances of my career.

      But it wasn’t the win that made it worthwhile. It was the moment
      of struggle.

      Gradually, I’ve begun to see that these moments are all around
      us. The problem is, the world tells us that we should be focused on
      the results. Society seems so obsessed with “appearing to be a
      success” that it has become dangerously easy to let the moments of
      struggle slip by without appreciation.

      The world says that we should focus on hitting our sales
      targets, or on losing that extra weight, or on building a
      successful business, or on accomplishing XYZ result so that we can
      be praised for the achievement. But the real reward is found in the
      moments that come on the way to those results.

      It’s not the results themselves that make anything worthwhile,
      it’s the fight that comes before them that gives our experiences
      meaning. I remember striking that batter out because of the
      struggle that it took to get there. It’s the process that makes the
      product worth remembering.

      What is the Real Reward?

      For the weightlifter, the reward is not losing
      weight or gaining muscle. The reward is the chance to wrap your
      hands around the iron and to sweat and train. The reward is every
      moment that you choose to live a physical life.

      For the author, the reward is not having a
      best-selling book. The reward is the act of writing. The reward is
      every moment that you battle to string words together and craft a
      story that takes on a life of its own.

      For the athlete, the reward is not winning a
      championship. The reward is the opportunity to compete and to fight
      for something you care about. The reward is every moment that you
      step between the lines and test your physical abilities.

      For the entrepreneur, the reward is not owning
      a million-dollar business. The reward is building something of
      value where nothing existed previously. The reward is every moment
      that you choose to bet on yourself rather playing it safe.

      For the artist, the reward is not showing your
      work in a top gallery or hearing the praise of critics. The reward
      is the act of creating something new. The reward is every moment
      that you struggle to overcome procrastination and resistance, and
      fight to express your vision.

      The Side Effects of Struggle

      Becoming famous in your field or making money or winning a
      championship, those are just side effects that wouldn’t mean much
      without the struggle.

      It is the struggle to do significant work that is the real
      reward. The chance to compete for something you care about. The
      opportunity to work hard. The time and space to make something of
      value. To struggle for something meaningful, that is
      success—regardless of the result.

      It’s all the little pieces—the optimizations and the daily
      struggles—that make it worth it. Those acts and those moments are
      the real prize, not the result that comes afterward.

      The fight is the reward.

      

    

  
    

    
      The "Chosen Ones" Choose Themselves

      
      In 1994, a young woman asked for an order of restraint against
      her husband and filed for divorce. With no job and little money to
      live on, she signed up for welfare benefits so that she could
      afford to care for her baby daughter.

      The woman’s mother had died a few years prior. She had a rocky
      relationship with her father and they hadn’t spoken in years. And
      now, as a single parent with a failed marriage and without a job,
      she was battling depression and on the verge of suicide.

      Years later, she would refer to herself as “the biggest failure
      I knew.”

      However, during the five years that followed her divorce, this
      woman would battle through fear and depression and go from living
      on welfare to becoming a multi-millionaire. And she was just
      getting started.

      The woman’s name was Joanne, but the world would come to know
      her as J.K. Rowling.

      

      The Rise of J.K. Rowling

      J.K. Rowling is the author of the Harry Potter book
      series, which has sold more than 400 million copies, making it
      the best-selling book
      series of all-time. The story was later turned into a series of
      films, which quickly became the highest-grossing film series of
      all-time. According to Forbes, Rowling is the first author
      in history to earn more than $1 billion from writing books.

      Rowling’s success is even more astounding when you consider her
      backstory. She was still living on welfare when she submitted the
      manuscript for her first book. How did she climb out of poverty and
      reach the top of the literary world?

      There are many pieces of the puzzle, of course, but here is one
      factor that I believe made a huge impact on her success:

      When bad things happened in her life, Rowling saw it as her
      responsibility to do something about it.

      It’s Not Your Fault, It’s Your Responsibility

      I doubt that J.K. Rowling asked to be in an abusive
      relationship. I don’t think she wanted to have her marriage end in
      divorce. And I’m sure that she didn’t dream of raising her daughter
      in poverty. And while it wasn’t necessarily her fault that any of
      those things happened, she chose to make it her responsibility to
      do something about it.

      When her marriage went south, she took her daughter and moved to
      a new country. When she didn’t have a job, she started writing her
      book. When the first 12 publishers rejected Harry Potter,
      she went to a 13th. When life got rough, she gave herself
      permission to make it better.

      Here’s how J.K. Rowling describes this process of dealing with
      the hardships of her life…

      “Failure meant a stripping away of the inessential. I
      stopped pretending to myself that I was anything other than what I
      was, and began to direct all my energy to finishing the only work
      that mattered to me. Had I really succeeded at anything else, I
      might never have found the determination to succeed in the one area
      where I truly belonged. I was set free, because my greatest fear
      had been realized, and I was still alive, and I still had a
      daughter whom I adored, and I had an old typewriter, and a big
      idea. And so rock bottom became a solid foundation on which I
      rebuilt my life.”

      — J.K. Rowling, 2008 Harvard Commencement Address

      I haven’t dealt with a fraction of the hardships that Rowling
      has, but even in my limited battles I’ve noticed the power of
      personal responsibility. You might not control the circumstances
      that life hands you, but you can control the energy and enthusiasm
      that you bring to those situations.

      The “Chosen Ones” Choose Themselves

      We often assume that successful people got to where they are
      because they went to the right school or knew the right person or
      had the right genetics or stumbled into the right job at the right
      time. It’s easier to think about success this way because then you
      can say that these people were lucky to have certain advantages and
      you weren’t, and that’s what made the difference.

      And the truth is, yes, luck does play a role in life. But luck
      is just an opportunity. It’s just an open door. You have to decide
      to walk through it and to make something of it.

      Looking back now, you can probably point to hundreds of
      situations where luck played a role in Rowling’s success. But all
      of those open doors would have been worthless had she not chosen to
      walk through them. Before the world could bet on her, she had to
      bet on herself.

      The people who end up looking like the “chosen ones” — the
      best-selling authors, the successful business owners, the elite
      athletes, the talented artists — are successful first and foremost
      because they chose themselves before they had any measure of
      success. And that’s the piece of success that isn’t as easy to
      accept because it often means betting on yourself when you feel
      like a failure.

      Where to Go From Here

      We love to tell stories of success and fame, to talk about money
      and riches, to praise the winners, the champions, and the
      best-sellers. This is especially true when it involves a
      rags-to-riches story like that of J.K. Rowling.

      But there’s nothing glamourous about battling through failure
      and uncertainty. There’s nothing easy about choosing yourself when
      each day feels like a struggle to keep your head above water.

      I can remember my first six months as an entrepreneur. It was
      brutal. I made a ton of mistakes and zero money. But looking back
      now, I’m grateful that I continued to bet on myself even when each
      day felt like a failure.

      I think there are many goals in life that require this type of
      struggle. For J.K. Rowling, it meant choosing to be a writer when
      she was a poor, single mother without a job. For you, it might mean
      choosing yourself when…

      
      	you have no connections

      	you are inexperienced and unproven

      	you are poor and lack resources

      	you are out of shape and overweight

      

      Successful people don’t wait to be tapped, chosen, appointed, or
      nominated. They 
      start before they feel ready. They tell themselves, “It
      doesn’t matter whether or not it’s my fault that I’m here. This is
      who I am and it’s my responsibility to do something about
      it.”

      The chosen ones choose themselves.

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Thoughts on Overcoming Fear and Self-Doubt

      
      I was lifting with the owner of my gym. She was doing clean and
      jerks. I was squatting.

      In between sets, I asked if she had ever competed in an Olympic
      weightlifting meet. “You should do one. They are a lot of fun and
      you’re definitely built to be a weightlifter.”

      “That’s what everyone tells me, but I don’t know,” she
      responded. “Competitions make me kind of nervous. I just think:
      what if I miss this lift and all of these people see it?”

      Let’s pause for a moment.

      Remember, this is someone who OWNS a gym. She misses lifts every
      single week and sees hundreds of other people do the same. And yet
      here she is, letting her fear of being judged prevent her from
      doing something that she’d like to do.

      This little conversation reminded me of why I hate “fear-based
      decision making” and got me thinking about the importance of
      overcoming fear. Let’s talk about how you can get past fear and
      self-doubt and do the things that you want to do.

      Fear-Based Decision Making

      Fear-based decision making is when you let your fears or worries
      dictate your actions (or, in most cases, your lack of action).

      For example…

      
      	“I’d love to visit Africa, but what if something bad happens
      while I’m there? I’ll go somewhere else instead.”

      	“I’d love to write a book, but what if people hate it? Maybe I
      should read more before I start writing.”

      	“I’d love to get in shape, but what if I look stupid at the
      gym? I need to lose some weight before I go.”

      

      The unfortunate result is that you don’t do the things that you
      say are important to you.

      Just to be clear, I’ve made this mistake many times myself. In
      fact, for two years I came up with all sorts of reasons for why I
      shouldn’t start this very website. I’ve also come up with excuses
      for not building businesses, not starting projects, not applying to
      schools, not applying to jobs, and on and on.

      In other words, this is a mistake that we all make. But, that
      doesn’t mean it’s alright to continue making it.

      5 Thoughts on Overcoming Fear and Self-Doubt

      After all of my mistakes, there are a few rules of thumb for
      overcoming fear…

      1. Don’t pick goals where the stakes are
      low.

      When the gym owner chooses to avoid competition and only miss
      lifts in her home gym, it’s a way of keeping the stakes low. But
      failing in a safe zone is just a clever way of holding yourself
      back.

      If you fail inside your comfort zone, it’s not really failure,
      it’s just maintaining the status quo. If you never feel
      uncomfortable, then you’re never trying anything new.

      In other words, feeling stupid is a good thing.

      2. Nobody is rooting for you to fail.

      Maybe you’ll succeed. Maybe you’ll fail. For the most part,
      nobody cares one way or the other.

      This is a good thing! The world is big and you are small, and
      that means you can chase your dreams with little worry for what
      people think.

      3. Just because you don’t like where you have to start
      from doesn’t mean you shouldn’t get started.

      I wish I was a better writer when I started writing. I wish I
      was a smarter entrepreneur when I started building businesses. I
      wish I was a better photographer when I picked up a camera. But
      more than anything, I’m glad I chose to start even
      though I wasn’t very good in the beginning.

      Feelings of fear and uncertainty have a way of making you feel
      unprepared.

      
      	“I should learn more before I take this test.”

      	“I should practice more before I compete.”

      	“I should get this degree before I start this business.”

      

      Here’s a tough question that forces you to consider the opposite
      side: How long will you put off what you’re capable of doing just
      to maintain what you’re currently doing?

      4. Stop making uncertain things, certain.

      Who says you’re going to fail? Just because someone else got
      rejected from that job doesn’t mean you will. Maybe the publisher
      hated your friend’s book, but that doesn’t mean they’ll hate yours.
      Maybe you tried to lose weight before, but that doesn’t mean you
      can’t lose it now.

      You’re not destined to “miss that lift.” In fact, maybe you’re
      destined to succeed.

      Stop acting like failure is certain. It’s not.

      5. The only real failure is not taking any action in the
      first place.

      We all deal with feelings of fear, uncertainty, and
      vulnerability. And unfortunately, most of us let those feelings
      dictate our actions. For this reason, the simple decision to act is
      often enough to separate you from most people. You don’t need to be
      great at what you do, you just need to be the one person who
      actually decides to do it.

      You can enjoy a lot of success by doing the things that most
      people make excuses to avoid.

      

    

  
    

    
      If You Commit to Nothing, You'll Be Distracted By
      Everything

      
      In the northeastern hills outside Kyoto, Japan there is a
      mountain known as Mount Hiei. That mountain is littered with
      unmarked graves.

      Those graves mark the final resting place of the Tendai Buddhist
      monks who have failed to complete a quest known as the
      Kaihogyo.

      What is this quest that kills so many of the monks? And what can
      you and I learn from it?

      Keep reading and I’ll tell you.

      The Marathon Monks

      The Tendai monks believe that enlightenment can be achieved
      during your current life, but only through extreme self–denial.

      For the Tendai, the ultimate act of self–denial — and the route
      to enlightenment — is a physical challenge known as the Kaihogyo.
      Because of this challenge, the Tendai are often called the
      “Marathon Monks.”

      But the Kaihogyo is much more than a marathon.

      The Kaihogyo

      The Kaihogyo is a 1,000 day challenge that takes place over
      seven years.

      If a monk chooses to undertake this challenge, this is what
      awaits him…

      During Year 1, the monk must run 30 km per day
      (about 18 miles) for 100 straight days.

      During Year 2, the monk must again run 30 km
      per day for 100 straight days.

      During Year 3, the monk must once more run 30
      km per day for 100 straight days.

      During Year 4, the monk must run 30 km per day.
      This time for 200 straight days.

      During Year 5, the monk must again run 30 km
      per day for 200 straight days. After completing the fifth year of
      running, the monk must go 9 consecutive days without food, water,
      or rest. Two monks stand beside him at all times to ensure that he
      does not fall asleep.

      During Year 6, the monk must run 60 km (about
      37 miles) per day for 100 straight days.

      During Year 7, the monk must run 84 km (about
      52 miles) per day for 100 straight days. (52 miles per day!) And
      then, he must run 30 km per day for the final 100 days.

      The sheer volume of running is incredible, of course, but there
      is one final challenge that makes The Kaihogyo unlike any other
      feat…

      Day 101

      During the first 100 days of running, the monk is allowed to
      withdraw from the Kaihogyo.

      However, from Day 101 onwards, there is no withdrawal. The monk
      must either complete the Kaihogyo … or take his own life.

      Because of this, the monks carry a length of rope and a short
      sword at all times on their journey.

      In the last 400+ years, only 46 men have completed the
      challenge. Many others can be found by their unmarked graves on the
      hills of Mount Hiei.

      3 Lessons on Mental Toughness and Commitment

      The mental toughness
      of the Marathon Monks is incredible and their feats are unlike most
      challenges that you and I will face. But, there are still many
      lessons we can learn from them.

      1. “Complete or Kill.”

      The Marathon Monks are an extreme version of the “complete or
      kill” mentality. But you can take the same approach to your goals,
      projects, and work.

      If something is important to you, complete it. If not, kill
      it.

      If you’re anything like me, then you probably have a bunch of
      half–finished, half–completed projects and ideas. You don’t need
      all of those loose ends.

      Either something is important enough to you to complete, or it’s
      time to kill it. Fill your life with goals that are worth finishing
      and eliminate the
      rest.

      2. If you commit to nothing, you’re distracted by
      everything.

      Most of us never face a challenge with the true possibility of
      death, but we can learn a lot from the monk’s sense of commitment
      and conviction. They have clarified exactly what they are working
      toward and for seven years they organize their life around the goal
      of completing the Kaihogyo. Every possible distraction is rendered
      unimportant.

      Do you think the monks get distracted by TV, movies, the
      internet, celebrity gossip, or any of the other things that we so
      often waste time on? Of course not.

      If you choose, you can make a similar decision in your life.
      Sure, your daily goals may not carry the same sense of urgency as
      the Kaihogyo, but that doesn’t mean you can’t approach them with
      the same sense of conviction.

      We all have things that we say are important to us. You might
      say that you want to lose weight or be a better parent or create
      work that matters or build a successful business or write a book —
      but do you make time for these goals above all else? Do your
      organize your day around accomplishing them?

      If you commit to nothing, then you’ll find that it’s easy to be
      distracted by everything.

      3. It doesn’t matter how long your goal will take, just
      get started.

      On Day 101, the Tendai monks are thousands of miles and 900 days
      from their goal. They are setting out on a journey that is so long
      and so arduous that it’s almost impossible for you and I to
      imagine. And yet, they still accept the full challenge. Day after
      day, year after year, they work.

      And seven years later, they finish.

      Don’t let the length of your goals prevent you from starting on them.

      
      Never give up on a dream just because of the length of time it
      will take to accomplish it. The time will pass anyway.

      —H. Jackson Brown

      

      What Makes You Different From the Marathon
      Monks

      There is one very fortunate difference between you and the
      Tendai monks. You won’t die if you don’t reach your goal!

      In the words of Seth Godin, you literally have the “privilege of
      being wrong.” You won’t die if you fail, you’ll only learn.

      Furthermore, you can always change your mind. If you commit to a
      goal, work on it for a year, and decide that this isn’t actually
      what you wanted … guess what? You’re free to choose something
      else.

      This should take a burden off of your shoulders! You don’t have
      to worry about committing to the right thing. If you’re debating
      between choices, just choose one. You can always adjust later
      on.

      You have the opportunity to choose a goal that is important to
      you and the privilege of failing with very little consequence.
      Don’t waste that privilege.

      Where to Go From Here

      The biggest lesson that the Tendai monks offer for everyday
      people like you and me is the lesson of commitment and
      conviction.

      Imagine the sense of commitment that the monk feels on Day 101.
      Imagine what it feels like to embrace the final 900 days of that
      challenge. Imagine what it feels like to accept a goal that is so
      important to you that you tell yourself, “I’m going to finish this
      or I will die trying.”

      If you have something that is important to you, then eliminate
      the unrelated and unimportant tasks, get started no matter how big
      the challenge, and commit to your goal.

      Every big challenge has a turning point. Today could be your Day
      101. Today could be your Day of Commitment.

      

    

  
    

    
      It’s Not Your Job to Tell Yourself "No"

      
      Have you ever told yourself no? I definitely have.

      I’m talking about thoughts like…

      “Why bother applying? I doubt that school would ever accept
      me.”

      “This business idea isn’t going to work. I’m too old/too
      young/too inexperienced.”

      “He’d never date me. I might as well move on.”

      “My boss won’t promote me anyway. Why should I even
      ask?”

      From what I can tell, we all doubt ourselves from time to time.
      The problem, of course, is that telling yourself no prevents you
      from getting started at all. When you decide not to act, you deny
      yourself opportunities.

      Once I realized this, I started following a simple little rule
      that has helped me stick to things and persevere when I normally
      would have given up.

      Here’s how it works and why you should use it…

      Don’t Give Up At The First “No”

      Most of us will do just about anything to avoid failure. (Why do
      you think celebrities, congressmen, and athletes say and do so many
      stupid things to cover up scandals of all types? They desperately
      want to avoid failure as long as possible.)

      I think this is natural. Nobody wants to fail. On a smaller
      scale, you and I also want to prevent failure. And that’s why we
      come up with reasons for why we shouldn’t do things that we want to
      do. And it’s also why we abandon our ideas as soon as we get any
      type of negative feedback.

      But here’s the thing…

      No rarely means impossible. No rarely means never. Usually, if
      someone tells you “no” what they really mean is “not right now” or
      “not in that way.”

      Keeping that in mind, I’ve started to follow a simple rule that
      helps me get past negative feedback and gives me a little bit more
      perseverance when I would normally call it quits.

      Here’s the rule: Don’t give up at the first,
      “No.”

      Maybe it’s you telling yourself no. Maybe it’s someone else
      shooting you down.

      Either way, don’t stop the first time you hear no. Negative
      feedback is a signal to adjust your idea, not to abandon it.
      There’s no reason to act as if you’re destined to fail. Instead,
      use the word no as a trigger to tweak your approach.

      How to Overcome the Fear of Failure

      
      If you set your bar at “amazing,” it’s awfully difficult to
      start.

      —Seth Godin

      

      One common reason we tell ourselves no is because we don’t think
      we’re ready yet. “I’m not experienced enough.” Or, “I need to learn
      more.” Or, “I need to figure out a better plan first.”

      We do this because we want to succeed right from the
      beginning.

      But, I’m starting to realize that the time has come to abandon
      the need to be amazing in favor of taking action. You don’t need to
      be fantastic at the start, you just need to be there at the
      start.

      When you start your first business, you’ll probably make a
      thousand mistakes. When you write the first draft of your book, it
      will probably be terrible. When you ask someone out for the first
      time, you’ll probably say something stupid. When you go to the gym
      for the first time, you’ll probably feel out of place. When you
      surround yourself with people who are better than you, you’ll
      probably feel untalented or unintelligent.

      So. What.

      If you’re in this for the long haul, then this won’t be the only
      time you do these things. There will be plenty of time to become
      amazing. Anything can happen once you get started, but
      only if you get started.

      Of course, if you really want to, then you can dream up reasons
      for why now isn’t the right time, this isn’t the right place, and
      you’re not quite ready … but I don’t think that’s your job.

      It’s not your job to tell yourself no. It’s not your job to deny
      yourself opportunities. It’s not your job to prevent your own
      progress. There are enough people in the world who will do those
      things for you.

      Your job is to embrace rather than ignore. Your job is to pursue
      rather than prevent. Your job is to tell yourself “yes” instead of
      “no.”

      That’s your job.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Two Types of Inspiration

      
      It’s easy to spend all day searching for inspiration. You can
      find incredible videos, articles, and news stories, and email them
      out to all of your friends. But the best (and longest lasting) type
      of inspiration comes from applying those outside bits of motivation
      to your own goals.

      Make no mistake: it’s important to be a learner. Successful
      people in all fields soak up new information. They find inspiration
      and motivation in the work and success of others.

      But here’s the problem: consuming the success and ideas of
      others is passive inspiration. Every time you
      watch a video, read an article, or listen to an interview, you’re
      practicing passive inspiration. You might learn something, but you
      don’t actually have to do anything. Hearing about other people’s
      success isn’t the same thing as creating your own.

      

      Instead, it is through the process of active
      inspiration — the act of creating things, applying new
      ideas to our goals, and making mistakes — that we discover who we
      are and what is important to us. Furthermore, active inspiration is
      what results in long—term passion and enthusiasm. Watching someone
      else’s success might leave you feeling excited for a few minutes,
      but taking action and applying a new idea to your life will inspire
      you more than anything someone else could say.

      Learning and listening can help you think about things in a
      different way, but creating, producing, and experimenting is what
      propels you forward. Passive inspiration can give you ideas, but
      active inspiration will give you momentum.

      The Best Inspiration is Application

      
      The inspiration is not the receiving of information. The
      inspiration is applying what you’ve received.

      —Derek Sivers

      

      If you come across a good idea, use it. We spend so much time
      trying to find more inspirational things to consume that
      it can be easy for us to forget that the best form of inspiration
      comes from what we create.

      It’s about stumbling across a brilliant idea and bringing it
      to life in your work. It’s about finding a new strategy
      and applying it your own goals. It’s about learning a new
      exercise and adding it to your workout. The application of
      ideas will always be more powerful than the ideas themselves.

      Too often we spend our lives consuming the world around us
      instead of creating it. Sure, there is some motivation in other
      people’s ideas, but don’t forget about the power your actions have
      to inspire you. The best inspiration comes from the application of
      ideas, not the consumption of them.

      For more ideas on inspiration, check out these articles:
      how to get
      motivated, the difference
      between professionals and amateurs, how to get
      started, and the 
      habits of successful people.

      Read Next

      

    

  
    

    
      Learning From Superhumans: The Incredible Fitness and Success
      of Jack LaLanne

      
      Jack LaLanne was a pioneer in the world of fitness.

      The gyms that you see all over town? He opened one of the
      nation’s first fitness gyms in 1936.

      The machines that fill those gyms? He invented dozens of
      them.

      All of those home workout videos and television weight loss
      shows? He was the man who first brought fitness into your living
      room. The Jack LaLanne Show was the longest–running
      television exercise program of all time. It was on television for
      34 years.

      And that’s just his business career.

      If you really want to be impressed, take a look at a handful of
      his personal fitness achievements.

      Here are a few of the fitness feats that LaLanne
      accomplished…

      
      	He swam from Alcatraz to Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco
      while wearing handcuffs.

      	At age 42, he set the world record for pushups by doing over
      1,000 in 23 minutes.

      	At age 45, he did 1,000 jumping jacks and 1,000 pullups in 1
      hour and 22 minutes.

      	At age 60, he swam from Alcatraz to Fisherman’s Wharf for the
      second time. This time he not only wore handcuffs, but also towed a
      1,000 pound boat.

      

      LaLanne was in such remarkable shape that he could do one—armed
      fingertip pushups while in a completely stretched out position.

      Ready for something really incredible?

      To celebrate his 70th birthday, LaLanne swam 1.5 miles along the
      California coast from the Queen’s Way Bridge to Long Beach Harbor.
      And he did it while wearing handcuffs and shackles on his arms and
      legs and towing 70 row boats holding 70 people.

      It sounds impossible, but the 70–year–old LaLanne finished the
      swim with all of the boats dragging along behind him.

      What Made Jack LaLanne Different?

      In some ways, LaLanne’s accomplishments are so out of the
      ordinary that it’s hard to translate them into our own lives. (I
      mean, I love doing fitness challenges, but I’m not planning to tow
      70 boats anytime soon.)

      Thankfully, there is a lesson you can learn from Jack LaLanne
      that applies to nearly everything in your life. You won’t discover
      it by looking at his accomplishments, but rather, by examining his
      daily habits.

      The Daily Routine of Jack LaLanne

      
      The only way you can hurt the body is not use it.

      —Jack LaLanne

      

      LaLanne was a big believer in rituals and routines. He realized
      the power that consistent daily actions could have on his life.

      Here are a few of the habits that Jack LaLanne did every day for
      decades…

      
      	Lift weights and do strength training for 90 minutes.

      	Swim or run for 30 minutes (in addition to his strength
      training).

      	Eat 10 raw vegetables.

      	Eat two meals: a late breakfast and an early dinner (hmm…
      
      that sounds
      familiar).

      	Wake up at 4am (in his later years, LaLanne “slept in” until
      5am).

      

      Look at that list. It’s not overly long, but imagine doing those
      things not just for one day or one week, but for 60 years
      like Jack LaLanne did.

      Even at age 94, LaLanne was still exercising for two hours every
      day. 90 minutes of strength training. 30 minutes of swimming or
      walking. 10 raw vegetables. Every. Single. Day. For 60 years.

      When we see someone who accomplishes something incredible, the
      easy way out is to discount it, chalk it up to natural talent or
      genetics, and claim that they were born with something you could
      never have. It takes the responsibility off of you. But the truth
      is that most incredible people — even the ones who accomplish
      superhuman feats — are simply more consistent than everyone
      else.

      It was his incredible consistency that made Jack LaLanne
      superhuman.

      When you look at Jack LaLanne’s life, it’s easy to focus on the
      big accomplishments and overlook the daily habits. Similarly, in
      your own life it’s easy to spend all of your time focused on
      transformations, big goals, and rapid changes, and forget that it’s
      the daily habits that lead to long–term success.

      Success
      is any field is about lifestyle choices, not life–changing
      transformations. It’s your daily routine that will carry you to
      wherever it is you want to go.

      If Something is Important to You, Schedule It

      How did Jack LaLanne stick to his daily habits with such
      consistency?

      Do you think he just waited until he felt motivated to workout
      each day? No way. His consistency has very little to do with
      willpower or
      motivation. Nobody
      is motivated every day for 60 years.

      LaLanne knew what was important to him and so he scheduled it
      into his life. He started every day with strength training. Then he
      did his swimming and walking. Then he has his breakfast. Same
      order. Same time. Every time.

      If you look at LaLanne’s daily habits, everything had a time and
      place when it was going to happen. Can you say the same about
      your goals?

      So often we tell ourselves things like, “I’m going to eat
      healthier” or “I’m going to workout more” or “I’m going to start
      writing more” … but we never say when and where these things are
      actually going to happen.

      Carve out some time. Pick a date. Choose a place. Give your
      actions a time and a space to live.

      LaLanne didn’t rely on his willpower or motivation. He just
      stuck to his daily schedule. That’s how
      all professionals approach their work.

      Lessons from LaLanne: Keeping Life In
      Perspective

      In his later years, Jack LaLanne was fond of saying, “I can’t
      afford to die. It would ruin my image.”

      Eventually, he passed away at 96 years old. And in all of those
      years, I think one of his greatest accomplishments was holding on
      to his happiness as much as his health. Even with all of his
      fitness achievements, LaLanne didn’t ruin the rest of his life in
      pursuit of a particular goal.

      The balance between achievement and happiness is something that
      I think about often – not just in my own life, but also in what I
      write on this site. I’m still working on it, but I believe that you
      don’t have to be dissatisfied to be driven. There’s no reason you
      can’t love the life you have and want to make it better at the same
      time.

      But it’s not easy. Happiness and gratefulness require constant
      tending, much like diet and exercise. Your happiness and your
      health form the basic foundation of your life. There’s nothing new
      or complex about this — despite what the newest commercials for
      health products, new drugs, and fitness programs want you to
      believe.

      This balance between happiness and achievement is something that
      I’m working on getting better at myself. What Jack LaLanne showed
      us — not just in his words, but also through how he lived — is that
      you can do incredible things and have a wonderful time while doing
      it.

      Learning From Jack LaLanne

      Jack LaLanne lived an incredible life, and he mastered something
      that we can all benefit from: the daily routine.

      Is there a skill that is more valuable than the ability to
      consistently work towards goals that are important to you while
      maintaining a sense of perspective and happiness?

      It’s not the incredible achievements, but rather your daily
      habits that determine who you are and what you accomplish. Get your
      habits handled, and the rest will fall into place. If we can take
      this small lesson and apply it to our lives, there is no doubt we
      will all be better off for it.

      

    

  
    

    
      Get Back on Track: 7 Strategies to Help You Bounce Back After
      Slipping Up

      
      We’ve all been there…

      You follow your diet religiously for a week and then break it
      with a weekend binge. You commit to working out more, hit the gym
      for two days, and then struggle to get off the couch after a long
      day of work. You set a vision for your career and get excited by
      the possibilities, only to get dragged down in everyday
      responsibilities and not return to your dream until months
      later.

      I’ve been there too, but as time rolls on I’m beginning to
      realize something important:

      These small hiccups don’t make you a failure, they make you
      human. The most successful people in the world slip up on their
      habits too. What separates them isn’t their willpower or motivation, it’s their
      ability to get back on track quickly.

      There will always be instances when following your regular
      routine is basically impossible. You don’t need superhuman
      willpower, you just need strategies that can pull you back on
      track. Habit formation
      hinges on your ability to bounce back.

      With that said, here are seven strategies that you can use to
      get back on track and bounce back right now…

      

      1. Schedule your habits into your life.

      Give your habits a specific space in your life. There are two
      main options for making this happen…

      Option 1: Put it on your calendar.

      Want to get back on track with your writing schedule? 9am on
      Monday morning. Butt in chair. Hands on keyboard. That’s when this
      is happening.

      Want to bounce back with your exercise habit? Give yourself a
      time and place that it needs to happen. 6pm every Monday,
      Wednesday, and Friday. I’ll see you in the gym.

      Option 2: Tie it to your current behavior.

      Not all of your habits will fit a specific time frame, but they
      all should have a trigger that acts as a reminder to do them.

      Want to floss? Everyday after brushing your teeth. Same order,
      same way, every time.

      Want to be happier? Every time you stop at a red light, tell
      yourself one thing you’re grateful for. The red light is the
      reminder. Same trigger, same sequence, every time.

      The bottom line is this: it might be nice to tell yourself that
      you’re going to change, but getting specific makes it real and
      gives you a reason and a reminder to get back on track whenever you
      slip up.

      Soon is not a time and some is not a number. When and where,
      exactly, are you going to do this? You might forget once, but what
      system do you have in place to automatically remind you the next
      time?

      For more on how to develop a sequence for your habits, read
      this.

      2. Stick to your schedule, even in small
      ways.

      It’s not the individual impact of missing your schedule that’s a
      big deal. It’s the cumulative impact of never getting back on
      track. If you miss one workout, you don’t suddenly feel more out of
      shape than you were before.

      For that reason, it’s critical to stick to your schedule, even
      if it’s only in a very small way.

      Don’t have enough time to do a full workout? Just squat.

      Don’t have enough time to write an article? Write a
      paragraph.

      Don’t have enough time to do yoga? Take ten seconds to
      breathe.

      Don’t have enough time to go on vacation? Give yourself a
      mini–break and drive to the neighboring town.

      Individually, these behaviors seem pretty insignificant. But
      it’s not the individual impact that makes a difference. It’s the
      cumulative impact of always sticking to your schedule that will
      carry you to long–term success.

      Find a way to stick to the schedule, no matter how small it
      is.

      3. Have someone who expects something of you.

      I’ve been on many teams throughout my athletic career and you
      know what happens when you have friends, teammates, and coaches
      expecting you to be at practice? You show up.

      The good news is that you don’t have to be on a team to make
      this work. Talk to strangers and make friends in the gym. Simply
      knowing that a familiar face expects to see you can be enough to
      get you to show up.

      4. Focus on what you can work with.

      We waste so much time focusing on what is withheld from us.

      This is especially true after we slip up and get off track from
      our goals. Anytime we don’t do the things we want to do — start a
      business, eat healthy, go to the gym — we come up with excuses…

      “I don’t have enough money. I don’t have enough time. I don’t
      have the right contacts. I don’t have enough experience. I need to
      learn more. I’m not sure what to do. I feel uncomfortable and
      stupid.”

      Here’s what I want you to think instead:

      “I can work with this.”

      Because you can. The truth is that most of us start in the same
      place — no money, no resources, no contacts, no experience — but
      some people (the winners) choose to get started anyway.

      It’s not easy, but I promise you that your life will be better
      if you choose to feel uncomfortable and make progress, rather than
      complain and make excuses. Shift your focus from what is withheld
      from you to what is available to you.

      It’s rare that your circumstances prevent you from making any
      progress. You might not like where you have to start. Your progress
      might be slow and unsexy. But you can work with this.

      5. Just because it’s not optimal, doesn’t mean
      it’s not beneficial.

      It’s so easy to get hung up on doing things the optimal way and
      end up preventing yourself from doing them at all.

      Here’s an example…

      “I really want to eat Paleo, but I go to Chipotle every Friday
      with my friends and I like to get sour cream and cheese on my
      burrito and I know that’s not Paleo. Plus, I have a book club
      meeting every Tuesday and we always have ice cream and I don’t want
      to be the only one not joining the group. Maybe I should try
      something else?”

      Seriously? Is eating clean five days per week better than not
      eating clean at all?

      Yes, I believe it is.

      In fact, eating healthy one day per week is better than none at
      all. Make that your goal to start: eat clean every Monday.

      Just because you can’t stick to the optimal schedule, doesn’t
      mean you shouldn’t stick to it at all. Good habits are built
      gradually. Start slow, live your life, and get better along the
      way. Progress is a spectrum, not a specific place.

      Furthermore, if you haven’t mastered the basics, then why make
      things harder for yourself by fretting about the details?

      The optimal strategies will make the last 10% of difference.
      Meanwhile, 90% of your results will hinge on you simply sticking to
      the basics: don’t miss workouts, eat real food, do the most
      important thing first each day. Master the fundamentals now. You
      can optimize the details later.

      6. Design your environment for success.

      If you think that you need more motivation or more willpower to stick to your
      goals, then I have good news. You don’t.

      Motivation is a fickle beast. Some days you feel inspired. Some
      days you don’t. If you want consistent change the last thing you
      want to rely on is something inconsistent.

      Previously, I’ve written about strategies for overcoming a lack
      of motivation. For example, focusing on your
      identity instead of your results or setting a schedule instead
      of a deadline or developing a pre–game
      routine.

      Another great way to overcome this hurdle and get back on track
      is to design your environment for success.

      Most of us acknowledge that the people who surround us influence
      our behaviors, but the items that surround us have an impact as
      well. The signs we see, the things that are on your desk at work,
      the pictures hanging on your wall at home … these are all pieces of
      our environment that can trigger us to take different actions.

      When I wanted to start flossing consistently, one of the most
      useful changes I made was taking the floss out of the drawer and
      keeping it next to my toothbrush on the counter. It sounds like a
      silly thing to focus on, but the visual cue of seeing the floss
      every time I brushed my teeth meant that I didn’t have to remember
      to pull it out of the drawer.

      With this simple environment change, I made it easy to do the
      new habit and I didn’t need more motivation or willpower or a
      reminder on my phone or a Post-It note on the mirror.

      If you want to hear more about my riveting flossing adventures
      (and how to stick to small healthy habits), read
      this.

      Another example of environment design is the “green plate trick”
      that I suggest as an easy way to lose weight and eat more green
      vegetables. You can read about this strategy (and about the
      research explaining why it works) in this article.

      7. Care.

      It sounds so simple, but make sure that the habits that you’re
      trying to stick to are actually important to you.

      Sometimes forgetting your habit is a sign that it’s not that
      important to you. Most of the time this isn’t true, but it happens
      often enough that I want to mention it.

      It’s remarkable how much time people spend chasing things that
      they don’t really care about. Then, when they don’t achieve them,
      they beat themselves up and feel like a failure for not achieving
      something that wasn’t important to them all along.

      You only have so much energy to put towards the next 24 hours.
      Pick a habit that you care about. If it really matters to you, then
      you’ll find a way to make it work.

      Get Back on Track

      Change can be hard. In the beginning, your healthy habits might
      take two steps forward and one step back.

      Anticipating those backwards steps can make all the difference
      in the world. Develop a plan for getting back on track and recommit
      to your routine as quickly as possible.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Get Motivated When You Don't Feel Like It

      
      You’ve probably noticed that it’s hard to be motivated all the
      time.

      No matter what you are working on, there are bound to be days
      when you don’t feel like showing up. There will be workouts that
      you don’t feel like starting. There will be reports that you don’t
      feel like writing. There will be responsibilities that you don’t
      feel like handling. And there will be “off days” when your energy
      and emotions are in the gutter.

      These fluctuations are part of life, and I face these
      motivational challenges just as much as the next person. However,
      for the important things in my life, I’ve also developed a system
      for dealing with these “off days.”

      Let’s talk about that system and how it can help you perform
      well even when you’re not feeling motivated.

      What Baseball Can Teach You About Getting
      Motivated

      I played baseball for 17 years, mostly as a pitcher. During my
      final season, I had a pretty good year. I was selected to the
      All–Conference team, I was chosen as the top male athlete at my
      university, and I was named to 
      ESPN’s Academic All–America team.

      But it wasn’t always that way…

      Just a few years earlier, I was the only junior to be cut from
      my high school varsity baseball team. I played on the JV squad with
      all of the sophomores and didn’t make the varsity team until my
      senior year … when I threw a whopping 11 innings all season.

      There are dozens of reasons for my transformation from high
      school through college (great teammates, coaching, work ethic, and
      so on), but there is one thing that I learned to do in college that
      I wish I had learned much earlier…

      I developed a pre–game routine that allowed me to perform well,
      regardless of whether I was motivated or not.

      How You Can Use a Pre-Game Routine to Get
      Motivated

      One thing that makes baseball different from most other sports
      is the sheer number of games that are played. Major League Baseball
      teams play 162 games in a season — twice as many as the NBA and ten
      times as many games as the NFL. Even high school baseball players
      will routinely play 40 to 60 games each year.

      With so many games, there will always be days when you don’t
      feel motivated, when your body is tired, or you’re just not
      mentally “up” for the game. In that way, I’d say that baseball is a
      lot like life. There will always be days when the things that are
      important to you feel like a grind.

      But the game is going to be played whether you feel like playing
      or not, so you better figure out a solution to overcoming your
      lackluster emotions. I did this by developing a pre-game routine
      that would automatically pull me out of a funk and push me over
      that threshold to perform well.

      Here’s what my pre-game routine looked like…

      Grab a baseball and my glove. Jog out to the outfield foul
      pole. Jog across along the outfield wall. Stop at the opposite foul
      pole. Stretch hips and hamstrings. Jog back along the outfield
      wall. Toss lightly, working back to 75 feet or so. Head to the
      bullpen. Stand one step behind the mound and toss three or four
      times from there to the catcher. Step up onto the mound. Toss a few
      pitches without going into the full windup. Start throwing from the
      windup for 10 pitches or so. Throw from the stretch for 10 pitches
      or so. Finish with one of each pitch (change up, curveball,
      fastball in, fastball out). Walk to the dugout.

      That whole sequence usually took 20 to 25 minutes and I did it
      the same way every single time.

      While this routine physically warmed me up to play, it also —
      and perhaps more importantly — put me in the correct mental state
      to compete at a high level. Even if I wasn’t feeling up for the
      game at the beginning, by the time I finished my pre-game routine,
      I was in “game mode.”

      In other words, it didn’t matter if I came to the ballpark
      motivated to play. My pre-game routine started a cascade of
      internal events that pulled me into the right frame of mind and
      made it more likely that I would succeed.

      Imagine if you had a routine that could pull you into “exercise
      mode” or “work mode”, no matter how little motivation you had at
      the start.

      If you look at top performers in any field, you’ll see similar
      patterns all over the place. NBA players who do the same thing
      before every free throw shot. Comedians who recite the same words
      before they step onto stage. Corporate executives who follow the
      same meditation sequence every morning.

      Do you think these people always feel motivated? No way. There
      are some days when the most talented people in the world wake up
      feeling like sluggish lard bombs.

      But they use their pre-game routines to pull them into the right
      mental state, regardless of how they feel. You can use this same
      process to overcome your motivation threshold and consistently
      exercise, study, write, speak, or perform any other task that is
      important to you.

      Here’s how to do it…

      How to Get Motivated: 3 Steps For Developing Your
      Routine

      Step 1: A good pre–game routine starts by being
      so easy that you can’t say no to it. You shouldn’t need motivation
      to start your pre–game routine.

      For example…

      
      	My writing routine starts by getting a glass of water. So easy,
      I can’t say no.

      	My weightlifting routine starts by putting on my lifting shoes.
      So easy, I can’t say no.

      	My pitching routine started by picking up a baseball and my
      glove. So easy, I couldn’t say no. (Also, my coach would have
      yelled at me.)

      

      The most important part of any task is starting. If you can’t
      get motivated in the
      beginning, then you’ll find that motivation often comes after
      starting. That’s why your pre–game routine needs to be incredibly
      easy to start.

      For example, you could create an exercise routine that starts
      with filling up your water bottle. That way, when you don’t feel
      like working out, you can simply tell yourself, “Just fill up the
      water bottle.” Your only goal is to start the routine and then
      continue from there.

      For more about the importance of getting started, read this.

      Step 2: Your routine should get you
      moving towards the end goal.

      Most of the time, your routine should include physical movement.
      It’s hard to think yourself into getting motivated.

      Here’s why…

      What is your body language like when you’re feeling unmotivated
      or lacking energy?

      Answer: You’re not moving very much. Maybe you’re slumped over
      like a blob, slowly melting into the couch. This lack of physical
      movement is directly linked to a lack of mental energy.

      The opposite is also true. If you’re physically moving and
      engaged, then it’s far more likely that you’ll feel mentally
      engaged and energized. For example, it’s almost impossible to not
      feel vibrant, awake, and energized when you’re dancing.

      While your routine should be as easy as possible to start, it
      should gradually transition into more and more physical movement.
      Your mind and your motivation will follow your physical
      movement.

      Related: physical movement doesn’t have to mean exercise. For
      example, if your goal is to write, then your routine should bring
      you closer to the physical act of writing.

      Step 3: You need to follow the same pattern
      every single time.

      The primary purpose of your pre-game routine is to create a
      series of events that you always perform before doing a specific
      task. Your pre–game routine tells your mind, “This is what happens
      before I do ___.”

      Eventually, this routine becomes so tied to your performance
      that by simply doing the routine, you are pulled into a mental
      state that is primed to perform. You don’t need motivation, you
      just need to start your routine.

      If you remember the article on the 3 R’s of Habit
      Change, then you may realize that your pre-game routine is
      basically creating a “reminder” for yourself. Your pre-game routine
      is the trigger that kickstarts your habit, even if you’re not
      motivated to do it.

      This is important because when you don’t feel motivated, it’s
      often too much work to figure out what you should do next. When
      faced with another decision, you will often decide to just quit.
      However, the pre-game routine solves that problem because you know
      exactly what to do next. There’s no debating or decision making.
      You just follow the pattern.

      How to Get Motivated: Make Excellence a
      Routine

      You can train yourself for success just as well as you can train
      for failure.

      Today you may be saying, “I need to be motivated to get anything
      done,” but I guarantee that it doesn’t have to be that way. If
      you’ve taught yourself to believe certain limitations, then you can
      also teach yourself to break through them.

      The patterns that you repeat on a daily basis will eventually
      form the identity that you believe in and the actions that you
      take. You can transform your
      identity and become the type of person who doesn’t need
      motivation to perform well.

      This is why it’s so critical to do your pre-game routine every
      time, not just when you’re struggling with a lack of motivation.
      These small behaviors reinforce your good habits and the feelings
      that come with them. Pretty soon, your pre-game routine will not
      only be a trigger that kickstarts your habit, but also a reminder
      of what you’re working towards and the type of person you are
      becoming.

      This is the difference between approaching life as a professional or
      an amateur.

      If you only work when you feel motivated, then you’ll never be
      consistent enough to become a pro. But if you build small routines
      and patterns that help you overcome the daily battles, then you’ll
      continue the slow march towards greatness even when it gets
      tough.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Magic of Committing to a Specific Goal

      
      In our noisy world of multitasking, always connected, and
      overstimulated work, it’s easy to live in a constant state of
      distraction.

      But it doesn’t have to be that way.

      Earlier this week, as I wrapped up a 5–day trip in San
      Francisco, I was reminded of the power of committing yourself to a
      single task.

      I woke up a few hours before sunrise, drove through the darkness
      and out of the city, hiked for 30 minutes to the top of a hill
      overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge, and snapped this photo…

      San Francisco Sunrise

      [image: san francisco california photos]
      As I stood there soaking in the early morning light, I was
      reminded of an important lesson that is dangerously easy to ignore:
      if you commit to a task rather than thinking about a desire, you
      get something done.

      The Dangerous Mistake We All Make

      When I arrived in San Francisco, I told myself, “Just take
      photos as you do other things.” My primary goal was to meet with
      friends and so I figured I could take pictures as we walked around
      the city. This resulted in exactly zero photos worth sharing.

      I had vague ideas like, “I’d like to do some street
      photography,” but I never went out with the intent of photographing
      something specific. Finally, on the last morning, I went out with
      the intent of capturing a specific picture and I ended up with
      something worth sharing.

      My mistake was that I assumed that because I wanted to take
      photos, I would end up getting a desirable result.

      How often do you do this in your own life?

      We think constantly about our vague desires without committing
      to a specific task. We go to the gym to “work out” without trying
      to become better at something specific. We want to “get stronger”
      without considering the exact muscle groups that we want to focus
      on. We wish that we were more creative, but never work on a
      particular project.

      Clarity Leads to Direction

      All of the broad questions we ask ourselves, like “What should I
      do with my life?” or “Will I ever find love?” or “Is there meaning
      to what I do?” … none of those questions make it clear about what
      you should do next.

      When you commit to a task, however, then the next step is
      obvious. You want to take a picture of the Golden Gate Bridge at
      sunrise? Next step: find a good spot. You’ve found a good spot?
      Next step: wake up early and drive there.

      If you only think about what you want, then you’ll end
      up confused or frustrated with luke warm results at best.

      Your choices will fall into place if you have a direction to
      move towards.

      Commitment to performing a specific task is often the only
      difference between our results and our desires.

      Begin It Now

      “Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to
      draw back. Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there
      is one elementary truth, the ignorance of which kills countless
      ideas and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits
      oneself, then Providence moves too. All sorts of things occur to
      help one that would never otherwise have occurred. A whole stream
      of events issues from the decision, raising in one’s favor all
      manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings and material
      assistance, which no man could have dreamed would have come his
      way. Whatever you can do, or dream you can do, begin it. Boldness
      has genius, power, and magic in it. Begin it now.”

      — W.H. Murray

      So often, we avoid staking our claim to a specific goal out of
      fear that we choose the wrong one. It’s as if we forget that we can
      always adjust our decisions later on.

      This is perhaps the most shocking thing about committing to a
      specific goal: if you box yourself in, then you’ll begin to break
      out and achieve something greater than you ever imagined.

      Commit to something and begin it now.

      Once you fully decide to start, the world will find ways to help
      you finish.

      

    

  
    

    
      Move Towards the Next Thing, Not Away From the Last Thing

      
      Have you ever let one bad experience ruin the rest of your
      day?

      I know I have.

      In fact, I had an experience like that today and it taught me 3
      valuable lessons.

      Let me share them with you now.

      

      Creating Value is Hard

      I spent the entire morning writing an article that I really
      wanted to be good. I cited research studies, looked up video clips
      from some of the world’s most prominent thought leaders, and edited
      for 2 hours. In the end, I was totally underwhelmed by the
      result.

      Creating something valuable is hard.

      It doesn’t matter if you’re building a business, creating art,
      or forming a relationship. There are bound to be days when your
      best effort turns out to be mediocre. It’s easy to feel like you’re
      wasting your time. And if you’re working on something really
      important to you, then it’s easy to let one wasted effort spoil the
      rest of your day.

      That’s how I felt about 30 minutes ago.

      The article I wrote was disjointed and tried to cover too much
      ground without getting to a tangible action point that you could
      actually use in your life. (Giving you something to act on to live
      a healthier life is my primary goal whenever writing an
      article.)

      To make an example of myself, I decide to leave the article up.
      If you’re interested, you can read it
      here.

      Eventually, I decided to stop staring at the screen and do my
      pushup workout for the day. (I’m working toward doing 100 pushups
      in row. Once I do it, I’ll share my whole program and lessons
      learned with you.)

      What Happened?

      Instead of letting my poor writing ruin my workout mentality, I
      decided to get excited about the workout, focus on the task at
      hand, and I ended up setting a new personal record for pushups in a
      single workout.

      The personal record is great, but the lessons that are
      underneath it are much more important. In fact, these lessons tie
      directly into 3 of the core beliefs that our community has…

      1. Health and happiness is the foundation of living a
      remarkable life.

      Fitness has saved my day more than once. There’s something about
      physical movement that centers the mind.

      Think about the highest performing people from any field in
      life. How many of them are severely unhealthy and out of shape?
      Very few.

      If you’re struggling with something mentally, then get out and
      move physically.

      2. Live in the arena instead of judging from the
      crowd.

      If you play the game, then there will be days when you get your
      ass handed to you. You’ll produce average work, you’ll make stupid
      decisions, you’ll get beat by someone who is smarter, faster, or
      better.

      That’s the cost of admission. That’s the price of being in the
      thick of things instead of watching from the sideline.

      It’s better to work on things that are important to you and feel
      the frustration of failure than to play it safe and never push
      yourself.

      3. Move toward the next thing, not away from the last
      thing.

      Struggling with your latest project? Go have a good workout.

      Failing to get your business off the ground? Grab lunch with a
      good friend.

      Confused about what your boss wants from you? Make a tasty meal
      for dinner.

      If something isn’t going well, then don’t run from it. Find
      something else to get excited about instead. Spend as much time as
      you can doing things that pull you in rather than pushing
      frustration away.

      Move toward the next thing, not away from the last thing. It’s a
      subtle shift that makes all the difference in the world.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Top Life Regret of Dying Hospital Patients

      
      Bronnie Ware is a nurse in Australia. She has spent more than a
      decade counseling dying people. Over that time span, she began
      recording the top regrets that people have on their death bed.

      After 12 years, she concluded that the most common regret of all
      was this:

      “I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to
      myself, not the life others expected of me.”

      Why is this such a common dying regret at the end of our lives?
      And how can you make sure that you don’t end up feeling the same
      way?

      

      How to Be Courageous and Avoid the Biggest
      Regret

      If you’re reading this website, then you probably have the power
      to make decisions in your daily life. It’s rare that we are
      actually forced to live in a way that we don’t want to live
      (thankfully). But somehow, many of us still end up wishing we had
      lived in a way that was more true to ourselves.

      Here’s why I believe this happens:

      Anytime I find myself feeling stuck in neutral, it’s usually the
      result of not having a clear target. I find myself doing work
      without defining what the work should actually be or hoping for a
      change without determining the underlying actions that would lead
      to it. In other words, I’m not being clear about what I care about
      and how I can get there. More on this in a moment.

      Here’s the result:

      If you never draw a line in the sand and clarify what is really
      important to you, then you’ll end up doing what’s expected of you.
      When you don’t have a clear purpose driving you forward, you
      default to doing what other people approve of. We’re not sure what
      we really want, and so we do what we think other people want.

      The gray areas in life usually arise when we haven’t decided
      what we believe.

      This is the position I think we all find ourselves in from time
      to time. And it’s one reason why I think many of us end up living
      the life others expect us to live instead of a life that is true to
      ourselves.

      I think often about how I can get better at living with purpose
      and how I can 
      live an important life instead of an urgent one. When it comes
      to being clear about what I’m doing and why I’m doing it, I like to
      use a technique that I call the Bullseye Method.

      The Bullseye Method

      “A skillful archer ought first to know the mark he aims at,
      and then apply his hand, his bow, his string, his arrow and his
      motion accordingly. Our counsels go astray because they are not
      rightly addressed, and have no fixed end. No wind works for the man
      that has no intended post to sail towards.”

      — Michel de Montaigne

      The quote above essentially says: “If you didn’t know where the
      target was located, you would never fire an arrow and expect to hit
      the bullseye.”

      And yet, we often live our lives this way. We wake up and face
      the world day after day (we keep firing arrows), but we are focused
      on everything except the bullseye.

      For example, if you want to get in shape, then the bullseye is
      to become the type of person who never misses a workout. That’s on
      target. And yet, many of us spend our time looking for a stronger
      bow (workout program) or a better arrow (diet plan) or a tighter
      string (running shoes). Those things matter, but none of them serve
      you if you’re not firing arrows in the right direction.

      The Bullseye Method ignores the things we typically focus on
      like tactics, resources, or tools. Instead, it focuses on the
      identity and location of the bullseye. It forces us to be clear
      about what we really want from life.

      In other words, forget about how you want to perform or what you
      want to look like. A bullseye is not “gain 10 pounds of muscle” or
      “build a successful business.” The bullseye is living a life that’s
      on target. It’s having a purpose and a clear direction for the
      actions you will take.

      What type
      of person do you want to become? What type of values do you
      want to stand for? Which actions do you want to become your
      habits?

      The only way to live a life that is true to you is to have a
      purpose to organize your life around. Where is your bullseye
      located?

      What Have You Always Wanted for Yourself?

      Nothing is as important as knowing exactly where your target is
      located.

      If you know what you’re going after, then you’ll find a way to
      reach it. Don’t have a bow and arrow? You can throw a rock at your
      target. You can run up and punch it. You can buy a gun. There are a
      million ways to get to a destination, but there is only one
      target.

      Too often we shoot arrows in the general direction of our
      desires instead of spending time figuring out how we can live a
      life that’s on target. Stop firing shots before you know where they
      should be headed.

      Are you guilty of firing arrows in the general direction? Or do
      you know — down to the very tiny dot of the bullseye — where you
      are headed and why?

      It’s not easy, but if you take the time to be clear about what
      you stand for and where you want to go, then the courageous steps
      will seem simple. Clarity of purpose is everything.

      

    

  
    

    
      Are You Living an Urgent Life or an Important Life?

      
      There are moments throughout our lives, and they happen almost
      every day, where we catch a glimpse of what we are capable of, a
      flicker of what we are destined to be, or a hint of what we desire
      to become.

      It could be a burst of inspiration for that book we always
      wanted to write. Or the yearning to finally lose the extra weight.
      Or the feeling of dissatisfaction with our job and an urge to build
      something of our own.

      These are important desires and they call to us all the time.
      But right before we answer their call, the urgency of life tends to
      get in the way. Your phone rings. Your car is low on gas. Your boss
      drops a tight deadline on you. And so we delay our dreams one more
      day for the sake of putting out another fire.

      How do we get past this? How do we start living the life that’s
      important to us instead of just responding to the everyday
      emergencies?

      The Next 10 Years of Your Life

      Think about this: you’re going to spend the next 10 years doing
      something.

      Too often that something is responding to what is urgent instead
      of pursuing what is important.

      Too often the need to make money (urgent) wins out over the
      desire to build something we’re proud of (important). Too often the
      urge to find a way to lose twenty pounds in six weeks (urgent) wins
      out over becoming the type of person who doesn’t miss workouts
      (important). Too often the craving to be noticed or appreciated
      (urgent) wins out over the ability to be present and satisfied
      (important).

      Sure, we all need money. And yes, there are times when the world
      requires us to put important things on hold so that we can get the
      rest of our crazy lives under control. Handling responsibilities is
      part of life. But how long will you delay what’s important to you
      just so that you can handle the next urgent thing in front of you?
      How long will you put off what you’re capable of doing
      just to maintain what you’re currently doing?

      Will you wait a year? Five years? Your whole life?

      Too often we live our lives based on what is urgent for us and
      not what is important to us. It’s dangerously easy to spend years
      constantly chasing the next urgent thing and never setting aside
      time to do what we know we should.

      How to Overcome the Urgency of Everyday Life

      If you want to start living an important life, then choose a
      clear direction for yourself. When you have the courage to say,
      “This is important to me and I’m going after it,” you don’t fall
      into the trap of living the life that other people expect you to
      live.

      For example…

      If I know that my unwavering goal is to finish this article,
      then that goal gives me direction and purpose. Whenever I have a
      free moment, I write another sentence. Whenever I get a new idea, I
      automatically think about how it relates to accomplishing my goal
      of finishing this article. My life is organized around
      accomplishing this specific, important task.

      We all have urgent tasks each day — a phone call we have to
      take, an email we need to respond to, a sick friend we have to help
      — but having a clear purpose and a specific goal allows you to get
      right back to what is important after you respond to the everyday
      emergencies. A specific goal gives you direction and prevents you
      from being sucked into a whirlwind of time–consuming, unimportant
      tasks.

      A specific goal is different than a desire, and that’s crucial
      to understand. Wanting to get in shape is a desire, doing 100
      pushups in a row is a specific goal. Wanting to start your own
      business is a desire, securing three paying clients is a specific
      goal. Wanting to write a book is a desire, finishing the first
      chapter is a specific goal.

      Live an Important Life

      Nothing worth working for will ever seem urgent. That’s the
      nature of important goals. They don’t demand attention right now.
      They require a sense of purpose, a clear direction, and consistency
      over the long haul.

      I propose that we stop letting the seeds of greatness slip
      through our fingers. I say that we abandon the frantic rush towards
      mediocre and start the slow march towards greatness.

      Pick one thing that’s important to you, set a specific goal for
      yourself, and get started today.

      Never leave your dreams unfulfilled.

      

    

  
    

    
      116 Years Old: Lessons Left Behind From the World's Oldest
      Living Person

      [image: Besse Cooper, world's oldest living person]
      Besse Cooper died peacefully earlier this week. At 116 years
      old, she was the oldest living person in the world. She was also
      one of the five oldest Americans in history.

      Cooper was born in 1896. She married her husband, Luther Cooper,
      in 1924. He died half a century ago in 1963, but she never
      remarried. She has four children, 11 grandchildren, 13 great
      grandchildren, and two great-great grandchildren.

      During an interview with the Guinness Book of World Records,
      Cooper was asked about the keys to living a long life. She offered
      two pieces of advice: “I mind my own business. And I don’t eat junk
      food.”

      Let’s talk about the wisdom in those two simple statements and
      how you can use it to live better.

      

      “I Mind My Own Business”

      Stress is a
      silent killer. It can take years off of your life, and in some
      cases, it can end it altogether.

      There’s no doubt that Besse’s mantra of minding her own business
      helped her avoid unnecessary drama, useless comparisons, and
      unwanted stress. That’s a good lesson to learn and it’s a deeper
      wisdom than it appears on the surface.

      Give how much we focus on our own lives, it would be easy to
      convince ourselves that we’re minding our own business when in fact
      we are doing exactly the opposite. We care about the job we have,
      the house we live in, the clothes we wear, and the car we drive.
      And there’s nothing wrong with that. Except that in many cases we
      think we are minding our own business, but really we are
      slowly being sucked into comparing our lives to our peers, our
      neighbors, and our community.

      And trust me, I’m guilty of this as well. I like being respected
      and praised as much as the next person.

      Truly minding your own business has nothing to do with
      comparison. It means knowing what you stand for, distancing
      yourself from the unimportant and unnecessary drama that has a way
      of seeping into your day, and living your life for the people
      around you instead of comparing it to the people around you.

      “I Don’t Eat Junk Food”

      Besse didn’t eat junk food and I suggest that you don’t either.
      But this piece of advice is about a lot more than what you put on
      your plate.

      If it’s not a
      good idea to fill your stomach with junk food, then it’s
      probably not a good idea to fill your mind with “junk” thoughts or
      your day with “junk” energy or your life with “junk” people. The
      work you do, the enthusiasm you bring to life, the people you hang
      out with — these aren’t just life decisions, these are health
      decisions.

      Fill your plate with real food instead of processed junk and
      you’ll go from overweight to overjoyed.

      Trade watching TV for going on a photography adventure and
      you’ll go from consuming what someone else created to contributing
      your own work to the world.

      Surround yourself with people who are doing amazing things and
      you’ll go from “How could I ever do that?” to “How could I
      not?”

      The way you live and the health you enjoy are one in the same.
      You can’t “do some healthy things” and then get on with your life.
      Your health and happiness are merely an expression of how you live
      your life.

      The good news is that the best way to live life is also the
      healthy way to live it. Dedicating yourself to fulfilling work,
      exploring life with curiosity and enthusiasm, contributing to the
      world around you, and surrounding yourself with people who are
      inspiring and exciting are great ways to not just live a wonderful
      life, but to live a healthy one as well. Those choices don’t merely
      make you feel alive, they keep you alive.

      Learn from the World’s Oldest Living Person

      Maybe Besse Cooper didn’t get bogged down in the drama and the
      junk of life because she was too busy setting her sights on
      something else.

      When she was asked what advice she would give to high school
      graduates, Besse said, “You can do most anything you set as a goal
      in life.”

      Besse Cooper didn’t become the world’s oldest living person by
      accident. She knew that what you put into your life determined how
      much, and how long, you got something out of it.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Easiest Way to Live a Short, Unimportant Life

      
      A 
      recent article in the New York Times shared research on
      longevity that revealed that the people who live the longest not
      only live healthy lifestyles, but also tend to engage and connect
      with the people around them. They visit their neighbors. They teach
      classes in town. They pass down traditions to their children.

      In other words, they contribute to the world around them.

      The article didn’t come out and say it, but what it alluded to
      was that as people age, they tend to find themselves consuming more
      and creating less. To put it bluntly: the easiest way to live a
      short unimportant life is to consume the world around you rather
      than contribute to it.

      Meanwhile, the people who keep on contributing tend to be the
      ones who keep on living. The message was clear. People who
      contribute to their community live longer.

      But why is this true? And how can you apply it to your own
      life?

      How Do Prisoners of War Stay Alive?

      Prisoners of war who have managed to survive the most brutal
      conditions will often claim one of the most important factors in
      survival is not food or water, but a sense of dignity and
      self–worth. In other words, the only thing that keeps some men
      alive in the most dire of circumstances is the belief that they are
      worthy of being alive.

      Applying this to our daily lives, it makes sense that longevity
      would be prevalent in cultures where contribution is baked into
      everyday life. For example, let’s take a culture where it’s common
      to go to your neighbor’s house and talk each night. During a
      face–to–face conversation, you have to either contribute or sit
      silently in the corner like a weirdo.

      The act of contributing to a conversation, no matter how simple
      it seems, allows you to derive a small sense of self–worth. Being a
      meaningful part of conversation makes you feel like were a
      worthwhile part of your neighbor’s life. When you add up all of
      your small contributions to the many conversations over the years,
      it’s easy to see how you can develop a strong sense of self–worth
      when you live in a culture where contribution is typical.

      You alter the course of other’s lives by what you create and
      contribute. When you speak or write or act, you influence the
      people around you. When you contribute something to the world, you
      matter. And thus the act of creating enhances your feelings of
      self–worth.

      That’s important and it’s often lost online. It’s becoming
      increasingly easy to spend our time consuming rather than
      contributing. Smartphones, iPads, and Kindles. Twitter and
      Facebook. The web in general. Most of the time we spend on those
      devices and networks is spent consuming what someone else has
      created rather than contributing our own ideas and work.

      The result, I believe, is that our sense of self–worth slowly
      dwindles and our lives become less healthy, less happy, and less
      meaningful.

      [image: the easiest way to live a short, unimportant life is to stop creating]

      Make Something

      
      When you cease to make a contribution, you begin to die.

      —Eleanor Roosevelt

      

      As you know, this website is not only about living a long,
      healthy life but also about doing something with it. And this new
      research is great news if you’re looking to make a difference.
      Creating and contributing to the world is not only a foundational
      piece of living a healthy and happy life, but also a meaningful
      one.

      You can’t control the amount of time you spend on this planet,
      but you can control what you contribute while you’re here. These
      contributions don’t have to be major endeavors. Cook a meal instead
      of buying one. Play a game instead of watching one. Write a
      paragraph instead of reading one. You don’t have to create big
      contributions, you just need to live out small ones each day.

      Too often we spend our lives visiting the world instead of
      shaping it.

      Be an adventurer, an inventor, an entrepreneur, an artist.
      Suggest your own ideas instead of reacting to everyone else’s. Be
      an active participant in life and contribute to the world around
      you. Make good conversation. Make good art. Make good adventure.
      But above all, make something.

      Contributing and creating doesn’t just make you feel alive, it
      keeps you alive.

      

    

  
    

    
      Believe in Yourself (And Why Nothing Will Work If You
      Don't...)

      
      
      As we express our gratitude, we must never forget that the
      highest appreciation is not to utter words, but to live by
      them.

      —John F. Kennedy

      

      I’m writing this on Thanksgiving Day in America. I’m sitting in
      the home where I was born and raised for my entire life. My family
      is scattered around the room just a few short feet away.

      As I sit back and think about what I’m thankful for this year,
      I’ve settled on one thing that seems to have made the difference in
      my life over and over again. I’m thankful that I believe in
      myself.

      This quality is partially who I am and partially a result of the
      family and friends that have supported me throughout my life.
      Regardless of where it comes from, it is the one quality that
      allows me to not only talk about what I’m grateful for, but also to
      live it out.

      

      Nothing Will Work If You Don’t Believe In It

      Earlier this week, I posted an article on 2 psychological tricks
      that offer easy ways to lose weight.
      The article was well-received overall, but I also heard a complaint
      from someone who identified themselves as “NoSalt” (the internet is
      a strange place).

      Here’s what NoSalt had to say…

      “None of these techniques will work for me:

      1. Let your plate control your
      portion.

      My problem is that I eat until I feel full. Sure, I can use a
      small plate, but I’ll just keep going back until I feel
      full.

      2. Pick a color that makes life
      easy.

      How can normal people possibly do this? I don’t want to have 3,
      4, 5 … different sets of dishes for every color meal that I
      have.

      3. Try the holiday version of intermittent fasting.
      Literally. Simply don’t eat for a 24–hour period. This strategy is
      one form of intermittent fasting.

      What do I do about my hunger pains? What do I do if I want
      food? I’ll end up snapping at people around me, and chewing all my
      fingernails to the bone.”

      —NoSalt

      I did my best to answer the questions with actionable advice
      that would help the reader overcome the problems mentioned. But
      there is something much more important going on here.

      Are You Determined To Fail?

      Do you notice the theme throughout all of the questions? There
      is an undercurrent of self-doubt and vulnerability. The unspoken
      thought that drives these questions is, “I don’t believe these
      ideas will work for me.” Or, stated another way, “I don’t believe I
      can make these ideas work. I don’t believe in myself.”

      Worrying about not being able to implement a few diet changes is
      just one, tiny example of this fear. But a lack of belief in
      yourself will limit you no matter how great the ideas or
      opportunities are that you are exposed to.

      My biggest question to the reader above would be this: Why are
      you determined to make these ideas not work for you? Why
      are you searching for reasons why these ideas won’t succeed instead
      of figuring out a way to make something good happen?

      The biggest difference between successful people and
      unsuccessful ones (in health, in business, and in life) is that
      successful people are determined to make the situation work for
      them rather than playing the role of the victim and searching for
      reasons why a situation won’t work.

      No idea will work for every person on the planet, but many ideas
      can work for most people … if you believe that you can make them
      work. You have to be willing to not just think differently, but to
      also to experiment with new ideas and trust that you’ll discover a
      way to make them work.

      Believe in Yourself

      The biggest difference I’ve noticed between successful people
      and unsuccessful people isn’t intelligence or opportunity or
      resources. It’s the belief that they can make their goals
      happen.

      We all deal with vulnerability, uncertainty, and failure. Some
      of us trust that if we move forward anyway, then we will figure it
      out. As I sit here on Thanksgiving, I’m thankful that I’m one of
      these people.

      When I started my business, I was the only entrepreneur in our
      family in the last century. I didn’t have anyone to learn from, but
      I trusted that I would figure it out anyway.

      When I was kicked off a train in the middle of the night while
      traveling through Hungary, I was lost and confused. I couldn’t find
      anyone who spoke English, so as the train pulled away I ran along
      side, hopped back on, and trusted that I would figure it out
      anyway.

      When I’ve discovered an opportunity that sounds awesome but that
      I’m not qualified for (which happens often), I trust that I’ll
      figure it out and go for it anyway.

      I believe in myself. This confidence has made the difference for
      me again and again. I didn’t need intelligence or opportunity or
      resources. Just a simple belief in myself.

      Do You Believe That Change Is Possible for
      You?

      One of the most foundational beliefs of this community is that
      you can become better.

      We believe that it is possible for human beings to improve. We
      believe that it is possible to raise the bar in your own life even
      if the world around you accepts average. We believe in ourselves
      and in each other. We believe that if you want better health or
      more happiness or a more meaningful job that you can make those
      things happen.

      And because of this belief we are willing to test, experiment,
      and try new things even when we feel uncertain. If you don’t
      believe that it’s possible to make new things work, then it’s hard
      to make any progress. I don’t care how good the ideas are, nothing
      will work for you if you don’t believe in it. And more importantly,
      nothing will work if you don’t believe in yourself.

      

    

  
    

    
      Successful People Start Before They Feel Ready

      
      In 1966, a dyslexic sixteen-year-old boy dropped out of school.
      With the help of a friend, he started a magazine for students and
      made money by selling advertisements to local businesses. With only
      a little bit of money to get started, he ran the operation out of
      the crypt inside a local church.

      Four years later, he was looking for ways to grow his small
      magazine and started selling mail order records to the students who
      bought the magazine. The records sold well enough that he built his
      first record store the next year. After two years of selling
      records, he decided to open his own record label and recording
      studio.

      He rented the recording studio out to local artists, including
      one named Mike Oldfield. In that small recording studio, Oldfield
      created his hit song, Tubular Bells, which became the
      record label’s first release. The song went on to sell over 5
      million copies.

      Over the next decade, the young boy grew his record label by
      adding bands like the Sex Pistols, Culture Club, and the Rolling
      Stones. Along the way, he continued starting companies: an airline
      business, then trains, then mobile phones, and on and on. Almost 50
      years later, there were over 400 companies under his
      direction.

      

      Today, that young boy who dropped out of school and kept starting
      things despite his inexperience and lack of knowledge is a
      billionaire. His name is Sir Richard Branson.

      How I Met Sir Richard Branson

      Two weeks ago, I walked into a conference room in Moscow, Russia
      and sat down ten feet from Branson. There were 100 other people
      around us, but it felt like we were having a conversation in my
      living room. He was smiling and laughing. His answers seemed
      unrehearsed and genuine.

      At one point, he told the story of how he started Virgin
      Airlines, a tale that seems to capture his entire approach to
      business and life. Here’s the version he told us, as best I can
      remember it:

      “I was in my late twenties, so I had a business, but nobody
      knew who I was at the time. I was headed to the Virgin Islands and
      I had a very pretty girl waiting for me, so I was, umm, determined
      to get there on time.

      At the airport, my final flight to the Virgin Islands was
      cancelled because of maintenance or something. It was the last
      flight out that night. I thought this was ridiculous, so I went and
      chartered a private airplane to take me to the Virgin Islands,
      which I did not have the money to do.

      Then, I picked up a small blackboard, wrote “Virgin
      Airlines. $29.” on it, and went over to the group of people who had
      been on the flight that was cancelled. I sold tickets for the rest
      of the seats on the plane, used their money to pay for the
      chartered plane, and we all went to the Virgin Islands that
      night.”

      —Richard Branson

      I took this photo right after he told that story. A few moments
      later I stood shoulder–to–shoulder with him (he’s about six feet
      tall) and thanked him for sharing some time with us.
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      The Habits of Successful People

      After speaking with our group, Branson sat on a panel with
      industry experts to talk about the future of business. As everyone
      around him was filling the air with business buzzwords and talking
      about complex ideas for mapping out our future, Branson was saying
      things like: “Screw it, just get on and do it.” Which was closely
      followed by: “Why can’t we mine asteroids?”

      As I looked up at that panel, I realized that the person who
      sounded the most simplistic was also the only one who was a
      billionaire. Which prompted me to wonder, “What’s the difference
      between Branson and everyone else in the room?”

      Here’s what I think makes all the difference:

      Branson doesn’t merely say things like, “Screw it, just get on
      and do it.” He actually lives his life that way. He drops out of
      school and starts a business. He signs the Sex Pistols to his
      record label when everyone else says they are too controversial. He
      charters a plane when he doesn’t have the money.

      When everyone else balks or comes up with a good reason for why
      the time isn’t right, Branson gets started. He figures out
      how to stop
      procrastinating and take the first step — even if it seems
      outlandish.

      Start Now

      Branson is an extreme example, but we could all learn something
      from his approach.

      If you want to summarize the habits of successful people into
      one phrase, it’s this: successful people start before they feel
      ready.

      If there was ever someone who embodied the idea of starting
      before they felt ready to do so, it’s Branson. The very name of his
      business empire, Virgin, was chosen because when Branson and his
      partners started they were “virgins” when it came to business.

      Branson has started so many businesses, ventures, charities, and
      expeditions that it’s simply not possible for him to have felt
      prepared, qualified, and ready to start all of them. In fact, it’s
      unlikely that he was qualified or prepared to start any of them. He
      had never flown a plane and didn’t know anything about the
      engineering of planes, but he started an airline company anyway. He
      is a perfect example of why the “chosen ones” choose
      themselves.

      If you’re working on something important, then you’ll never feel
      ready. A side effect of doing challenging work is that you’re
      pulled by excitement and pushed by confusion at the same time.

      You’re bound to feel uncertain, unprepared, and unqualified. But
      let me assure you of this: what you have right now is enough. You
      can plan, delay, and revise all you want, but trust me, what you
      have now is enough to start. It doesn’t matter if you’re trying to
      start a business, lose weight, write a book, or achieve any number
      of goals… who you are, what you have, and what you know right
      now is good enough to get going.

      We all start in the same place: no money, no resources, no
      contacts, no experience. The difference is that some people — the
      winners — choose to start anyway.

      No matter where you are in the world and regardless of what
      you’re working on, I hope you’ll start before you feel ready.
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      The Decision Making Guide: How to Make Smart Decisions and
      Avoid Bad Ones

      
      What is Decision Making?

      Let’s define decision making. Decision making is just what it
      sounds like: the action or process of making
      decisions.Sometimes we make logical decisions, but there are
      many times when we make emotional, irrational, and confusing
      choices. This page covers why we make poor decisions and discusses
      useful frameworks to expand your decision-making toolbox.

      Why We Make Poor Decisions

      I like to think of myself as a rational person, but I’m not one.
      The good news is it’s not just me — or you. We are all irrational.
      For a long time, researchers and economists believed that humans
      made logical, well-considered decisions. In recent decades,
      however, researchers have uncovered a wide range of mental errors
      that derail our thinking. The articles below outline where we often
      go wrong andwhat to do about it.

      
      	5 Common
      Mental Errors That Sway You From Making Good Decisions: Let’s
      talk about the mental errors that show up most frequently in our
      lives and break them down in easy-to-understand language. This
      article outlines how survivorship bias, loss aversion, the
      availability heuristic, anchoring, and confirmation bias sway you
      from making good decisions.

      	How to
      Spot a Common Mental Error That Leads to Misguided
      Thinking:Hundreds of psychology studies have proven that
      we tend to overestimate the importance of events we can easily
      recall and underestimate the importance of events we have trouble
      recalling.Psychologists refer to this little brain mistake as
      an “illusory correlation.” In this article, we talk about a simple
      strategy you can use to spot your hidden assumptions and prevent
      yourself from making an illusory correlation.

      	Two Harvard
      Professors Reveal One Reason Our Brains Love to
      Procrastinate:We have a tendency to care too much about
      our present selves and not enough about our future selves.If
      you want to beat procrastination and make better long-term choices,
      then you have to find a way to make your present self act in the
      best interest of your future self. This article breaks down three
      simple ways to do just that.

      

      How to Use Mental Models for Smart Decision
      Making

      The smartest way to improve your decision making skills is to
      learn mental models. A mental model is a framework or theory that
      helps to explain why the world works the way it does. Each mental
      model is a concept that helps us make sense of the world and offers
      a way of looking at the problems of life.

      You can learn more about mental
      models, read how Nobel
      Prize-winning physicist Richard Feynman uses mental models, or
      browse a few of the most important mental models below.

      Top Mental Models to Improve Your Decision
      Making

      Best Decision Making Books

      Want more great books on decision making? Browse my full list of
      the best
      decision making books.

      All Decision Making Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on decision
      making. Enjoy!


      

    

  
    

    
      The Ultimate Productivity Hack is Saying No

      
      The ultimate productivity hack is saying no.

      Not doing something will always be faster than doing it. This
      statement reminds me of the old computer programming saying,
      “Remember that there is no code faster than no code.”

      The same philosophy applies in other areas of life. For example,
      there is no meeting that goes faster than not having a meeting at
      all.

      This is not to say you should never attend another meeting, but
      the truth is that we say yes to many things we don’t actually want
      to do. There are many meetings held that don’t need to be held.
      There is a lot of code written that could be deleted.

      How often do people ask you to do something and you just reply,
      “Sure thing.” Three days later, you’re overwhelmed by how much is
      on your to-do list. We become frustrated by our obligations even
      though we were the ones who said yes to them in the first
      place.

      It’s worth asking if things are necessary. Many of them are not,
      and a simple “no” will be more productive than whatever work the
      most efficient person can muster.

      But if the benefits of saying no are so obvious, then why do we
      say yes so often?

      

      Why We Say Yes

      We agree to many requests not because we want to do them, but
      because we don’t want to be seen as rude, arrogant, or unhelpful.
      Often, you have to consider saying no to someone you will interact
      with again in the future—your co-worker, your spouse, your family
      and friends.

      Saying no to these people can be particularly difficult because
      we like them and want to support them. (Not to mention, we often
      need their help too.) Collaborating with others is an important
      element of life. The thought of straining the relationship
      outweighs the commitment of our time and energy.

      For this reason, it can be helpful to be gracious in your
      response. Do whatever favors you can, and be warm-hearted and
      direct when you have to say no.

      But even after we have accounted for these social
      considerations, many of us still seem to do a poor job of managing
      the tradeoff between yes and no. We find ourselves over-committed
      to things that don’t meaningfully improve or support those around
      us, and certainly don’t improve our own lives.

      Perhaps one issue is how we think about the meaning of yes and
      no.

      The Difference Between Yes and No

      The words “yes” and “no” get used in comparison to each other so
      often that it feels like they carry equal weight in conversation.
      In reality, they are not just opposite in meaning, but of entirely
      different magnitudes in commitment.

      When you say no, you are only saying no to one option.
      When you say yes, you are saying no to every other
      option.

      I like how the economist Tim Harford put it, “Every time we say
      yes to a request, we are also saying no to anything else we might
      accomplish with the time.” Once you have committed to something,
      you have already decided how that future block of time will be
      spent.

      In other words, saying no saves you time in the future. Saying
      yes costs you time in the future. No is a form of time credit. You
      retain the ability to spend your future time however you want. Yes
      is a form of time debt. You have to pay back your commitment at
      some point.

      No is a decision. Yes is a responsibility.

      The Role of No

      Saying no is sometimes seen as a luxury that only those in power
      can afford. And it is true: turning down opportunities is easier
      when you can fall back on the safety net provided by power, money,
      and authority. But it is also true that saying no is not merely a
      privilege reserved for the successful among us. It is also a
      strategy that can help you become successful.

      Saying no is an important skill to develop at any stage of your
      career because it retains the most important asset in life: your
      time. As the investor Pedro Sorrentino put it, “If you don’t guard
      your time, people will steal it from you.”

      You need to say no to whatever isn’t leading you toward your
      goals. You need to say no to distractions. As one reader told me,
      “If you broaden the definition as to how you apply no, it actually
      is the only productivity hack (as you ultimately say no to
      any distraction in order to be productive).”

      Nobody embodied this idea better than Steve Jobs, who said,
      “People think focus means saying yes to the thing you’ve got to
      focus on. But that’s not what it means at all. It means saying no
      to the hundred other good ideas that there are. You have to pick
      carefully.”

      There is an important balance to strike here. Saying no doesn’t
      mean you’ll never do anything interesting or innovative or
      spontaneous. It just means that you say yes in a focused way. Once
      you have knocked out the distractions, it can make sense to say yes
      to any opportunity that could potentially move you in the right
      direction. You may have to try many things to discover what works
      and what you enjoy. This period of exploration can be particularly
      important at the beginning of a project, job, or career.

      Upgrading Your No

      Over time, as you continue to improve and succeed, your strategy
      needs to change.

      The opportunity cost of your time increases as you become more
      successful. At first, you just eliminate the obvious distractions
      and explore the rest. As your skills improve and you learn to
      separate what works from what doesn’t, you have to continually
      increase your threshold for saying yes.

      You still need to say no to distractions, but you also need to
      learn to say no to opportunities that were previously good uses of
      time, so you can make space for great uses of time. It’s a good
      problem to have, but it can be a tough skill to master.

      In other words, you have to upgrade your “no’s” over time.

      Upgrading your no doesn’t mean you’ll never say yes. It just
      means you default to saying no and only say yes when it
      really makes sense. To quote the investor Brent Beshore,
      “Saying no is so powerful because it preserves the opportunity to
      say yes.”

      The general trend seems to be something like this: If you can
      learn to say no to bad distractions, then eventually you’ll earn
      the right to say no to good opportunities.

      How to Say No

      Most of us are probably too quick to say yes and too slow to say
      no. It’s worth asking yourself where you fall on that spectrum.

      If you have trouble saying no, you may find the following
      strategy proposed by
      Tim Harford, the British economist I mentioned earlier, to be
      helpful. He writes, “One trick is to ask, “If I had to do this
      today, would I agree to it?” It’s not a bad rule of thumb, since
      any future commitment, no matter how far away it might be, will
      eventually become an imminent problem.”

      If an opportunity is exciting enough to drop whatever you’re
      doing right now, then it’s a yes. If it’s not, then perhaps you
      should think twice.

      This is similar to the well-known “Hell Yeah or No” method from
      Derek Sivers. If someone asks you to do something and your first
      reaction is “Hell Yeah!”, then do it. If it doesn’t excite you,
      then say no.

      It’s impossible to remember to ask yourself these questions each
      time you face a decision, but it’s still a useful exercise to
      revisit from time to time. Saying no can be difficult, but it is
      often easier than the alternative. As writer Mike Dariano has
      pointed out, “It’s easier to avoid commitments than get out of
      commitments. Saying no keeps you toward the easier end of this
      spectrum.”

      What is true about health is also true about productivity: an
      ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.

      The Power of No

      More effort is wasted doing things that don’t matter than is
      wasted doing things inefficiently. And if that is the case,
      elimination is a more useful skill than optimization.

      I am reminded of the famous Peter Drucker quote, “There is
      nothing so useless as doing efficiently that which should not be
      done at all.”

      

    

  
    

    
      Why Facts Don’t Change Our Minds

      
      The economist J.K. Galbraith once wrote, “Faced with a choice
      between changing one’s mind and proving there is no need to do so,
      almost everyone gets busy with the proof.”

      Leo Tolstoy was even bolder: “The most difficult subjects can be
      explained to the most slow-witted man if he has not formed any idea
      of them already; but the simplest thing cannot be made clear to the
      most intelligent man if he is firmly persuaded that he knows
      already, without a shadow of doubt, what is laid before him.”

      What’s going on here? Why don’t facts change our minds? And why
      would someone continue to believe a false or inaccurate idea
      anyway? How do such behaviors serve us?

      

      The Logic of False Beliefs

      Humans need a reasonably accurate view of the world in order to
      survive. If your model of reality is wildly different from the
      actual world, then you struggle to take effective actions each
      day.

      However, truth and accuracy are not the only things that matter
      to the human mind. Humans also seem to have a deep desire to
      belong.

      In Atomic Habits, I wrote,
      “Humans are herd animals. We want to fit in, to bond with others,
      and to earn the respect and approval of our peers. Such
      inclinations are essential to our survival. For most of our
      evolutionary history, our ancestors lived in tribes. Becoming
      separated from the tribe—or worse, being cast out—was a death
      sentence.”

      Understanding the truth of a situation is important, but so is
      remaining part of a tribe. While these two desires often work well
      together, they occasionally come into conflict.

      In many circumstances, social connection is actually more
      helpful to your daily life than understanding the truth of a
      particular fact or idea. The Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker put
      it this way, “People are embraced or condemned according to their
      beliefs, so one function of the mind may be to hold beliefs that
      bring the belief-holder the greatest number of allies, protectors,
      or disciples, rather than beliefs that are most likely to be
      true.”

      We don’t always believe things because they are correct.
      Sometimes we believe things because they make us look good to the
      people we care about.

      I thought Kevin Simler put it well when he wrote, “If a brain
      anticipates that it will be rewarded for adopting a particular
      belief, it’s perfectly happy to do so, and doesn’t much care where
      the reward comes from — whether it’s pragmatic (better outcomes
      resulting from better decisions), social (better treatment from
      one’s peers), or some mix of the two.”

      False beliefs can be useful in a social sense even if they are
      not useful in a factual sense. For lack of a better phrase, we
      might call this approach “factually false, but socially accurate.”
      When we have to choose between the two, people often select friends
      and family over facts.

      This insight not only explains why we might hold our tongue at a
      dinner party or look the other way when our parents say something
      offensive, but also reveals a better way to change the minds of
      others.

      Facts Don’t Change Our Minds. Friendship
      Does.

      Convincing someone to change their mind is really the process of
      convincing them to change their tribe. If they abandon their
      beliefs, they run the risk of losing social ties. You can’t expect
      someone to change their mind if you take away their community too.
      You have to give them somewhere to go. Nobody wants their worldview
      torn apart if loneliness is the outcome.

      The way to change people’s minds is to become friends with them,
      to integrate them into your tribe, to bring them into your circle.
      Now, they can change their beliefs without the risk of being
      abandoned socially.

      The British philosopher Alain de Botton suggests that we simply
      share meals with those who disagree with us:

      “Sitting down at a table with a group of strangers has the
      incomparable and odd benefit of making it a little more difficult
      to hate them with impunity. Prejudice and ethnic strife feed off
      abstraction. However, the proximity required by a meal – something
      about handing dishes around, unfurling napkins at the same moment,
      even asking a stranger to pass the salt – disrupts our ability to
      cling to the belief that the outsiders who wear unusual clothes and
      speak in distinctive accents deserve to be sent home or assaulted.
      For all the large-scale political solutions which have been
      proposed to salve ethnic conflict, there are few more effective
      ways to promote tolerance between suspicious neighbours than to
      force them to eat supper together.”

      Perhaps it is not difference, but distance
      that breeds tribalism and hostility. As proximity increases, so
      does understanding. I am reminded of Abraham Lincoln’s quote, “I
      don’t like that man. I must get to know him better.”

      Facts don’t change our minds. Friendship does.

      The Spectrum of Beliefs

      Years ago, Ben Casnocha mentioned an idea to me that I haven’t
      been able to shake: The people who are most likely to change our
      minds are the ones we agree with on 98 percent of topics.

      If someone you know, like, and trust believes a radical idea,
      you are more likely to give it merit, weight, or consideration. You
      already agree with them in most areas of life. Maybe you should
      change your mind on this one too. But if someone wildly different
      than you proposes the same radical idea, well, it’s easy to dismiss
      them as a crackpot.

      One way to visualize this distinction is by mapping beliefs on a
      spectrum. If you divide this spectrum into 10 units and you find
      yourself at Position 7, then there is little sense in trying to
      convince someone at Position 1. The gap is too wide. When you’re at
      Position 7, your time is better spent connecting with people who
      are at Positions 6 and 8, gradually pulling them in your
      direction.

      The most heated arguments often occur between people on opposite
      ends of the spectrum, but the most frequent learning occurs from
      people who are nearby. The closer you are to someone, the more
      likely it becomes that the one or two beliefs you don’t share will
      bleed over into your own mind and shape your thinking. The further
      away an idea is from your current position, the more likely you are
      to reject it outright.

      When it comes to changing people’s minds, it is very difficult
      to jump from one side to another. You can’t jump down the spectrum.
      You have to slide down it.

      Any idea that is sufficiently different from your current
      worldview will feel threatening. And the best place to ponder a
      threatening idea is in a non-threatening environment. As a result,
      books are often a better vehicle for transforming beliefs than
      conversations or debates.

      In conversation, people have to carefully consider their status
      and appearance. They want to save face and avoid looking stupid.
      When confronted with an uncomfortable set of facts, the tendency is
      often to double down on their current position rather than publicly
      admit to being wrong.

      Books resolve this tension. With a book, the conversation takes
      place inside someone’s head and without the risk of being judged by
      others. It’s easier to be open-minded when you aren’t feeling
      defensive.

      Arguments are like a full frontal attack on a person’s identity.
      Reading a book is like slipping the seed of an idea into a person’s
      brain and letting it grow on their own terms. There’s enough
      wrestling going on in someone’s head when they are overcoming a
      pre-existing belief. They don’t need to wrestle with you too.

      Why False Ideas Persist

      There is another reason bad ideas continue to live on, which is
      that people continue to talk about them.

      Silence is death for any idea. An idea that is never spoken or
      written down dies with the person who conceived it. Ideas can only
      be remembered when they are repeated. They can only be
      believed when they are repeated.

      I have already pointed out that people repeat ideas to signal
      they are part of the same social group. But here’s a crucial point
      most people miss:

      People also repeat bad ideas when they complain about them.
      Before you can criticize an idea, you have to reference that idea.
      You end up repeating the ideas you’re hoping people will
      forget—but, of course, people can’t forget them because you keep
      talking about them. The more you repeat a bad idea, the more likely
      people are to believe it.

      Let’s call this phenomenon Clear’s Law of
      Recurrence: The number of people who believe an idea is
      directly proportional to the number of times it has been repeated
      during the last year—even if the idea is false.

      Each time you attack a bad idea, you are feeding the very
      monster you are trying to destroy. As one Twitter employee wrote,
      “Every time you retweet or quote tweet someone you’re angry with,
      it helps them. It disseminates their BS. Hell for the
      ideas you deplore is silence. Have the discipline to give it to
      them.”

      Your time is better spent championing good ideas than tearing
      down bad ones. Don’t waste time explaining why bad ideas are bad.
      You are simply fanning the flame of ignorance and stupidity.

      The best thing that can happen to a bad idea is that it is
      forgotten. The best thing that can happen to a good idea is that it
      is shared. It makes me think of Tyler Cowen’s quote, “Spend as
      little time as possible talking about how other people are
      wrong.”

      Feed the good ideas and let bad ideas die of starvation.

      The Intellectual Soldier

      I know what you might be thinking. “James, are you serious right
      now? I’m just supposed to let these idiots get away with
      this?”

      Let me be clear. I’m not saying it’s never useful to
      point out an error or criticize a bad idea. But you have to ask
      yourself, “What is the goal?”

      Why do you want to criticize bad ideas in the first place?
      Presumably, you want to criticize bad ideas because you think the
      world would be better off if fewer people believed them. In other
      words, you think the world would improve if people changed their
      minds on a few important topics.

      If the goal is to actually change minds, then I don’t believe
      criticizing the other side is the best approach.

      Most people argue to win, not to learn. As Julia Galef so aptly
      puts it: people often act like soldiers rather than scouts.
      Soldiers are on the intellectual attack, looking to defeat the
      people who differ from them. Victory is the operative emotion.
      Scouts, meanwhile, are like intellectual explorers, slowly trying
      to map the terrain with others. Curiosity is the driving force.

      If you want people to adopt your beliefs, you need to act more
      like a scout and less like a soldier. At the center of this
      approach is a question Tiago Forte poses beautifully, “Are you
      willing to not win in order to keep the conversation going?”

      Be Kind First, Be Right Later

      The brilliant Japanese writer Haruki Murakami once wrote,
      “Always remember that to argue, and win, is to break down the
      reality of the person you are arguing against. It is painful to
      lose your reality, so be kind, even if you are right.”

      When we are in the moment, we can easily forget that the goal is
      to connect with the other side, collaborate with them, befriend
      them, and integrate them into our tribe. We are so caught up in
      winning that we forget about connecting. It’s easy to spend your
      energy labeling people rather than working with them.

      The word “kind” originated from the word “kin.” When you are
      kind to someone it means you are treating them like family. This, I
      think, is a good method for actually changing someone’s mind.
      Develop a friendship. Share a meal. Gift a book.

      Be kind first, be right later.

      

    

  
    

    
      Don’t Start From Scratch: How Innovative Ideas Arise

      
      In 2010, Thomas Thwaites decided he wanted to build a toaster
      from scratch. He walked into a shop, purchased the cheapest toaster
      he could find, and promptly went home and broke it down piece by
      piece.

      Thwaites had assumed the toaster would be a relatively simple
      machine. By the time he was finished deconstructing it, however,
      there were more than 400 components laid out on his floor. The
      toaster contained over 100 different materials with three of the
      primary ones being plastic, nickel, and steel.

      He decided to create the steel components first. After
      discovering that iron ore was required to make steel, Thwaites
      called up an iron mine in his region and asked if they would let
      him use some for the project.

      Surprisingly, they agreed.

      The Toaster Project

      The victory was short-lived.

      When it came time to create the plastic case for his toaster,
      Thwaites realized he would need crude oil to make the plastic. This
      time, he called up BP and asked if they would fly him out to an oil
      rig and lend him some oil for the project. They immediately
      refused. It seems oil companies aren’t nearly as generous as iron
      mines.

      Thwaites had to settle for collecting plastic scraps and melting
      them into the shape of his toaster case. This is not as easy as it
      sounds. The homemade toaster ended up looking more like a melted
      cake than a kitchen appliance.

      This pattern continued for the entire span of The Toaster
      Project. It was nearly impossible to move forward without the help
      of some previous process. To create the nickel components, for
      example, he had to resort to melting old coins. He would later say,
      “I realized that if you started absolutely from scratch you could
      easily spend your life making a toaster.”

      [image: The Toaster Project by Thomas Thwaites (How Innovative Ideas Arise)]
      Don’t Start From Scratch

      Starting from scratch is usually a bad idea.

      Too often, we assume innovative ideas and meaningful changes
      require a blank slate. When business projects fail, we say things
      like, “Let’s go back to the drawing board.” When we
      consider the habits we
      would like to change, we think, “I just need a fresh
      start.” However, creative progress is rarely
      the result of throwing out all previous ideas and innovations and
      completely re-imagining of the world.

      Consider an example from nature:

      Some experts believe the feathers of birds evolved from
      reptilian scales. Through the forces of evolution, scales gradually
      became small feathers, which were used for warmth and insulation at
      first. Eventually, these small fluffs developed into larger
      feathers capable of flight.

      There wasn’t a magical moment when the animal kingdom said,
      “Let’s start from scratch and create an animal that can fly.” The
      development of flying birds was a gradual process of iterating and
      expanding upon ideas that already worked.

      The process of human flight followed a similar path. We
      typically credit Orville and Wilbur Wright as the inventors of
      modern flight. However, we seldom discuss the aviation pioneers who
      preceded them like Otto Lilienthal, Samuel Langley, and Octave
      Chanute. The Wright brothers learned from and built upon the work
      of these people during their quest to create the world’s first
      flying machine.

      The most creative innovations are often new
      combinations of old ideas. Innovative thinkers don’t create,
      they connect. Furthermore, the most effective way to make progress
      is usually by making 1 percent
      improvements to what already works rather than breaking down
      the whole system and starting over.

      Iterate, Don’t Originate

      The Toaster Project is an example of how we often fail to notice
      the complexity of our modern world. When you buy a toaster, you
      don’t think about everything that has to happen before it appears
      in the store. You aren’t aware of the iron being carved out of the
      mountain or the oil being drawn up from the earth.

      We are mostly blind to the remarkable interconnectedness of
      things. This is important to understand because in a complex world
      it is hard to see which forces are working for you as well as which
      forces are working against you. Similar to buying a toaster, we
      tend to focus on the final product and fail to recognize the many
      processes leading up to it.

      When you are dealing with a complex problem, it is usually
      better to build upon what already works. Any idea that is currently
      working has passed a lot of tests. Old ideas are a secret
      weapon because they have already managed to survive in a
      complex world.

      Iterate, don’t originate.

      

    

  
    

    
      All Models Are Wrong, Some Are Useful

      
      Even the best models of the world are imperfect. This insight is
      important to remember if we want to learn how to make decisions and
      take action on a daily basis.

      For example, consider the work of Albert Einstein.

      During the ten year period from 1905 to 1915, Einstein developed
      the general theory of relativity, which is one of the most
      important ideas in modern physics. Einstein’s theory has held up
      remarkably well over time. For example, general relativity
      predicted the existence of gravitational waves, which scientists
      finally confirmed in 2015—a full 100 years after Einstein
      originally wrote it down.

      However, even Einstein’s best ideas were imperfect. While
      general relativity explains how the universe works in many
      situations, it breaks down in certain extreme cases (like inside
      black holes). 

      All Models Are Wrong, Some are Useful

      In 1976, a British statistician named George Box wrote the
      famous line, “All models are wrong, some are useful.”

      His point was that we should focus more on whether something can
      be applied to everyday life in a useful manner rather than debating
      endlessly if an answer is correct in all cases. As historian Yuval
      Noah Harari puts it, “Scientists generally agree that no theory is
      100 percent correct. Thus, the real test of knowledge is not truth,
      but utility. Science gives us power. The more useful that power,
      the better the science.”

      Even Einstein’s work was not perfect in all cases, but it has
      been incredibly useful—not just for increasing our understanding of
      the world, but also for practical purposes. For example, the Global
      Positioning Systems (GPS) used in your phone and in your car must
      take the effects of relativity into account to deliver accurate
      directions. Without general relativity, our navigation systems
      wouldn’t be accurate.

      How to Make Decisions in an Imperfect World

      What steps can we take to make decisions, given
      that no single way of looking at the world is accurate in all
      situations?

      One approach is to develop a broad collection of frameworks for
      thinking about the world. Some experts refer to each framework as a
      “mental
      model.” Each mental model is a way of thinking about the world.
      The more mental models you have, the more tools you have in your
      thinking toolbox to make decisions.

      For example, here are three ways of thinking about
      productivity:

      
      	The 2-Minute
      Rule: If something takes less than two minutes, do it now. The
      goal of this rule is to help you stop procrastinating and take
      action.

      	The Ivy Lee
      Method: Create a to-do list by writing down the six most
      important things you need to accomplish tomorrow, prioritizing
      those items, and working on them in order. The goal of this method
      is to help you work on the most important things first.

      	The
      Seinfeld Strategy: Pick a new habit and draw an X on the
      calendar for each day you stick with the behavior. The goal of this
      method is to help you maintain consistency and keep your streak of
      good behavior alive.

      

      Are any of these models perfect? Of course not. But if you
      combine them, then you have a strategy that can help you take
      action right now (The 2-Minute Rule), a strategy that can help you
      plan your day more effectively (The Ivy Lee Method), and a strategy
      that can help you maintain consistency in the long-run (The
      Seinfeld Strategy).

      You need a collection of mental
      models because no single framework can work in every
      situation.

      Doing the Best We Can With What We Have

      Accepting that all models are wrong in certain instances is not
      a license to ignore the facts. As a society, we should search for
      better answers, look for evidence, and strive to increase the
      accuracy of our knowledge.

      At the same time, there is a common peril on the other end of
      the spectrum. Too many people waste time debating if something is
      perfectly correct, when they should be focusing on if it is
      practically useful.

      We live in a world filled with uncertainty, but we still need to
      get things done and make decisions. It is our responsibility to
      develop a way of thinking about the world that generally fits the
      facts we have, but to not get so gummed up thinking about things
      that we never actually do anything. As Harvard professor Daniel
      Gilbert puts it, “The world doesn’t have the luxury of waiting for
      complete answers before it takes action.”

      Impartial answers are the best we have. Focus on what is
      practical and take action. All models are wrong under some
      circumstances, but the important thing is if they are generally
      useful.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Downside of Work-Life Balance

      
      One way to think about work-life balance is with a concept known
      as The Four Burners Theory. Here’s how it was first explained to
      me:

      Imagine that your life is represented by a stove with four
      burners on it. Each burner symbolizes one major quadrant of your
      life.

      
      	The first burner represents your family.

      	The second burner is your friends.

      	The third burner is your health.

      	The fourth burner is your work.

      

      The Four Burners Theory says that “in order to
      be successful you have to cut off one of your burners. And in order
      to be really successful you have to cut off two.”
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      Three Views of the Four Burners

      My initial reaction to The Four Burners Theory was to search for
      a way to bypass it. “Can I succeed and keep all four burners
      running?” I wondered.

      Perhaps I could combine two burners. “What if I lumped family
      and friends into one category?”

      Maybe I could combine health and work. “I hear sitting all day
      is unhealthy. What if I got a standing desk?” Now, I know what you
      are thinking. Believing that you will be healthy because you bought
      a standing desk is like believing you are a rebel because you
      ignored the fasten seatbelt sign on an airplane, but whatever.

      Soon I realized I was inventing these workarounds because I
      didn’t want to face the real issue: life is filled with tradeoffs.
      If you want to excel in your work and in your marriage, then your
      friends and your health may have to suffer. If you want to be
      healthy and succeed as a parent, then you might be forced to dial
      back your career ambitions. Of course, you are free to divide your
      time equally among all four burners, but you have to accept that
      you will never reach your full potential in any given area.

      Essentially, we are forced to choose. Would you rather live a
      life that is unbalanced, but high-performing in a certain area? Or
      would you rather live a life that is balanced, but never maximizes
      your potential in a given quadrant?

      What is the best way to handle these work-life balance problems?
      I don’t claim to have it figured out, but here are three ways of
      thinking about The Four Burners Theory.

      Option 1: Outsource Burners

      We outsource small aspects of our lives all the time. We buy
      fast food so we don’t have to cook. We go to the dry cleaners to
      save time on laundry. We visit the car repair shop so we don’t have
      to fix our own automobile.

      Outsourcing small portions of your life allows you to save time
      and spend it elsewhere. Can you apply the same idea to one quadrant
      of your life and free up time to focus on the other three
      burners?

      Work is the best example. For many people, work is the hottest
      burner on the stove. It is where they spend the most time and it is
      the last burner to get turned off. In theory, entrepreneurs and
      business owners can outsource the work burner. They do it by hiring
      employees.

      In my article on The 3 Stages of
      Failure, I covered Sam Carpenter’s story about building
      business systems that allowed him to work just 2 hours per week. He
      outsourced himself from the daily work of the business while still
      reaping the financial benefits.

      Parenting is another example. Working parents are often forced
      to “outsource” the family burner by dropping their children off at
      daycare or hiring a babysitter. Calling this outsourcing might seem
      unfair, but—like the work example above—parents are paying someone
      else to keep the burner running while they use their time
      elsewhere.

      The advantage of outsourcing is that you can keep the burner
      running without spending your time on it. Unfortunately, removing
      yourself from the equation is also a disadvantage. Most
      entrepreneurs, artists, and creators I know would feel bored and
      without a sense of purpose if they had nothing to work on each day.
      Every parent I know would rather spend time with their children
      than drop them off at daycare.

      Outsourcing keeps the burner running, but is it running in a
      meaningful way?

      Option 2: Embrace Constraints

      One of the most frustrating parts of The Four Burners Theory is
      that it shines a light on your untapped potential. It can be easy
      to think, “If only I had more time, I could make more money or get
      in shape or spend more time at home.”

      One way to manage this problem is to shift your focus from
      wishing you had more time to maximizing the time you have. In other
      words, you embrace your limitations. The question to ask yourself
      is, “Assuming a particular set of constraints, how can I be as
      effective as possible?”

      For example:

      
      	Assuming I can only work from 9 AM to 5 PM, how can I make the
      most money possible?

      	Assuming I can only write for 15 minutes each day, how can I
      finish my book as fast as possible?

      	Assuming I can only exercise for 3 hours each week, how can I
      get in the best shape possible?

      

      This line of questioning pulls your focus toward something
      positive (getting the most out of what you have available) rather
      than something negative (worrying about never having enough time).
      Furthermore, well-designed
      limitations can actually improve your performanceand
      help you stop
      procrastinating on your goals.

      Of course, there are disadvantages as well. Embracing
      constraints means accepting that you are operating at less than
      your full potential. Yes, there are plenty of ways to “work
      smarter, not harder” but it is difficult to avoid the fact that
      where you spend your time matters. If you invested more time into
      your health or your relationships or your career, you would likely
      see improved results in that area.

      Option 3: The Seasons of Life

      A third way to manage your four burners is by breaking your life
      into seasons. What if, instead of searching for perfect work-life
      balance at all times, you divided your life into seasons that
      focused on a particular area?

      The importance of your burners may change throughout life. When
      you are in your 20s or 30s and you don’t have children, it can be
      easier to get to the gym and chase career ambitions. The health and
      work burners are on full blast. A few years later, you might start
      a family and suddenly the health burner dips down to a slow simmer
      while your family burner gets more gas. Another decade passes and
      you might revive relationships with old friends or pursue that
      business idea you had been putting off.

      You don’t have to give up on your dreams forever, but life
      rarely allows you to keep all four burners going at once. Maybe you
      need to let go of something for this season. You can do it all in a
      lifetime, but not at the same damn time. In the words of Nathan
      Barry, “Commit to your goal with everything you have—for a
      season.”

      Furthermore, there is often a multiplier effect that occurs when
      you dedicate yourself fully to a given area. In many cases, you can
      achieve more by going all-in on a given task for a few years than
      by giving it a lukewarm effort for fifty years. Maybe it is best to
      strive for seasons of imbalance and rotate through them as
      needed.

      For the last five years, I have been in my entrepreneurship
      season. I built a successful business, but it came with costs. I
      turned my friends burner way down and my family burner is only
      running halfway.

      What season are you in right now?

      Work-Life Balance: Which Burners Have You Cut
      Off?

      The Four Burners Theory reveals a truth everyone must deal with:
      nobody likes being told they can’t have it all, but everyone has
      constraints on their time and energy. Every choice has a cost.

      Which burners have you cut off?

      

    

  
    

    
      The 3 Stages of Failure in Life and Work

      
      One of the hardest things in life is to know when to keep going
      and when to move on.

      On the one hand, perseverance and grit are key to achieving success
      in any field. Anyone who masters their craft will face moments of
      doubt and somehow find the inner resolve to keep going. If you want
      to build a successful business or create a great marriage or learn
      a new skill then “sticking with it” is perhaps the most critical
      trait to possess.

      On the other hand, telling someone to never give up is terrible
      advice. Successful people give up all the time. If something is not
      working, smart people don’t repeat it endlessly. They revise. They
      adjust. They pivot. They quit. As the saying goes, “Insanity is
      doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different
      results.”

      Life requires both strategies. Sometimes you need to display
      unwavering confidence and double down on your efforts. Sometimes
      you need to abandon the things that aren’t working and try
      something new. The key question is: how do you know when to give up
      and when to stick with it?

      One way to answer this question is to use a framework I call the
      3 Stages of Failure. 
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      The 3 Stages of Failure

      This framework helps clarify things by breaking down challenges
      into three stages of failure:

      
      	Stage 1 is a Failure of Tactics. These are HOW
      mistakes. They occur when you fail to build robust systems, forget
      to measure carefully, and get lazy with the details. A Failure of
      Tactics is a failure to execute on a good plan and a clear
      vision.

      	Stage 2 is a Failure of Strategy. These are
      WHAT mistakes. They occur when you follow a strategy that fails to
      deliver the results you want. You can know why you do the
      things you do and you can know how to do the work, but
      still choose the wrong what to make it happen.

      	Stage 3 is a Failure of Vision. These are WHY
      mistakes. They occur when you don’t set a clear direction for
      yourself, follow a vision that doesn’t fulfill you, or otherwise
      fail to understand why you do the things you do.

      

      In the rest of this article, I’ll share a story, solution, and
      summary for each stage of failure. My hope is that the 3 Stages of
      Failure framework will help you navigate the tricky decision of
      deciding when to quit and when to stick with it. It’s not perfect,
      but I hope you find it to be useful.
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      Stage 1: A Failure of Tactics

      Sam Carpenter became a small business owner in 1984. Using
      $5,000 as a down payment, he purchased a struggling business in
      Bend, Oregon and renamed it Centratel.

      Centratel provided 24/7 telephone answering service for doctors,
      veterinarians, and other businesses that needed the phones to be
      answered at all hours, but couldn’t afford to pay a staff member to
      sit at the desk constantly. When he bought the business, Carpenter
      hoped that Centratel “would someday be the highest-quality
      telephone answering service in the United States.”

      Things did not go as expected. In a 2012 interview, Carpenter
      described his first decade and a half of entrepreneurship by
      saying,

      “I was literally working 80 to 100 hours a week for 15
      years. I was a single parent of two kids, believe it or not. I was
      very sick. I was on all kinds of antidepressants and so
      forth…

      I was going to miss a payroll and lose my entire company. If
      you can just imagine a nervous wreck, physical wreck, and then
      multiply that by ten, that’s what I was. It was a horrible
      time.”

      One night, just before he was about to miss payroll, Carpenter
      had a realization. His business was struggling because it
      completely lacked the systems it needed to achieve optimal
      performance. In Carpenter’s words, “We were having all kinds of
      problems because everybody was doing it the way that they thought
      was best.”

      Carpenter reasoned that if he could perfect his systems, then
      his staff could spend each day following best practices instead of
      constantly putting out fires. He immediately began writing down
      every process within the business.

      “For instance,” he said. “We have a nine-step procedure for
      answering the phone at the front desk. Everybody does it that way,
      it’s 100% the best way to do it, and we’ve taken an organic system
      and made it mechanical, and made it perfect.”

      Over the next two years, Carpenter recorded and revised every
      process in the company. How to make a sales presentation. How to
      deposit a check. How to pay client invoices. How to process
      payroll. He created a manual that any employee could pick up and
      follow for any procedure within the company—system by system, step
      by step.

      What happened?

      Carpenter’s workweek rapidly decreased from 100 hours per week
      to less than 10 hours per week. He was no longer needed to handle
      every emergency because there was a procedure to guide employees in
      each situation. As the quality of their work improved, Centratel
      raised their prices and the company’s profit margin exploded to 40
      percent.

      Today, Centratel has grown to nearly 60 employees and recently
      celebrated its 30th year in business. Carpenter now works just two
      hours per week.

      Fixing a Failure of Tactics

      A Failure of Tactics is a HOW problem. In Centratel’s case, they
      had a clear vision (to be “the highest-quality telephone answering
      service in the United States”) and a good strategy (the market for
      telephone answering services was large), but they didn’t know how
      to execute their strategy and vision.

      There are three primary ways to fix Failures of Tactics.

      
      	Record your process.

      	Measure your outcomes.

      	Review and adjust your tactics.

      

      Record your process. McDonald’s has more than
      35,000 locations worldwide. Why can they plug-and-play new
      employees while still delivering a consistent product? Because they
      have killer systems in place for every process. Whether you’re
      running a business, parenting a family, or managing your own life,
      building great
      systems is crucial for repeated success. It all starts with
      writing down each specific step of the process and developing a
      checklist
      you can follow when life gets crazy.

      Measure your outcomes. If something is
      important to you, measure it. If you’re an
      entrepreneur, measure
      how many sales calls you make each day. If you’re a writer,
      measure
      how frequently you publish a new article. If you’re a
      weightlifter, measure
      how often you train. If you never measure your results, how
      will you know which tactics are working?

      Review and adjust your tactics. The fatiguing
      thing about Stage 1 failures is that they never stop. Tactics that
      used to work will become obsolete. Tactics that were a bad idea
      previously might be a good idea now. You need to be constantly
      reviewing and improving how you do your work. Successful people
      routinely give up on tactics that don’t move their strategy and
      vision forward. Fixing a Failure of Tactics is not a one time job,
      it is a lifestyle.

      Stage 2: A Failure of Strategy

      It was March of 1999. Jeff Bezos, the founder of Amazon, had
      just announced that his company would launch a new service called
      Amazon Auctions to help people sell “virtually anything online.”
      The idea was to create something that could compete with eBay.
      Bezos knew there were millions of people with goods to sell and he
      wanted Amazon to be the place where those transactions
      happened.

      Greg Linden, a software engineer for Amazon at the time,
      recalled the project by saying, “Behind the scenes, this was a
      herculean effort. People from around the company were pulled off
      their projects. The entire Auctions site, with all the features of
      eBay and more, was built from scratch. It was designed,
      architected, developed, tested, and launched in under three
      months.”

      Amazon Auctions was a spectacular failure. Just six months after
      launch, management realized the project was going nowhere. In
      September 1999, they scrambled to release a new offering called
      Amazon zShops. This version of the idea allowed anyone from big
      companies to individuals to set up an online shop and sell goods
      through Amazon.

      Again, Amazon swung and missed. Neither Amazon Auctions nor
      Amazon zShops are running today. In December 2014, Bezos referred
      to the failed projects by saying, “I’ve made billions of dollars of
      failures at Amazon.com. Literally billions.”

      Undaunted, Amazon tried yet again to create a platform for
      third-party sellers. In November 2000, they launched Amazon
      Marketplace, which allowed individuals to sell used products
      alongside Amazon’s new items. For example, a small bookstore could
      list their used textbooks directly alongside new ones from
      Amazon.

      It worked. Marketplace was a runaway success. In 2015, Amazon
      Marketplace accounted for nearly 50 percent of the $107 billion in
      sales on Amazon.com.

      Fixing a Failure of Strategy

      A Failure of Strategy is a WHAT problem. By 1999, Amazon had a
      clear vision to “be earth’s most customer centric company.” They
      were also masters of getting things done, which is why they were
      able to roll Amazon Auctions out in just three months. The
      why and how were handled, but the what
      was unknown.

      There are three primary ways to fix Failures of Strategy.

      
      	Launch it quickly.

      	Do it cheaply.

      	Revise it rapidly.

      

      Launch it quickly. Some ideas work much better
      than others, but nobody really knows which ideas work until you try
      them. Nobody knows ahead of time—not venture capitalists, not the
      intelligent folks at Amazon, not your friends or family members.
      All of the planning and research and design is just pretext. I love
      Paul Graham’s
      take on this: “You haven’t really started working on [your
      idea] till you’ve launched.”

      Because of this, it is critical to launch strategies quickly.
      The faster you test a strategy in the real world, the faster you
      get feedback on whether or not it works. Note the timeline Amazon
      operated on: Amazon Auctions was released in March 1999. Amazon
      zShops was released in September 1999. Amazon Marketplace was
      released in November 2000. Three huge attempts within 20
      months.

      Do it cheaply. Assuming you have achieved some
      minimum level of quality, it is best to test new strategies
      cheaply. Failing cheaply increases your surface area for success
      because it means that you can test more ideas. Additionally, doing
      things cheaply serves another crucial purpose. It reduces your
      attachment to a particular idea. If you invest a lot of time and
      money into a particular strategy, it will be hard to give it up on
      that strategy. The more energy you put into something, the more
      ownership you feel toward it. Bad business ideas, toxic
      relationships, and destructive habits of all kinds can be hard to
      let go once they become part of your identity. Testing new
      strategies cheaply avoids these pitfalls and increases the
      likelihood that you will follow the strategy that works best rather
      than the one you have invested in the most.

      Revise it rapidly. Strategies are meant to be
      revised and adjusted. You’d be hard pressed to find a successful
      entrepreneur, artist, or creator who is doing exactly the same
      thing today as when they started. Starbucks sold coffee supplies
      and espresso machines for over a decade before opening their own
      stores. 37 Signals started as a web design firm before pivoting
      into a software company that is worth over $100M today. Nintendo
      made playing cards and vacuum cleaners before it stole the hearts
      of video game lovers everywhere.

      Too many entrepreneurs think if their first business idea is a
      failure, they aren’t cut out for it. Too many artists assume that
      if their early work doesn’t get praised, they don’t have the skill
      required. Too many people believe if their first two or three
      relationships are bad, they will never find love.

      Imagine if the forces of nature worked that way. What if Mother
      Nature only gave herself one shot at creating life? We’d all just
      be single-celled organisms. Thankfully, that’s not how evolution
      works. For millions of years, life has been adapting, evolving,
      revising, and iterating until it has reached the diverse and varied
      species that inhabit our planet today. It is not the natural course
      of things to figure it all out on the first try.

      So if your original idea is a failure and you feel like you’re
      constantly revising and adjusting, cut yourself a break. Changing
      your strategy is normal. It is literally the way the world works.
      You have to stay
      on the bus.

      Stage 3: A Failure of Vision

      Ralph Waldo Emerson was born in Massachusetts in 1803. His
      father was a minister in the Unitarian Church, which was a
      relatively popular branch of Christianity at the time.

      Like his father, Emerson attended Harvard and became an ordained
      pastor. Unlike his father, he found himself disagreeing with many
      of the church’s teachings after a few years on the inside. Emerson
      debated heavily with church leaders before eventually writing,
      “This mode of commemorating Christ is not suitable to me. That is
      reason enough why I should abandon it.”

      Emerson resigned from the church in 1832 and spent the following
      year traveling throughout Europe. The travels sparked his
      imagination and led to friendships with contemporary philosophers
      and writers such as John Stuart Mill, William Wordsworth, Samuel
      Taylor Coleridge, and Thomas Carlyle. It was later written that his
      travels to Paris sparked “a moment of almost visionary intensity
      that pointed him away from theology and toward science.”

      Upon returning to the United States, Emerson founded the
      Transcendental Club, which was a group of New England intellectuals
      like himself who wanted to talk about philosophy, culture, science,
      and improving American society.

      Emerson’s deep questioning of his life and values, which began
      with his work as a pastor, intensified during his international
      travels, and continued with his Transcendental Club meetings helped
      him realize the desire to become a philosopher and writer. He spent
      the rest of his years pursuing independent ideas and writing essays
      and books that are still valued today.

      Fixing a Failure of Vision

      A Failure of Vision is a WHY problem. They happen because your
      vision or goal for what you want to become (your why)
      doesn’t align with the actions you are taking.

      There are three primary ways to fix Failures of Vision.

      
      	Take stock of your life.

      	Determine your non-negotiable.

      	Navigate criticism.

      

      Take stock of your life. People rarely take the
      time to think critically about their vision and values. Of course,
      there is no requirement that says you must to develop a personal
      vision for your work or your life. Many people prefer to
      go-with-the-flow and take life as it comes. In theory, that’s just
      fine. But in practice, there is a problem:

      
      If you never decide on a vision for your life, you’ll often find
      yourself living someone else’s dream.

      

      Like many children, Emerson followed the path of his father to
      the same school and the same profession before opening his eyes and
      realizing it wasn’t what he wanted. Adopting someone else’s vision
      as your own—whether it be from family, friends, celebrities, your
      boss, or society as a whole—is unlikely to lead to your personal
      dream. Your
      identity and your habits need to be aligned.

      Because of this, you need to take stock of your life. What do
      you want to accomplish? How do you want to spend your days? It is
      not someone else’s job to figure out the vision for your life. That
      can only be done by you. My suggestion is to start by exploring your core
      values. Then, review your recent experiences by writing an
      Annual Review or
      doing an Integrity
      Report.

      Determine your non-negotiable. Your
      “non-negotiable” is the one thing you are not willing to budge on,
      no matter what. One common mistake is to make the non-negotiable
      your strategy, when it should be your vision. It’s very easy to get
      fixated on your idea. But if you’re going to get obsessed with
      something, get obsessed with your vision, not your idea. Be firm on
      the vision, not on this particular version of your idea. Jeff Bezos
      has said, “We are stubborn on vision. We are flexible on
      details.”

      The key is to realize that nearly everything is a detail—your
      tactics, your strategy, even your business model. If your
      non-negotiable is to be a successful entrepreneur, then there are
      many ways to achieve that vision. If Amazon’s non-negotiable is to
      “be earth’s most customer centric company,” they can lose billions
      on Amazon Auctions and Amazon zShops and still reach their
      goal.

      Once you are confident in your vision, it is rare to lose it in
      one fell swoop. There are so few mistakes that lead to the complete
      annihilation of a dream. More likely, you failed at a strategy
      level and felt demoralized. This crippled your enthusiasm and you
      gave up not because you should, but because you felt like it. Your
      emotions caused you to turn a Stage 1 or Stage 2 failure into a
      Stage 3 failure. Most of the mistakes that people assume are
      Failures of Vision are actually Failures of Strategy. Many
      entrepreneurs, artists, and creators get hung up on a particular
      version of their idea and when the idea fails they give up on the
      vision as well. Don’t develop a sense of ownership over the wrong
      thing. There are nearly infinite ways to achieve your vision if you
      are willing to be flexible on the details.

      Navigate criticism. Criticism can be an
      indicator of failed strategies and tactics, but—assuming you’re a
      reasonable person with good intentions—it is rarely an indicator of
      a failed vision. If you are committed to making your vision a
      non-negotiable factor in your life and not giving up on the first
      try, then you have to be willing to navigate criticism. You don’t
      need to apologize for the things you love, but you do have to learn
      how to deal with
      haters.

      The 4th Stage of Failure

      There is a 4th stage of failure that we haven’t talked about:
      Failures of Opportunity.

      These are WHO mistakes. They occur when society fails to provide
      equal opportunity for all people. Failures of Opportunity are the
      result of many complex factors: age, race, gender, income,
      education, and more.

      For example, there are thousands of men my age living in the
      slums of India or the streets of Bangladesh who are more
      intelligent and more talented than I am, but we live very different
      lives largely because of the opportunities presented to us.

      Failures of Opportunity deserve an article of their own and
      there are many things we can do as individuals and as a society to
      reduce them. However, I chose not to focus on them here because
      Failures of Opportunity are difficult to influence. Meanwhile, your
      vision, your strategy, and your tactics are all things you can
      directly control.

      [image: 4th Stage of Failure]

      A Final Note on Failure

      Hopefully, the 3 Stages of Failure framework has helped you
      clarify some of the issues you’re facing and how to deal with them.
      One thing that may not be apparent at first glance is how the
      different stages can impact one another.

      For example, Failures of Tactics can occasionally create enough
      havoc that you mistakenly believe you have a Failure of Vision.
      Imagine how Sam Carpenter felt when he was working 100 hours per
      week. It would have been easy to assume that his vision of being an
      entrepreneur was the failure when, in fact, it was merely poor
      tactics causing the problem.

      Sometimes you need a few tactics to create enough whitespace to
      figure out your strategy or vision. This is why I write about
      things like how to manage
      your daily routine and how to figure out your
      priorities and why multitasking is a
      myth. No, these topics aren’t going to create a world-changing
      vision by themselves. But they might clear enough space in your
      calendar for you to dream up a world-changing vision.

      In other words, you might not be walking the wrong path after
      all. It’s just that there is so much dust swirling around you that
      you can’t see the path. Figure out the right tactics and
      strategy—clear the dust from the air—and you’ll find that the
      vision often reveals itself.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Value of Time: How Much is Your Time Really Worth?

      
      Not all uses of time are equal, and this simple truth can make a
      big difference in life. People who spend their time doing more
      profitable work make more money. People who spend their time
      investing in others build better relationships. People who spend
      their time creating a flexible career enjoy more freedom. People
      who spend their time working on high-impact projects contribute
      more to society. Whether you want more wealth, more friendship,
      more freedom, or more impact, it all comes down to how you spend
      and value your time.

      If you’re like me, you probably want the things listed above
      (friendship, freedom, impact) and others too (health). But you
      can’t have everything at once, so you need to understand how to
      effectively manage the tradeoffs that you face on a day-to-day
      basis.

      This article explains how to figure out what your time is worth
      and use that information to spend your time more effectively.
      Understanding how to get the most out of your time starts with
      knowing—in exact terms—what your time is worth.

      The Value of Time: What is One Hour Worth?

      A few weeks before I began writing this article, I was shopping
      for a small travel bag. After much searching I found one that I
      liked and, at just $19, it was very affordable. But there was one
      problem: the bag was made by a company in the United Kingdom and it
      cost $45 to ship it to the United States.

      I was immediately turned off by the idea of paying $45 to ship a
      $19 bag, so I searched for retail stores. The company had a
      physical location in New York City and I was already planning to
      visit the city a few weeks later. I looked up the store location
      and realized that it would take me about one hour to go out of my
      way and stop at the store during my trip.

      
      That’s when I thought of the question that prompted this entire
      article: “Was one hour of my time worth $45?”

      

      Should I save time and pay $45 to get the bag shipped to me? Or
      should I save cash and spend one hour of my time going to pick it
      up in person? I had no idea if going to the store or paying extra
      for shipping was a better use of my time and money.

      The Time vs. Money Dilemma

      At some level, we all have an internal gauge for how much our
      time is worth. For example, if someone offers to pay you $0.07 for
      one hour of work, you would immediately decline. Meanwhile, if
      someone offers to pay you $7,000 for one hour of work, you would
      immediately accept.

      On extreme ends of the spectrum, it is easy to know if a task is
      worth your time. As you move toward the middle of the time-value
      spectrum, however, it becomes less clear if a particular task is
      worth your time or not. And this is the problem: most of life is
      lived in the gray zone of the time-value spectrum.

      For example:

      
      	Should you buy the nonstop flight and save two hours or get the
      flight with a stopover and save $90?

      	Should you pay your neighborhood teenager $20 to mow your lawn
      so you have an extra hour free on the weekend?

      	Should you spend this week working with a client that will pay
      you $2,000 right away or working on a business idea that could
      generate $20,000 over the next year?

      

      We make choices like these everyday, but most people base their
      decisions on gut feelings or guesswork and never calculate what
      their time is actually worth. Everyone has an hourly value, but
      very few people can actually tell you what that number is. Until
      recently, I was no exception.

      How to Calculate What Your Time Is Really
      Worth

      My time vs. money dilemma prompted me to reach out to every
      expert I could find on the subject. I talked to entrepreneurs,
      productivity consultants, executive coaches, and even professional
      poker players about the best ways to determine how much my time was
      worth and how to make better decisions based on that
      information.

      Then, I tracked every hour I spent over a three-month period and
      calculated the value of each hour using six different equations.
      Don’t worry. I’ve distilled all of this research and
      experimentation into a fairly simple process, which I’ll cover
      right now.

      The remainder of this article is divided into two parts.

      
      	Part I is fast and easy, and covers everything most
      people will need. Within 15 minutes, Part I will help you
      develop a reasonable estimate of what your time is worth and you’ll
      be able to make more informed decisions because of it. I recommend
      everyone read Part I.

      	Part II is time-consuming, but valuable. In
      particular, entrepreneurs and executives will find Part II useful.
      Part II builds upon Part I and helps you assess the expected value
      of different uses of time, so you can make better strategic
      decisions that will pay off in the long-run.

      

      Before we dive into Part I, I’d like to share a free spreadsheet
      I created with examples of every equation in this article. You can
      use this spreadsheet to plug in your numbers and get an immediate
      value for your time. I will be referring to this spreadsheet
      throughout the remainder of this article.

      
      Free Download: The Time-Value Spreadsheet

      Click here to get your copy.

      

      Part I: Realized Income Methods

      We will start by using Realized Income Methods to calculate the
      value of your time. These calculations are based only on income you
      have actually received (or realized), hence the name Realized
      Income Methods. These calculations will help you make better
      decisions about how to spend money on day-to-day purchases. (i.e.
      Should I pay $45 for shipping or should I drive to the store?)

      To get started, you need two numbers:

      
      	The amount of time you spend to earn money.

      	The amount of money you earn during that time.

      

      Let’s talk about how to measure these two factors and come up
      with a quick estimate for the value of your time.

      Step 1: How to Track Your Time

      The first step is to measure the total amount of time you invest
      to earn money, not just the hours you are physically at work. For
      example, if you spend one hour commuting to work each day and eight
      hours at work, then it cost you nine hours to earn money that day.
      Similarly, you should add in any time you spent working on a side
      hustle or dropping your kids off at daycare. Using these numbers,
      we are trying to get a complete picture of the total amount of time
      you invest each year to earn money.

      If you struggle to come up with an estimate for your time,
      you’re not alone. Most people only have a vague sense of where
      their 24 hours go each day. If you’re unsure how much time you
      spend working, I recommend using 2,500 hours per year as a starting
      point.

      Here’s why:

      Let’s say you spend 10 hours per day either at work, commuting
      to work, or doing tasks related to work. With a five day workweek,
      that’s 50 hours per week. And if you work 50 weeks per year (2
      weeks off for vacation), then that’s 2,500 hours per year. I’ll
      leave it to you to make adjustments based on your specific
      circumstances, but for most full-time employees or entrepreneurs, I
      think 2,500 hours will get you in the right ballpark.

      Tracking Time: How I Did It

      As an online entrepreneur, I spend most of my time working on
      the computer. When I started measuring my time, I installed a
      software tool called RescueTime. RescueTime
      records the exact amount of time I spend on each task: how much
      time I spend reading each website, using each software program,
      browsing social media, and so on.

      After I collected three months worth of data, I compiled numbers
      from other applications to round out my estimates. For example, I
      added up all of my listening time on Audible to estimate
      how much time I spent “reading” books.

      Using the numbers from RescueTime and a few reasonable
      estimates, I found that I spend about 2,742 hours working per
      year.

      Because of RescueTime’s category-by-category breakdown, I was
      also able to group my time into specific areas like writing,
      reading, website design, marketing, and so on. This detailed
      breakdown isn’t necessary, but it will come in handy during Part II
      of this article. For now, all you need is a reasonable estimate of
      the total amount of hours you spend to earn money each year.

      Step 2: How to Track How Much Money You Earn

      The second factor you need to know is how much money you earned
      during the time you spent working.

      This is pretty simple. If you’re an hourly worker or a salaried
      employee, just look at your latest paycheck and multiply that by
      the number of paychecks you receive per year. If your pay hasn’t
      changed much this year, you can also look at your tax return from
      last year and just use that number. You should also include money
      from side hustles and freelancing gigs because the time you spent
      on those activities is included in Step 1.

      The number we are trying to calculate is your take-home pay.
      This is the amount of money you have left after deducting taxes.
      For most employees, taxes are withheld from your paycheck, so your
      take-home pay is basically what you get paid. If you are a business
      owner, however, you should deduct taxes and business expenses from
      your top-line revenue.

      Tracking Money: How I Did It

      I use a service called Bench Accounting to track
      my business income and expenses. Bench is an online bookkeeping
      service that automatically pulls the data from my business accounts
      and then a bookkeeper compiles everything into tax-ready financial
      statements. With a few clicks, I can see how much money I’ve earned
      during the previous month, quarter, or year.

      If you are also an entrepreneur, I recommend using yearly
      earnings for these calculations because small business income can
      fluctuate (sometimes drastically) from month to month. Looking at
      your earnings over a longer time period helps to smooth out these
      inconsistencies and provide a more realistic value of your
      time.

      Step 3: Calculate the Value of Your Time

      Finally, divide your total money earned (Step 2) by your total
      time spent (Step 1).

      For example, let’s say you spend 2,500 hours per year earning
      money:

      
      	If you make $12,316/year, your time is worth $4.93/hour. This
      is the 2014 poverty line for an individual in the United
      States.

      	If you make $46,226/year, your time is worth $18.49/hour. This
      is the 2014 median income for women in the United States.

      	If you make $62,455/year, your time is worth $24.98/hour. This
      is the 2014 median income for men in the United States.

      	If you make $100,000/year, your time is worth $40.00/hour.

      	If you make $1,000,000/year, your time is worth
      $400.00/hour.

      

      Again, all of these numbers assume that you are working 2,500
      hours per year. Obviously, the numbers will shift if you work more
      hours or fewer hours.

      Are These Numbers Accurate?

      When I first calculated these numbers I was surprised. The value
      of an hour of my time was much lower than what I thought it would
      be.

      Think about how many freelancers charge $40/hour, but don’t make
      $100,000 per year. Or consider how many consultants charge
      $400/hour, but don’t make $1,000,000 per year. How can this be? The
      answer is these people are only being paid $40/hour or $400/hour
      for some of their hours, not all of their hours.
      When we divide their total income by the total time spent working,
      the value of each hour is much less than what they charge for a
      given hour of work with a client.

      Furthermore, although we might know what we would charge per
      hour, we rarely calculate how much time goes into earning money
      outside of our working hours. By accounting for all of the time we
      invest to earn money, we get a clearer picture of what our time is
      actually worth—and it is usually much less than what you would
      charge for an hour of work on your job.

      Now, if you’re like me, you’d like to verify the accuracy of
      this first calculation. There are a few quick ways to check to see
      if your hourly value is accurate. Let’s cover them now.

      Checks and Balances

      The method we just used to calculate the value of time is called
      the Take-Home Pay Method because it is based on your take-home pay.
      There are two other types of Realized Income Methods that we can
      use to check the accuracy of your Take-Home Pay Method. I’ll
      explain them briefly below, but I think the easiest way to
      understand them is to look at the examples in Step 3 of the
      Time-Value Spreadsheet.

      Market Rate Method – The Market Rate Method is
      the first way to check your numbers. The Market Rate Method is the
      rate you could expect to earn if you were hired by another company
      for a job you were qualified to perform. For example, I spend a lot
      of my time writing, so I could be hired for a Content Creator
      position. I also spend time growing the business, so I could
      probably be hired for a Business Development role. I looked up the
      salary for each role I was qualified for and then divided by the
      amount of hours I work to get another estimate for the value of my
      time. You can think of this method as what your time is worth on
      the job market.

      Cost-Based Method – The Cost-Based Method is
      another way to verify your numbers. The Cost-Based Method is the
      rate you would pay someone else to do the work that you do. In
      other words, imagine you are the boss and you have to hire someone
      to do your job. I started by dividing my job into specific tasks
      (writing, marketing, etc.) and estimating the amount of time I
      spent on each task. Then, I plugged in what I would be willing to
      pay someone to do that task full-time. Then, I calculated a
      weighted average of all of the tasks to come up with an overall
      rate that I would be willing to pay someone to do the work that I
      do each day. Finally, I divided what I was willing to pay by the
      total number of hours worked.

      Once I have numbers for all three methods, I calculate the
      average value of my time. I figure that I might be estimating high
      for one method or low for another, but the value of time is
      probably accurate when we take the average across all three
      methods. Again, you can see each method in the Time-Value Spreadsheet.

      How to Use This Information

      We have now completed Part I. With the calculations above, we
      were able to determine a quick and accurate estimate of what your
      time is worth. Now we can narrow the zone of uncertainty and make
      better decisions.

      For example:

      
      	If you know your time is worth $25 per hour, then you should
      never wait in line for 30 minutes to get a $10 gift card.

      	If you know your time is worth $60 per hour, then you should
      always pay $49 for shipping instead of spending one hour shopping
      at the store.

      	If you know your time is worth $80 per hour, then you should
      always buy the direct flight that saves you two hours even if it
      costs $150 more than the flight with a stopover.

      

      Once you know, in dollars and cents, how much an hour of your
      time is truly worth you can make better decisions on a daily
      basis.

      At this point, we know your time is worth at least the
      number you calculated in Part I because Realized Income Methods
      only account for income you have already earned. Ready to see if
      your time is actually worth more? Let’s dive into Part II.

      Part II: Expected Value Methods

      This brings us to the second way to calculate the value of your
      time: Expected Value Methods. These calculations are based on the
      value you expect a given hour of work to create in the
      long-run.

      Expected Value Methods can help you make big, strategic
      decisions about where to spend your time. What projects should your
      business focus on this year? Which uses of time aren’t effective
      and should be eliminated from your daily work routine? Should you
      start a business that could payoff big time in ten years, but won’t
      make any money right away or work a stable job with a reliable
      income? What is the best way to manage these tradeoffs?

      Let’s start with the simplest type of Expected Value Method.

      The Growth Multiple Method

      There is a simple way to account for the expected value of your
      decisions. Take your net income from the previous year and multiply
      it by a reasonable growth multiple.

      The key, of course, is selecting a reasonable growth multiple.
      For example, my business doubled from last year to this year, so I
      chose 2x as the growth multiple. With this method, we are
      essentially saying, “Your actions from this year will continue to
      drive growth over the next 12 months, so the true value of your
      time is actually higher than your realized income indicates
      today.”

      The Growth Multiple Method is an easy way to estimate how the
      work you are doing today will pay off in the long-run, but it
      doesn’t tell you anything about how to use your time more
      effectively. For that, we need to use the full Expected Value
      Method.

      The Expected Value Method

      The Expected Value Method is the final, and most difficult, way
      to calculate the value of time. I’m going to try to explain this in
      the simplest way possible, but I think the easiest way to
      understand it is to look at the calculations in Step 4 of the
      Time-Value Spreadsheet.

      Here’s the basic logic:

      
      	Start by breaking your time out by task. The more detailed you
      can be about each use of time, the better you can distinguish which
      areas drive the most value.

      	Find a unit of measurement that connects the tasks you work on
      with the income you earn. For most business owners, this means you
      need to know the value of a “lead” in your business. In my
      particular case, I use email subscribers because I know the average
      lifetime value of a new email subscriber and most of my tasks can
      be linked to getting more email subscribers in some way.

      	Estimate the value of each task. Let’s say I spend one hour
      working on a task that results in 50 new email subscribers. If the
      lifetime value of each subscriber is $1, then the expected value of
      that task is $50/hour. Repeat this type of expected value estimate
      for every task you work on.

      	Add all of the expected values together to determine the total
      expected value of your time.

      	Add extra variables as desired. Expected Value Methods can be
      as complex as you want to make them. You can account for factors
      like how much happiness a particular task brings to your life or
      how likely it is for this hour of work to continue to payoff years
      from now.

      

      Expected Value calculations are highly individualized and you’ll
      probably have to wrestle with the equations for awhile to get them
      to work for you. Again, I think it’s easiest to see this worked out
      in numerical form. You can see all of the factors involved in this
      calculation in Step 4 of the Time-Value Spreadsheet.

      Additional Notes

      There are a lot of extra thoughts that go on behind the scenes
      of these calculations. Here are some additional factors I keep in
      mind when considering the value of time.

      Misguided Success – Don’t waste your time
      becoming successful at the wrong thing. Simply understanding the
      value of your time is helpful, but you need to know what you want
      out of life to get the most accurate idea of the value of your
      time. Too many people chase money or power or approval because
      everyone around them does the same. What if that’s not what you
      really want? Sure, you can find ways to increase the value of your
      time, but what if you’d rather have more free time than more cash?
      This is where knowing your core values, doing an
      Integrity Report,
      and getting clear about what is most important to you is
      useful.

      Tradeoffs and Opportunistic Addition – Bill
      Gates has been named the richest person in the world more than a
      dozen times. In 2015, he ranked number one yet again with an
      estimated net worth of $72.7 billion. According to one analyst,
      “With a worth of $72 billion, a 6% rate of return would earn Gates
      roughly $114.16 per second he is alive, making it a poor investment
      for Bill Gates to bother picking up a $100 bill if he dropped
      it.”

      Although interesting and quotable, the idea that it isn’t worth
      it for Gates to bend down and pick up a $100 bill off the ground is
      incorrect. Why? Because picking up the $100 bill does not prevent
      Gates from earning $114.16 at the same time. He will be paid
      whether he picks up the $100 bill or not. In fact, by picking up
      $100 Gates will earn $214.16 during that particular second instead
      of his normal $114.16.

      Picking up a $100 bill is not a tradeoff that prevents Bill
      Gates from earning money. It is an opportunistic addition on top of
      the money he is already earning. Opportunistic Addition refers to
      choices that would decrease the value of your time if you spent all
      of your time on them, but increase the value of your time if you do
      them at opportunistic moments. For example, consider an author who
      also does speaking engagements. If they spent all of their time
      speaking, then they would decrease the value of their time because
      they wouldn’t write any new books, they would gradually become
      irrelevant and their speaking rate would decrease. However, by
      doing speaking engagements every now and then—say, once or twice
      per month—many authors can add thousands of dollars to their bottom
      line while still having plenty of time to write new books.

      Non-Negotiable Free Time – One of the dangers
      of calculating the value of time is that you end up convincing
      yourself to work another “productive” hour so that you’ll increase
      the overall value of your time. According to an article in the
      
      Wall Street Journal, “Some researchers say assigning an
      economic value to time risks harming people’s quality of life.
      Those who are encouraged to focus solely on the dollar value of
      time tend to feel impatient and pressured, says Jeffrey Pfeffer, a
      professor of organizational behavior at the Stanford Graduate
      School of Business. They work more and spend less time in rewarding
      activities such as volunteering or enjoying music.”

      For my part, I decided that I would track my free time to see
      how many hours I was using for leisure vs. work, but I wasn’t going
      to place a dollar value on that time. Instead, I elected to say
      that my free time was non-negotiable. Having free hours where I
      could relax and decompress made it possible for me to be effective
      during the working hours that remained. You need to value your free
      time, downtime, and leisurely activities that provide whole health
      and wellness to your life.

      Should you work another hour? – Wondering if
      you should work another hour? Here’s a good rule-of-thumb I learned
      from Sebastian Marshall: Consider each hour of your day. 9AM to
      10AM, 10AM to 11AM, and so on. On average, do you make net positive
      or net negative decisions during that hour? For example, if you
      work late, does the hour between 9PM and 10PM lead to positive
      outcomes on average? Or does that hour include more mistakes than
      accomplishments? Does that hour include more procrastination than
      productivity? If it’s a net negative hour on average, then you
      should stop working. Working hard on a project is good until the
      next hour of work burns you out more than it produces something
      valuable.

      Happiness and Meaning – If you want, you can
      account for factors like how much happiness or meaning a task adds
      to your life. However, rather than build these variables into my
      actual equation, I decided to rank them for each task from 1 to 10
      based on how fulfilling it was for me. I didn’t use these rankings
      in any equations, but they can act as a tiebreaker between tasks
      that are close in Expected Value.

      Where to Go From Here

      Calculating the true value of time is actually much harder than
      it sounds and far more powerful than it seems.

      The value of your time will likely change every year, perhaps
      even faster. The methods I have laid out in this article are
      flexible and adaptable. As you spend more time in a particular area
      or earn more income, you can simply plug the new numbers into the
      spreadsheet and get an updated value of your time.

      My hope is that the strategy I’ve shared here will remain useful
      for you as time goes on.

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Common Mental Errors That Sway You From Making Good
      Decisions

      
      I like to think of myself as a rational person, but I’m not one.
      The good news is it’s not just me — or you. We are all irrational,
      and we all make mental errors.

      For a long time, researchers and economists believed that humans
      made logical, well-considered decisions. In recent decades,
      however, researchers have uncovered a wide range of mental errors
      that derail our thinking. Sometimes we make logical decisions, but
      there are many times when we make emotional, irrational, and
      confusing choices.

      Psychologists and behavioral researchers love to geek out about
      these different mental mistakes. There are dozens of them and they
      all have fancy names like “mere exposure effect” or “narrative
      fallacy.” But I don’t want to get bogged down in the scientific
      jargon today. Instead, let’s talk about the mental errors that show
      up most frequently in our lives and break them down in
      easy-to-understand language.

      Here are five common mental errors that sway you from making good decisions.
      

      1. Survivorship Bias.

      Nearly every popular online media outlet is filled with
      survivorship bias these days. Anywhere you see articles with titles
      like “8 Things Successful People Do Everyday” or “The
      Best Advice Richard Branson Ever Received” or “How LeBron
      James Trains in the Off-Season” you are seeing survivorship
      bias in action.

      Survivorship bias refers to our tendency to focus on the winners
      in a particular area and try to learn from them while completely
      forgetting about the losers who are employing the same
      strategy.

      There might be thousands of athletes who train in a very similar
      way to LeBron James, but never made it to the NBA. The problem is
      nobody hears about the thousands of athletes who never made it to
      the top. We only hear from the people who survive. We mistakenly
      overvalue the strategies, tactics, and advice of one survivor while
      ignoring the fact that the same strategies, tactics, and advice
      didn’t work for most people.

      Another example: “Richard Branson, Bill Gates, and Mark
      Zuckerberg all dropped out of school and became billionaires! You
      don’t need school to succeed. Entrepreneurs just need to stop
      wasting time in class and get started.”

      It’s entirely possible that Richard Branson succeeded in
      spite of his path and not because of it. For every
      Branson, Gates, and Zuckerberg, there are thousands of other
      entrepreneurs with failed projects, debt-heavy bank accounts, and
      half-finished degrees. Survivorship bias isn’t merely saying that a
      strategy may not work well for you, it’s also saying that we don’t
      really know if the strategy works well at all.

      When the winners are remembered and the losers are forgotten it
      becomes very difficult to say if a particular strategy leads to
      success.
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      2. Loss Aversion.

      Loss aversion refers to our tendency to strongly prefer avoiding
      losses over acquiring gains. Research has shown that if someone
      gives you $10 you will experience a small boost in satisfaction,
      but if you lose $10 you will experience a dramatically higher loss
      in satisfaction. Yes, the responses are opposite, but they are not
      equal in magnitude.

      Our tendency to avoid losses causes us to make silly decisions
      and change our behavior simply to keep the things that we already
      own. We are wired to feel protective of the things we own and that
      can lead us to overvalue these items in comparison with the
      options.

      For example, if you buy a new pair of shoes it may provide a
      small boost in pleasure. However, even if you never wear the shoes,
      giving them away a few months later might be incredibly painful.
      You never use them, but for some reason you just can’t stand
      parting with them. Loss aversion.

      Similarly, you might feel a small bit of joy when you breeze
      through green lights on your way to work, but you will get
      downright angry when the car in front of you sits at a green light
      and you miss the opportunity to make it through the intersection.
      Losing out on the chance to make the light is far more painful than
      the pleasure of hitting the green light from the beginning.

      3. The Availability Heuristic.

      The Availability Heuristic refers to a common mistake that our
      brains make by assuming that the examples which come to mind easily
      are also the most important or prevalent things.

      For example, research by Steven Pinker at Harvard University has
      shown that we are currently living in the least violent time in
      history. There are more people living in peace right now than ever
      before. The rates of homicide, rape, sexual assault, and child
      abuse are all falling.

      Most people are shocked when they hear these statistics. Some
      still refuse to believe them. If this is the most peaceful time in
      history, why are there so many wars going on right now? Why do I
      hear about rape and murder and crime every day? Why is everyone
      talking about so many acts of terrorism and destruction?

      Welcome to the availability heuristic.

      The answer is that we are not only living in the most peaceful
      time in history, but also the best reported time in history.
      Information on any disaster or crime is more widely available than
      ever before. A quick search on the Internet will pull up more
      information about the most recent terrorist attack than any
      newspaper could have ever delivered 100 years ago.

      The overall percentage of dangerous events is decreasing, but
      the likelihood that you hear about one of them (or many of them) is
      increasing. And because these events are readily available in our
      mind, our brains assume that they happen with greater frequency
      than they actually do.

      We overvalue and overestimate the impact of things that we can
      remember and we undervalue and underestimate the prevalence of the
      events we hear nothing about.
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      4. Anchoring.

      There is a burger joint close to my hometown that is known for
      gourmet burgers and cheeses. On the menu, they very boldly state,
      “LIMIT 6 TYPES OF CHEESE PER BURGER.”

      My first thought: This is absurd. Who gets six types of
      cheese on a burger?

      My second thought: Which six am I going to get?

      I didn’t realize how brilliant the restaurant owners were until
      I learned about anchoring. You see, normally I would just pick one
      type of cheese on my burger, but when I read “LIMIT 6 TYPES OF
      CHEESE” on the menu, my mind was anchored at a much higher number
      than usual.

      Most people won’t order six types of cheese, but that anchor is
      enough to move the average up from one slice to two or three pieces
      of cheese and add a couple extra bucks to each burger. You walk in
      planning to get a normal meal. You walk out wondering how you paid
      $14 for a burger and if your date will let you roll the windows
      down on the way home.

      This effect has been replicated in a wide range of research
      studies and commercial environments. For example, business owners
      have found that if you say “Limit 12 per customer” then people will
      buy twice as much product compared to saying, “No limit.”

      In one research study, volunteers were asked to guess the
      percentage of African nations in the United Nations. Before they
      guessed, however, they had to spin a wheel that would land on
      either the number 10 or the number 65. When volunteers landed on
      65, the average guess was around 45 percent. When volunteers landed
      on 10, the average estimate was around 25 percent. This 20 digit
      swing was simply a result of anchoring the guess with a higher or
      lower number immediately beforehand.

      Perhaps the most prevalent place you hear about anchoring is
      with pricing. If the price tag on a new watch is $500, you might
      consider it too high for your budget. However, if you walk into a
      store and first see a watch for $5,000 at the front of the display,
      suddenly the $500 watch around the corner seems pretty reasonable.
      Many of the premium products that businesses sell are never
      expected to sell many units themselves, but they serve the very
      important role of anchoring your mindset and making mid-range
      products appear much cheaper than they would on their own.

      5. Confirmation Bias.

      The Grandaddy of Them All. Confirmation bias refers to our
      tendency to search for and favor information that confirms our
      beliefs while simultaneously ignoring or devaluing information that
      contradicts our beliefs.

      For example, Person A believes climate change is a serious issue
      and they only search out and read stories about environmental
      conservation, climate change, and renewable energy. As a result,
      Person A continues to confirm and support their current
      beliefs.

      Meanwhile, Person B does not believe climate change is a serious
      issue, and they only search out and read stories that discuss how
      climate change is a myth, why scientists are incorrect, and how we
      are all being fooled. As a result, Person B continues to confirm
      and support their current beliefs.

      Changing your mind is harder than it looks. The more you believe
      you know something, the more you filter and ignore all information
      to the contrary.

      You can extend this thought pattern to nearly any topic. If you
      just bought a Honda Accord and you believe it is the best car on
      the market, then you’ll naturally read any article you come across
      that praises the car. Meanwhile, if another magazine lists a
      different car as the best pick of the year, you simply dismiss it
      and assume that the editors of that particular magazine got it
      wrong or were looking for something different than what you were
      looking for in a car.

      It is not natural for us to formulate a hypothesis and then test
      various ways to prove it false. Instead, it is far more likely that
      we will form one hypothesis, assume it is true, and only seek out
      and believe information that supports it. Most people don’t want new
      information, they want validating information.
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      Where to Go From Here

      Once you understand some of these common mental errors, your
      first response might be something along the lines of, “I want to
      stop this from happening! How can I prevent my brain from doing
      these things?”

      It’s a fair question, but it’s not quite that simple. Rather
      than thinking of these miscalculations as a signal of a broken
      brain, it’s better to consider them as evidence that the shortcuts
      your brain uses aren’t useful in all cases. There are many areas of
      everyday life where the mental processes mentioned above are
      incredibly useful. You don’t want to eliminate these thinking
      mechanisms.

      The problem is that our brains are so good at performing these
      functions — they slip into these patterns so quickly and
      effortlessly — that we end up using them in situations where they
      don’t serve us.

      In cases like these, self-awareness
      is often one of our best options. Hopefully this article will help
      you spot these errors next time you make them.

      

    

  
    

    
      Overrated vs. Underrated: Common Beliefs We Get Wrong

      
      As a society, we often overvalue unimportant things and
      undervalue the ideas and strategies that make a real
      difference.

      Here’s my take on a few common beliefs that I think we often get
      wrong.

      Overrated: Being busy.

      Underrated: Doing one thing at a time.

      Being in motion is not the same thing as taking action. As a
      society, we’ve fallen into a trap of busyness and overwork. More
      critically, we have mistaken all this activity as an indicator of
      living an important life. The underlying thought seems to be,
      “Look how busy I am? If I’m doing all this work, I must be
      doing something important.” And, by extension, “I must be
      important because I’m so busy.”

      Read more: The Myth of
      Multitasking: Why Fewer Priorities Leads to Better Work

      Overrated: Avoiding criticism.

      Underrated: Sharing unique ideas.

      You can either be judged because you created something or
      ignored because you left your greatness inside of you. Too often,
      we let our fears and emotions prevent us from sharing our work with
      others.

      Read more: Haters and Critics: How to Deal
      with People Judging You and Your Work

      Overrated: Unrestricted freedom.

      Underrated: Carefully designed constraints.

      Constraints actually increase our skill development
      rather than restrict it. We need lines to show us where to add
      color, not a blank canvas to draw on. As an entrepreneur, I
      struggled to manage myself until I realized that I needed to add
      some structure to my day. I began to only schedule calls in the
      afternoon. I blocked my email inbox until noon. I
      required myself to publish a new article every Monday and Thursday.
      By adding a few carefully designed
      constraints to my life I reduced my freedom, but actually
      improved my productivity and happiness. Instead of feeling
      restricted by constraints, I felt empowered.

      Read more: The More We Limit
      Ourselves, the More Resourceful We Become

      Overrated: Degrees, certifications, and
      credentials.

      Underrated: Courage and creativity.

      Degrees can be important. (I don’t want to be operated on by a
      neurosurgeon who didn’t attend medical school.) But as my friend
      Charlie Gilkey told me, “Most people need degrees because they
      don’t have the courage to ask for what they want.” In many cases,
      the courage to ask for what you want and a willingness to solve
      other people’s problems is all you really need. The degrees, the
      awards, going to the “right” school or being born into the “right”
      family—none of these things are a prerequisite for success.

      Read more: Let Your Values Drive Your
      Choices

      Overrated: Getting motivated.

      Underrated: Changing your environment.

      We incorrectly believe that motivation is the missing link that
      will enable us to stick to a new diet plan or write that book or
      learn a new language. Motivation is fickle and it doesn’t last.
      One
      study found that motivation had no impact on whether or not
      people exercised over a two week period. The effects of motivation
      essentially vanished after a day. Meanwhile, most of your daily
      choices are simply a response to the environment around you. We
      rarely think about the spaces we live and work in, but they drive
      our behavior whether we feel motivated or not.

      Read more: How to Stick With Good
      Habits Even When Your Willpower is Gone

      Overrated: Watching the news.

      Underrated: Reading old books.

      By default, any good book that is more than 10 years old is
      filled with life-changing ideas. Why? Because bad books are
      forgotten after a decade or two. Any lasting book must be filled
      with ideas that stand the test of time. Meanwhile, the news is
      filled with fleeting information. We justify paying attention to
      the media because we think it makes us informed, but being informed
      is useless when most of the information will be unimportant by
      tomorrow. The news is just a television show and, like most TV
      shows, the goal is not to deliver the most accurate version of
      reality, but the version that keeps you watching. You wouldn’t want
      to stuff your body with low quality food. Why cram your mind with
      low quality thoughts?

      Read More: Stop Overdosing on Celebrity
      Gossip, The News, and Low Quality Information

      Overrated: Discovering the “new” thing.

      Underrated: Mastering the fundamentals.

      I’ve been guilty of jumping at the latest tactic or strategy,
      just like everyone else. We fool ourselves into thinking that a new
      tactic will change the fact that we need to do the work. There
      really isn’t much of a secret to most things. Want to be a better
      writer? Write more. Want to be stronger? Lift more. Want to learn a
      new language? Speak the language more. The greatest skill in any
      endeavor is doing the work. You don’t need more time, more money,
      or better strategies. You just need to do the work.

      Read more: Vince Lombardi
      on the Hidden Power of Mastering the Fundamentals

      Overrated: Being the leader.

      Underrated: Being a better teammate.

      We love status. We want pins and medallions on our jackets. We
      want power and prestige in our titles. We want to be acknowledged,
      recognized, and praised. It’s too bad all of those make for hollow
      leaders. Great teams require great teammates. Nowhere is that more
      true that at the top. No leader ever became worse by thinking about
      their teammates more.

      Overrated: Winning.

      Underrated: Improving.

      Too often, we value immediate results over long-term
      improvement. CFOs play accounting games to meet quarterly earnings
      projections. Police chiefs fudge the numbers to make crime rates
      appear lower. Students cheat on exams because getting an A is more
      important than learning the material. Learning, growth, and
      improvement are undervalued in the name of getting faster results.
      The shame of it all is that if we could find the time to focus on
      the process, the outcomes would follow shortly after.

      Read more: Pat Riley on the
      Remarkable Power of Getting 1% Better

      Overrated: Training to failure.

      Underrated: Not missing workouts.
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      Feeling exhausted at the end of your workout is massively
      overrated. Working until you have nothing left is a recipe for
      burnout, injury, illness, and inconsistency. It is better to make
      small progress every day than to do as much as humanly possible in
      one day. Effort means nothing if it only last for a week or two.
      Do things you can
      sustain.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Experts Figure What to Focus On

      
      Peak performance experts say things like, “You should focus. You
      need to eliminate the distractions. Commit to one thing and become
      great at that thing.”

      This is good advice. The more I study successful people from all
      walks of life—artists, athletes, entrepreneurs, scientists—the more
      I believe focus is a core factor of success.

      But there is a problem with this advice too.

      Of the many options in front of you, how do you know what to
      focus on? How do you know where to direct your energy and
      attention? How do you determine the one thing that you
      should commit to doing?

      I don’t claim to have all the answers, but let me share what
      I’ve learned so far.

      “Until Something Comes Easily…”

      Like most entrepreneurs, I struggled through my first year of
      building a business.

      I launched my first product without having any idea who I would
      sell it to. (Big surprise, nobody bought it.) I reached out to
      important people, mismanaged expectations, made stupid mistakes,
      and essentially ruined the chance to build good relationships with
      people I respected. I attempted to teach myself how to code, made
      one change to my website, and deleted everything I had done during
      the previous three months.

      To put it simply, I didn’t know what I was doing.

      During my Year of Many Errors I received a good piece of advice:
      “Try things until something comes easily.” I took the advice to
      heart and tried four or five different business ideas over the next
      18 months. I’d give each one a shot for two or three months, mix in
      a little bit of freelance work so I could continue scraping by and
      paying the bills, and repeat the process.

      Eventually, I found “something that came easily” and I was able
      to focus on building one business rather than trying to find an
      idea. In other words, I was able to simplify.

      This was the first thing I discovered about figuring out what to
      focus on. If you want to master and deeply understand the core
      fundamentals of a task you may, paradoxically, need to start by
      casting a very wide net. By trying many different things, you can
      get a sense of what comes more easily to you and set yourself up
      for success. It is much easier to focus on something that’s working
      than struggle along with a bad idea.

      Make a Call About What to Focus On

      Assuming you’re willing to try things and experiment a bit, the
      next question is, “How do I know what’s coming easily to me?”

      The best answer I can give is to pay attention. Usually, this
      means measuring
      something.

      Even when you do measure things, however, there comes a point
      where you have to make a call and decide what to focus on.

      In my mind, this moment of decision is one of the central
      tensions of entrepreneurship. Do we continue trying new things or
      do we double down on one strategy? Do we try to innovate or do we
      commit to doing one thing well?

      Everyone wants to know the right time to simplify and focus on
      one thing, but nobody does. That’s what makes success so hard.
      Entrepreneurship isn’t like baking a cake. There is no recipe.
      There is no guidebook.

      At this stage, your best option is to decide. You can’t try
      everything. At some point, you don’t need more information, you
      just need to make a choice.

      A Volume of Work

      Now we have reached the stage where figuring out what to focus
      on becomes a real possibility.

      You have experimented with enough ideas to discover one or two
      options that seem to provide better than average results for you.
      You’ve overcome the hurdle of wanting more information and the fear
      of committing to something and now you’ve made a choice. You took
      the job. You started the business. You signed up for the class.
      You’re ready.

      Welcome to the grind. It’s time to put in a volume of work. Not
      just once or twice. Not just when it’s easy. But a consistent,
      repeated volume of work. You have to fall in love with
      boredom and stay on the bus.

      It is through this sheer number of repetitions that you’ll come
      to understand the fundamentals of your task. You might know what
      greatness looks like before this point, but you won’t understand
      how to achieve greatness until you’ve put the work in yourself.

      In the words
      of Ira Glass, “your taste is good enough that you can tell that
      what you’re making is kind of a disappointment to you.” You’ll
      bridge that gap between what you know is good and what you can
      produce yourself by putting in the reps.

      This applies to so many areas of life.

      Want to dress well and develop killer style?
      You’re going to have to try on a lot of clothes before you can
      simplify down to the essentials. You’ll probably have to buy a lot
      of clothes before you can really get a feel for what your day-in,
      day-out style is. I’m not a fan of promoting rampant consumerism,
      but if that’s the skill set you want to develop then it’s likely
      going to take some experimentation and effort.

      Want to become a great cook? How many bad meals
      do you think you need to make before you can whip up a “simple, but
      tasty dinner” whenever you feel like it? I’d say hundreds at least.
      I don’t know many people who are amazing cooks after making their
      tenth meal ever. Developing a deep understanding of the
      fundamentals of cooking takes a while.

      Want to write an amazing book? You’re going to
      have to write and write and write some more. You need to write
      hundreds of thousands of words to find your voice, maybe millions.
      Then you need to edit those words and whittle them down to the most
      powerful version possible.

      Only after the repetitions have been completed will you
      understand which pieces of the task are fundamental to success.

      Getting to Simple

      Now, finally, after trying many things and figuring out what to
      focus on and putting in enough reps, you can begin to simplify. You
      can trim away the fat because you know what is essential and what
      is unnecessary.

      As the Frenchman Blaise Pascal famously wrote in his Provincial
      Letters, “If I had more time, I would have written you a shorter
      letter.”

      Mastering the fundamentals is often the hardest and longest
      journey of all.

      

    

  
    

    
      Warren Buffett's "20 Slot" Rule: How to Simplify Your Life and
      Maximize Your Results

      
      Charlie Munger settled into his seat in front of the crowd at
      the University of Southern California.

      It was 1994 and Munger had spent the last 20 years working
      alongside Warren Buffett as the two men grew Berkshire Hathaway
      into a billion-dollar corporation.

      Today, Munger was delivering a talk to the USC Business School
      entitled, “A Lesson on Elementary Worldly Wisdom.”

      About halfway through his presentation, hidden among many
      fantastic lessons, Munger discussed a strategy that Warren Buffett
      had used with great success throughout his career.

      Warren Buffett’s “20-Slot” Rule

      Here it is:

      When Warren lectures at business schools, he says, “I could
      improve your ultimate financial welfare by giving you a ticket with
      only 20 slots in it so that you had 20 punches—representing all the
      investments that you got to make in a lifetime. And once you’d
      punched through the card, you couldn’t make any more investments at
      all.”

      He says, “Under those rules, you’d really think carefully
      about what you did and you’d be forced to load up on what you’d
      really thought about. So you’d do so much better.”

      Again, this is a concept that seems perfectly obvious to me.
      And to Warren it seems perfectly obvious. But this is one of the
      very few business classes in the U.S. where anybody will be saying
      so. It just isn’t the conventional wisdom.

      To me, it’s obvious that the winner has to bet very
      selectively. It’s been obvious to me since very early in life. I
      don’t know why it’s not obvious to very many other people.

      The Underrated Importance of Selective Focus

      Warren Buffett’s “20-Slot” Rule isn’t just useful for financial
      investments, it’s a sound approach for time investments as well. In
      particular, what struck me about Buffett’s strategy was his idea of
      “forcing yourself to load up” and go all in on an investment.

      The key point is this:

      Your odds of success improve when you are forced to direct all
      of your energy and attention to fewer tasks.

      If you want to master a skill—truly master it—you have to be
      selective with your time. You have to ruthlessly trim away good ideas to
      make room for great ones. You have to focus on a few essential tasks and
      ignore the distractions. You have to commit to working through 10
      years of silence.

      Simplify and Go All In

      If you take a look around, you’ll notice very few people
      actually go “all in” on a single skill or goal for an extended
      period of time.

      Rather than researching carefully and pouring themselves into a
      goal for a year or two, most people “dip their toes in the water”
      and chase a new diet, a new college major, a new exercise routine,
      a new side business idea, or a new career path for a few weeks or
      months before jumping onto the next new thing.

      In my experience, so few people display the persistence to
      practice one thing for an extended period of time that you can
      actually become very good in many areas—maybe even world-class—with
      just one year of focused work. If you view your life as a 20-slot
      punchcard and each slot is a period of focused work for a year or
      two, then you can see how you can enjoy significant returns on your
      invested time simply by going all in on a few things.

      My point here is that everyone is holding a “life punchcard”
      and, if we are considering how many things we can master in a
      lifetime, there aren’t many slots on that card. You only get so
      many punches during your time on this little planet. Unlike
      financial investments, your 20 “life slots” are going to get
      punched whether you like it or not. The time will pass either
      way.

      Don’t waste your next slot. Think carefully, make a decision,
      and go all in. Don’t just kind of go for it. Go all in.
      Your final results are merely a reflection of your prior
      commitment.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Ivy Lee Method: The Daily Routine Experts Recommend for
      Peak Productivity

      
      By 1918, Charles M. Schwab was one of the richest men in the
      world.

      

      Schwab was the president of the Bethlehem Steel Corporation, the
      largest shipbuilder and the second-largest steel producer in
      America at the time. The famous inventor Thomas Edison once
      referred to Schwab as the “master hustler.” He was constantly
      seeking an edge over the competition.

      One day in 1918, in his quest to increase the efficiency of his
      team and discover better ways to get things done, Schwab arranged a
      meeting with a highly-respected productivity consultant named Ivy
      Lee.

      Lee was a successful businessman in his own right and is widely
      remembered as a pioneer in the field of public relations. As the
      story goes, Schwab brought Lee into his office and said, “Show me a
      way to get more things done.”

      “Give me 15 minutes with each of your executives,” Lee
      replied.

      “How much will it cost me,” Schwab asked.

      “Nothing,” Lee said. “Unless it works. After three months, you
      can send me a check for whatever you feel it’s worth to you.”

      The Ivy Lee Method

      During his 15 minutes with each executive, Ivy Lee explained his
      simple daily routine for achieving peak productivity:

      
      	At the end of each work day, write down the six most important
      things you need to accomplish tomorrow. Do not write down more than
      six tasks.

      	Prioritize those six items in order of their true
      importance.

      	When you arrive tomorrow, concentrate only on the first task.
      Work until the first task is finished before moving on to the
      second task.

      	Approach the rest of your list in the same fashion. At the end
      of the day, move any unfinished items to a new list of six tasks
      for the following day.

      	Repeat this process every working day.

      

      The strategy sounded simple, but Schwab and his executive team
      at Bethlehem Steel gave it a try. After three months, Schwab was so
      delighted with the progress his company had made that he called Lee
      into his office and wrote him a check for $25,000.

      A $25,000 check written in 1918 is the equivalent of a $400,000
      check in 2015.

      The Ivy Lee Method of prioritizing your to-do list seems
      stupidly simple. How could something this simple be worth so
      much?

      What makes it so effective?
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      On Managing Priorities Well

      Ivy Lee’s productivity method utilizes many of the concepts I
      have written about previously.

      Here’s what makes it so effective:

      It’s simple enough to actually work. The
      primary critique of methods like this one is that they are too
      basic. They don’t account for all of the complexities and nuances
      of life. What happens if an emergency pops up? What about using the
      latest technology to our fullest advantage? In my experience,
      complexity is often a weakness because it makes it harder to
      get back on
      track. Yes, emergencies and unexpected distractions will arise.
      Ignore them as much as possible, deal with them when you must, and
      get back to your prioritized to-do list as soon as possible. Use
      simple rules to guide complex behavior.

      It forces you to make tough decisions. I don’t
      believe there is anything magical about Lee’s number of six
      important tasks per day. It could just as easily be five tasks per
      day. However, I do think there is something magical about imposing
      limits upon yourself. I find that the single best thing to do when
      you have too many ideas (or when you’re overwhelmed by everything
      you need to get done) is to prune your ideas and trim away
      everything that isn’t absolutely necessary. Constraints can make you
      better. Lee’s method is similar to Warren Buffett’s 25-5
      Rule, which requires you to focus on just 5 critical tasks and
      ignore everything else. Basically, if you
      commit to nothing, you’ll be distracted by everything.

      It removes the friction of starting. The
      biggest hurdle to finishing most tasks is starting them. (Getting
      off the couch can be tough, but once you actually start running it
      is much easier to finish your workout.) Lee’s method forces you to
      decide on your first task the night before you go to work. This
      strategy has been incredibly useful for me: as a writer, I can
      waste three or four hours debating what I should write about on a
      given day. If I decide the night before, however, I can wake up and
      start writing immediately. It’s simple, but it works. In the
      beginning, getting
      started is just as important as succeeding at all.

      It requires you to single-task. Modern society
      loves multi-tasking. The myth of
      multi-tasking is that being busy is synonymous with being
      better. The exact opposite is true. Having fewer priorities leads
      to better work. Study world-class experts in nearly any
      field—athletes, artists, scientists, teachers, CEOs—and you’ll
      discover one characteristic runs through all of them: focus. The
      reason is simple. You can’t be great at one task if you’re
      constantly dividing your time ten different ways. Mastery requires focus and
      consistency.

      The bottom line? Do the most important
      thing first each day. It’s the only productivity trick you
      need.

      If you want to learn more about the routines and habits of
      Olympic gold medalists, award-winning artists, business leaders,
      life-saving physicians, and star comedians, check out my
      bookAtomic
      Habits.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Optimize Your Daily Decisions

      
      You might assume that humans buy products because of what they
      are, but the truth is that we often buy things because of where
      they are. For example, items on store shelves that are at eye level
      tend to be purchased more than items on less visible shelves.

      In the best-selling book Nudge (Kindle
      | Audiobook), authors
      Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein explain a variety of ways that our
      everyday decisions are shaped by the world around us. The effect
      that eye-level shelves have on our purchase habits is just one
      example.

      Here’s another:

      The ends of aisles are money-making machines for retailers.
      According to data cited by the New York Times, 45 percent of
      Coca-Cola sales come specifically from end-of-the-aisle racks.

      
      Here’s why this is important:

      Something has to go on the shelf at eye level.
      Something has to be placed on the rack at the end of the
      aisle. Something must be the default choice. Something must be the
      option with the most visibility and prominence. This is true not
      just in stores, but in nearly every area of our lives. There are
      default choices in your office and in your car, in your kitchen and
      in your living room.

      My argument is this:

      If you design for default in your life, rather than accepting
      whatever is handed to you, then it will be easier to live a better
      life.

      Let’s talk about how to do that right now.

      Design for Default

      Although most of us have the freedom to make a wide range of
      choices at any given moment, we often make decisions based on the
      environment we find ourselves in.

      For example, if I wanted to do so, I could drink a beer as I
      write this article. However, I am currently sitting at my desk with
      a glass of water next to me. There are no beers in sight. Although
      I possess the capability to get up, walk to my car, drive to the
      store, and buy a beer, I probably won’t because I surrounded by
      easier alternatives—namely, drinking water. In this case, taking a
      sip of water is the default decision, the easy decision.

      Consider how your default decisions are designed throughout your
      personal and professional life. For example:

      
      	If you sleep with your phone next to your bed, then checking
      social media and email as soon as you wake up is likely to be the
      default decision.

      	If you walk into your living room and your couches and chairs
      all face the television, then watching television is likely to be
      the default decision.

      	If you keep alcohol in your kitchen, then drinking consistently
      is more likely to be the default decision.

      

      Of course, defaults can be positive as well.

      
      	If you keep a dumbbell next to your desk at work, then pumping
      out some quick curls is more likely to be the default
      decision.

      	If you keep a water bottle with you throughout the day, then
      drinking water rather than soda is more likely to be the default
      decision.

      	If you place floss in a visible location (like next to your
      toothbrush), then flossing is more likely to be the default
      decision.

      

      Researchers have referred to the impact that environmental
      defaults can have on our decision making as choice
      architecture. It is important to realize that you can be the
      architect of your choices. You can design for default.

      How to Optimize Your Default Decisions

      Here are a few strategies I have found useful when trying to
      design for default in my life:

      Simplicity. It is hard to focus on the signal
      when you’re constantly surrounded by noise. It is more difficult to
      eat healthy when your kitchen is filled with junk food. It is more
      difficult to focus on reading a blog post when you have 10 tabs
      open in your browser. It is more difficult to accomplish your most
      important task when you fall into the myth of
      multitasking. When in doubt, eliminate options.

      Visual Cues. In the supermarket, placing items
      on shelves at eye level makes them more visual and more likely to
      be purchased. Outside of the supermarket, you can use visual cues
      like the Paper Clip Method or
      the Seinfeld
      Strategy to create an environment that visually nudges your
      actions in the right direction.

      Opt-Out vs. Opt-In. There is a famous
      organ donation study that revealed how multiple European
      countries skyrocketed their organ donation rates: they required
      citizens to opt-out of donating rather than opt-in to donating. You
      can do something similar in your life by opting your future self
      into better habits ahead of time. For example, you could schedule
      your yoga session for next week while you are feeling motivated
      today. When your workout rolls around, you have to justify
      opting-out rather than motivating yourself to opt-in.

      Designing for default comes down to a very simple premise: shift
      your environment so that the good behaviors are easier and the bad
      behaviors are harder.

      Designed For You vs. Designed By You

      Default choices are not inherently bad, but the entire world was
      not designed with your goals in mind. In fact, many companies have
      goals that directly compete with yours (a food company may want you
      to buy their bag of chips, while you want to lose weight). For this
      reason, you should be wary of accepting every default as if it is
      supposed to be the optimal choice.

      I have found more success by living a life that I design rather
      than accepting the standard one that has been handed to me.
      Question everything. You need to alter, tweak, and shift your
      environment until it matches what you want out of life.

      Yes, the world around you shapes your habits and choices, but
      there is something important to realize: someone had to shape that
      world in the first place. Now, that someone can be you.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Declutter Your Mind and Unleash Your Willpower by Using
      Bright-Line Rules

      
      
      “You have the right to remain silent. Anything
      you say or do can and will be used against you in a court of law.
      You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an
      attorney, one will be appointed to you. Do you understand these
      rights as they have been read to you?”

      —The Miranda Warning

      IN THE SPRING of 1966, a man named Ernesto
      Miranda was arrested in Phoenix. The police had very little to go
      on, but they suspected Miranda of kidnapping and raping an
      18-year-old woman ten days earlier. The officers interrogated
      Miranda for two hours and were rewarded for their effort: Miranda
      admitted to the rape charge and signed a confession paper.

      There was just one problem. During the interrogation, Miranda
      had been alone and at no point was he informed that he had the
      right to legal counsel.

      
      When the case went to trial, Miranda’s written confession was
      used as evidence. He was quickly convicted, but his lawyer appealed
      because Miranda had never been informed of his rights and thus,
      according to his lawyer, the confession was not voluntary. The
      Arizona Supreme Court upheld the decision, but eventually the case
      made it to the United States Supreme Court.

      The United States Supreme Court overturned the Miranda
      ruling by a vote of 5 to 4 because “The person in custody
      must, prior to interrogation, be clearly informed that he has the
      right to remain silent, and that anything he says will be used
      against him in court; he must be clearly informed that he has the
      right to consult with a lawyer and to have the lawyer with him
      during interrogation, and that, if he is indigent, a lawyer will be
      appointed to represent him.”

      The Supreme Court had just created a bright-line rule.

      The Power of Bright-Line Rules

      A bright-line rule refers to a clearly defined rule or standard.
      It is a rule with clear interpretation and very little wiggle room.
      It establishes a bright line for what the rule is saying and what
      it is not saying.

      The Miranda ruling is one example. If a police officer fails to
      inform a defendant in custody of their rights, then the suspect’s
      statements are not admissible in court. Plain and simple. Clear and
      bright.

      Most of us, myself included, could benefit from setting brighter
      lines in our personal and professional lives. Consider some common
      examples:

      
      	We might say that we want to check email less frequently.

      	We might say that we want to drink moderately.

      	We might say that we want to save more for retirement.

      	We might say that we want to eat healthier.

      

      But what do these statements really mean?

      
      	What does it mean to check email less
      frequently? Are you going to “try to be better about it” and
      hope that works? Will you set specific days or certain times when
      you will be unavailable? Will you check email on weekends? Will you
      process email only on your computer?

      	What, exactly, is moderate drinking? Is it one drink per week?
      Five drinks per week? Ten drinks per week? We haven’t defined it,
      so how will we know if we are making progress?

      	What does it mean to save more? More is not a number. How much
      is more? When will you save? Every month? Every paycheck?

      	What does eating
      healthier look like on a daily basis? Does that mean you eat
      more servings of vegetables? If so, how many more? Do you want to
      start by eating a healthy meal once per day? Twice per day? Every
      meal?

      

      It can be easy to make promises like this to yourself, but they
      do not create bright lines. Fuzzy statements make progress hard to
      measure, and the things we measure are the
      things we improve.

      Now, do we need to measure every area of our lives? Of course
      not. But if something is important to you, then you should
      establish a bright line for it. Consider the following
      alternatives:

      
      	I only process email between 11AM and 6PM.

      	I enjoy a maximum of 2 drinks per night.

      	I save $500 per month for retirement.

      	I eat at least two types of vegetables per day.

      

      These statements establish bright lines. These statements make
      action steps precise and obvious. Vague promises will never lead to
      clear results.

      Using Bright Lines to Break Bad Habits

      The examples I outlined above focused primarily on building new
      behaviors, but bright-line rules can be used just as effectively to
      break bad habits or
      eliminate old behaviors.

      My friend Nir Eyal proposes a similar strategy that he calls
      “Progressive
      Extremism.” To explain the concept, Nir uses the example of
      being a vegetarian. If you were interested in becoming a
      vegetarian, you might start by saying, “I don’t eat red meat.” The
      goal is not to change everything at once, but to take a very clear
      and extreme stand in one small area. You are establishing a bright
      line on that topic.

      Over time, you can progressively move your bright line forward
      and add other behaviors to the mix. (i.e. “I don’t eat red meat or
      fish.” And so on.)

      How Bright Lines Unleash Your Hidden
      Willpower

      Establishing bright lines in your life can provide a huge boost
      in daily willpower.

      Here are two reasons why:

      First, bright lines shift the conversation in your head
      from one of sacrifice to one of empowerment. When you
      don’t have a bright line established and you choose not to do
      something, the tendency is to say, “Oh, I can’t do it this time.”
      Conversely, when you do have a bright line clearly set, your
      response can simply be, “No thanks, I don’t do that.” Bright lines
      help you avoid making just-this-once exceptions. Instead, you are
      following a new identity
      that you have created for yourself.

      Second, by establishing clear decisions in your life,
      you conserve willpower for other important choices. Here’s
      the problem with trying to make daily decisions in muddy water:
      Without bright lines, you must decide whether a situation fits your
      standards every time. With bright lines, the decision is made ahead
      of time. Because of this, you are less likely to suffer from
      decision
      fatigue and more likely to have willpower left over for work,
      relationships, and other health habits.

      

    

  
    

    
      Do More of What Already Works

      
      In 2004, nine hospitals in Michigan began implementing a new
      procedure in their intensive care units (I.C.U.). Almost overnight,
      healthcare professionals were stunned with its success.

      Three months after it began, the procedure had cut the infection
      rate of I.C.U. patients by sixty-six percent. Within 18 months,
      this one method had saved 75 million dollars in healthcare
      expenses. Best of all, this single intervention saved the lives of
      more than 1,500 people in just a year and a half. The strategy was
      immediately published in a blockbuster paper for the 
      New England Journal of Medicine.

      This medical miracle was also simpler that you could ever
      imagine. It was a checklist.

      [image: checklist]

      The Power of Never Skipping Steps

      The checklist strategy implemented at Michigan hospitals was
      named the Keystone ICU Project. It was led by a physician named
      Peter Pronovost and later popularized by writer Atul Gawande.

      In Gawande’s best-selling book, The
      Checklist Manifesto (audiobook),
      he describes how Pronovost’s simple checklist could drive such
      dramatic results. In the following quote, Gawande explains one of
      the checklists that was used to reduce the risk of infection when
      installing a central line in a patient (a relatively common
      procedure).

      On a sheet of plain paper, [Pronovost] plotted out the steps
      to take in order to avoid infections when putting a line in.
      Doctors are supposed to (1) wash their hands with soap, (2) clean
      the patient’s skin with chlorhexidine antiseptic, (3) put sterile
      drapes over the entire patient, (4) wear a sterile mask, hat, gown,
      and gloves, and (5) put a sterile dressing over the catheter site
      once the line is in. Check, check, check, check, check.

      These steps are no-brainers; they have been known and taught
      for years. So it seemed silly to make a checklist just for them.
      Still, Pronovost asked the nurses in his I.C.U. to observe the
      doctors for a month as they put lines into patients, and record how
      often they completed each step. In more than a third of patients,
      they skipped at least one.

      This five-step checklist was the simple solution that Michigan
      hospitals used to save 1,500 lives. Think about that for a moment.
      There were no technical innovations. There were no pharmaceutical
      discoveries or cutting-edge procedures. The physicians just stopped
      skipping steps. They implemented the answers they already had on a
      more consistent basis.

      New Solutions vs. Old Solutions

      We have a tendency to undervalue answers that we have already
      discovered. We underutilize old solutions—even if they are best
      practices—because they seem like something we have already
      considered.

      Here’s the problem: “Everybody already knows that” is
      very different from “Everybody already does that.” Just
      because a solution is known doesn’t mean it is utilized.

      Even more critical, just because a solution is implemented
      occasionally, doesn’t mean it is implemented consistently. Every
      physician knew the five steps on Peter Pronovost’s checklist, but
      very few did all five steps flawlessly each time.

      We assume that new solutions are needed if we want to make real
      progress, but that isn’t always the case.

      Use What You Already Have

      This pattern is just as present in our personal lives as it is
      in corporations and governments. We waste the resources and ideas
      at our fingertips because they don’t seem new and exciting.

      There are many examples of behaviors, big and small, that have
      the opportunity to drive progress in our lives if we just did them
      with more consistency. Flossing every day. Never missing workouts.
      Performing fundamental business tasks each day, not just when you
      have time. Apologizing more often. Writing Thank You notes each
      week.

      Of course, these answers are boring. Mastering the fundamentals
      isn’t sexy, but it works. No matter what task you are working on,
      there is a simple checklist of steps that you can follow right
      now—basic fundamentals that you have known about for years—that can
      immediately yield results if you just practice them more
      consistently.

      Progress often hides behind boring solutions and underused
      insights. You don’t need more information. You don’t need a better
      strategy. You just need to do more of what already works.

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Lessons on Being Wrong

      
      As a rule, we are incredibly hard on ourselves when it comes to
      being wrong and making big decisions in life.

      
      	If our first five relationships end with a break up, we think
      we’re destined to be alone forever.

      	If we go to school, get a degree, and spend years training for
      a job that we end up hating, we feel like a failure for not having
      it all figured out.

      	If we have a dream of writing a book or starting a non-profit
      or creating something of value and we stumble on the first try, we
      say that we’re not cut out for this.

      

      In cases like these, when we are attempting to do something that
      is complex and multi-faceted, I believe that being wrong is
      actually a sign that you’re doing something right.

      Here’s why…

      

      First Choice vs. Optimal Choice

      For some reason, we often expect our first choice to be the
      optimal choice. However, it’s actually quite normal for your first
      attempt to be incorrect or wrong. This is especially true of the
      major decisions that we make in life.

      For example…

      
      	Finding the right person to marry. Think of
      the first person you dated. Would this person have been the best
      choice for your life partner? Go even further back and imagine the
      first person you had a crush on. Finding a great partner is
      complicated and expecting yourself to get it right on the first try
      is unreasonable. It’s rare that the first one would be the
      one.

      	Choosing your career. What is the likelihood
      that your 22-year-old self could optimally choose the career that
      is best for you at 40 years old? Or 30 years old? Or even 25 years
      old? Consider how much you have learned about yourself since that
      time. There is a lot of change and growth that happens during life.
      There is no reason to believe that your life’s work should be
      easily determined when you graduate.

      	Starting a business. It is unlikely that your
      first business idea will be your best one. It probably won’t even
      be a good one. This is the reality of entrepreneurship. (My first
      business idea lost $1,400. #winning)

      

      When it comes to complex issues like determining the values you
      want in a partner or selecting the path of your
      career, your first attempt will rarely lead to the optimal
      solution.

      

      5 Lessons On Being Wrong

      Being wrong isn’t as bad as we make it out to be. I have made
      many mistakes and I have discovered five major lessons from my
      experiences.

      1. Choices that seem poor in hindsight are an indication
      of growth, not self-worth or intelligence. When you look
      back on your choices from a year ago, you should always hope to
      find a few decisions that seem stupid now because that means you
      are growing. If you only live in the safety zone where you know you
      can’t mess up, then you’ll never unleash your true potential. If
      you know enough about something to make the optimal decision on the
      first try, then you’re not challenging yourself.

      2. Given that your first choice is likely to be wrong,
      the best thing you can do is get started. The faster you
      learn from being wrong, the sooner you can discover what is right.
      For complex situations like relationships or entrepreneurship, you
      literally have to 
      start before you feel ready because it’s not possible for
      anyone to be truly ready. The best way to learn is to start
      practicing.

      3. Break down topics that are too big to master into
      smaller tasks that can be mastered. I can’t look at any
      business and tell you what to do. Entrepreneurship is too big of a
      topic. But, I can look at any website and tell you how to optimize
      it for building an email list because that topic is small enough
      for me to develop some level of expertise. If you want to get
      better at making accurate first choices, then play in a smaller
      arena. As Niels Bohr, the Nobel Prize-winning physicist, famously
      said, “An expert is a person who has made all the mistakes that can
      be made in a very narrow field.”

      4. The time to trust your gut is when you have the
      knowledge or experience to back it up. You can trust
      yourself to make sharp decisions in areas where you already have
      proven expertise. For everything else, the only way to discover
      what works is to adopt a philosophy of experimentation.

      5. The fact that failure will happen is not an excuse
      for expecting to fail. There is no reason to be depressed
      or give up simply because you will make a few wrong choices. Even
      more crucial, you must try your best every time because it is the
      effort and the practice that drives the learning process. They are
      essential, even if you fail. Realize that no single choice is
      destined to fail, but that occasional failure is the cost you have to pay
      if you want to be right. Expect to win and play like it from
      the outset.

      Your first choice is rarely the optimal choice. Make it now,
      stop judging
      yourself, and start growing.

      

    

  
    

    
      A Different Way of Thinking About Productivity

      
      Late in his career, Steve Jobs famously drove his car without a
      license plate.

      There were all sorts of theories about why Jobs decided to drive
      without tags. Some people said he didn’t want to be tracked. Others
      believed he was trying to make a game of avoiding parking tickets.
      Jon Callas, a former computer security expert who worked for Apple,
      revealed a different reason.

      According to Callas, Steve Jobs discovered a loophole in the
      California vehicle registration laws. Anyone with a new car had up
      to six months to get a proper license plate for their new vehicle.
      During the first six months, however, you could simply drive the
      vehicle without a license plate.

      Once he realized this, Jobs arranged a special leasing agreement
      with his Mercedes dealer so that every six months he would drop off
      his current car and receive a new Mercedes SL55 AMG to replace it.
      This meant that he never drove a car older than six months and he
      never had to go to the Department of Motor Vehicles to get a
      license plate.

      After hearing the story, many people responded by saying
      something like, “I guess that’s what you do when you have a lot of
      money.” And, to be fair, it is true that this license plate
      strategy isn’t reasonable for most people on the planet. If you
      look deeper, however, you’ll notice that something else was
      happening: Steve Jobs was building a Time Asset.

      Time Assets vs. Time Debts

      Most productivity strategies focus on short-term efficiency: how
      to manage your to-do list effectively, how to get more done each
      morning, how to shorten your weekly meetings, and so on. These are
      all reasonable ideas.

      We often fail to realize, however, that there are certain
      strategic choices that impact our time on a larger scale. These
      choices can be categorized as Time Assets or Time Debts, which are
      two concepts I learned from Patrick McKenzie.

      TIME ASSETS are actions or choices you make
      today that will save you time in the future.

      Software is a classic example of a time asset. You can write a
      program one time today and it will run processes for you over and
      over again every day afterward. You pay an upfront investment of
      time and get a payoff each day afterward.

      The car leasing system that Steve Jobs developed is another
      example of a time asset. It took him some time to find a loophole
      and arrange a repeatable leasing system, but his process rewarded
      him with additional time and less hassle every 6 months.

      TIME DEBTS are actions or choices you make
      today that will cost you additional time in the future.

      Email is a time debt that most people participate in each day.
      If you send an email now, you are committing to reading the reply
      or responding with an additional message later. Every email you
      send creates a small debt that you have to pay back at a later
      time.

      This is not to say that all time debts are bad. Perhaps you
      enjoy serving on your school committee or volunteering with a local
      organization. However, when you make these commitments, you are
      also creating a time debt that you will have to pay at some point.
      Sometimes the debts we commit to are worth sacrificing for, many
      times they are not.

      Time Assets in Real Life

      I wrote down a short list of time assets and time debts for my
      business. Here are a few I came up with…
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      Assets

      
      	Speaking. I can create a speaking page on my website that
      answers common questions and qualifies the right kind of people.
      This could include a descriptive Frequently Asked Questions section
      or a better sign up form. The goal of the system is to set clear
      expectations and answer common questions that I usually have to
      answer via email.

      	Accounting. By setting clear rules for my bookkeeper and
      accountant, we can develop a system for automatically tagging
      certain expenses and transactions each month, which minimizes the
      need for me to manually approve repeated transactions.

      	Scheduling. Booking calendar appointments, calls, and
      interviews requires a lot of email. Using software like ScheduleOnce
      eliminates this problem and lets people choose from a pre-selected
      list of available times.

      

      Debts

      
      	Email. The more email I answer, the more email I generate.

      	Comments. I like the comments on my site and I don’t plan on
      removing them. (I love hearing from you!) But every time I publish
      an article with a comments section, I’m creating a time debt that I
      have to pay back by approving and moderating comments.

      	Interviews. At first, I said yes to every interview that came
      my way. Today, I typically do 3 to 5 every week. Saying yes to
      every interview has become a time debt.

      	Low quality work. If you don’t edit your article now, you’ll
      have to fix the grammar later. If you write sloppy code now, you’ll
      have to debug it later. If you create a poor product in the
      beginning, you’ll have to service customers and process refunds
      later. Every low-quality piece of work is a time debt that you have
      to pay back. To quote John Wooden, “If you don’t have time to do it
      right, when will you have time to do it over?”

      

      A System For Your Time

      Systems are more important
      than goals, and Time Assets are a perfect example of why this
      is true. Each Time Asset that you create is a system that goes to
      work for you day in and day out.

      If your schedule is filled with Time Debts, then it doesn’t
      matter how hard you work. Your choices will constantly put you in a
      productivity hole. However, if you strategically build Time Assets
      day after day, then you multiply your time exponentially.

      Driving a car without a license plate might seem like an extreme
      way to save time, but it is also a level of strategic thinking that
      most people never embrace. This isn’t an approach that only works
      for Steve Jobs. It works for all of us.

      Time Debts need to be paid. Be careful how you choose them. Time
      Assets pay you over and over again. Spend more time creating
      them.

      

    

  
    

    
      Warren Buffett's "2 List" Strategy: How to Maximize Your Focus
      and Master Your Priorities

      
      With well over 50 billion dollars to his name, Warren Buffett is
      consistently ranked among the wealthiest people in the world. Out
      of all the investors in the 20th century, Buffett was the most
      successful.

      Given his success, it stands to reason that Buffett has an
      excellent understanding of how to spend his time each day. From a
      monetary perspective, you could say that he manages his time better
      than anyone else.

      And that’s why the story below, which was shared directly from
      Buffett’s employee to my good friend Scott Dinsmore, caught my
      attention.

      Let’s talk about the simple 3-step productivity strategy that
      Warren Buffett uses to help his employees determine their
      priorities and actions.

      The Story of Mike Flint

      Mike Flint was Buffett’s personal airplane pilot for 10 years.
      (Flint has also flown four US Presidents, so I think we can safely
      say he is good at his job.) According to Flint, he was talking
      about his career priorities with Buffett when his boss asked the
      pilot to go through a 3-step exercise.

      Here’s how it works…

      STEP 1: Buffett started by asking Flint to
      write down his top 25 career goals. So, Flint took some time and
      wrote them down. (Note: you could also complete this exercise with
      goals for a shorter timeline. For example, write down the top 25
      things you want to accomplish this week.)

      STEP 2: Then, Buffett asked Flint to review his
      list and circle his top 5 goals. Again, Flint took some time, made
      his way through the list, and eventually decided on his 5 most
      important goals.

      Note: If you’re following along at home, pause
      right now and do these first two steps before moving on to Step
      3.

      STEP 3: At this point, Flint had two lists. The
      5 items he had circled were List A and the 20 items he had not
      circled were List B.

      Flint confirmed that he would start working on his top 5 goals
      right away. And that’s when Buffett asked him about the second
      list, “And what about the ones you didn’t circle?”

      Flint replied, “Well, the top 5 are my primary focus, but the
      other 20 come in a close second. They are still important so I’ll
      work on those intermittently as I see fit. They are not as urgent,
      but I still plan to give them a dedicated effort.”

      To which Buffett replied, “No. You’ve got it wrong, Mike.
      Everything you didn’t circle just became your Avoid-At-All-Cost
      list. No matter what, these things get no attention from you until
      you’ve succeeded with your top 5.”

      The Power of Elimination

      I believe in minimalism and simplicity. I like getting rid of
      waste. I think that eliminating the inessential
      is one of the best ways to make life easier, make good habits more
      automatic, and make you grateful for what you do have.

      That said, getting rid of wasteful items and decisions is
      relatively easy. It’s eliminating things you care about that is
      difficult. It is hard to prevent using your time on things that are
      easy to rationalize, but that have little payoff. The tasks that
      have the greatest likelihood of derailing your progress are the
      ones you care about, but that aren’t truly important.

      Every behavior has a cost. Even neutral behaviors aren’t really
      neutral. They take up time, energy, and space that could be put
      toward better behaviors or more important tasks. We are often
      spinning in motion instead
      of taking action.

      This is why Buffett’s strategy is particularly brilliant. Items
      6 through 25 on your list are things you care about. They are
      important to you. It is very easy to justify spending your time on
      them. But when you compare them to your top 5 goals, these items
      are distractions. Spending time on secondary priorities is the
      reason you have 20 half-finished projects instead of 5 completed
      ones.

      Eliminate ruthlessly. Force yourself to focus. Complete a
      task or kill it.

      The most dangerous distractions are the ones you love, but that
      don’t love you back.

      

    

  
    

    
      Let Your Values Drive Your Choices

      
      Nearly every problem you face is temporary.

      But these temporary problems cause immediate pain. And we often
      let this pain drive our choices and actions.

      For example…

      
      	An employee suffering from the pain of not feeling important
      enough or powerful enough might take a terrible job with a fancy
      title.

      	An individual suffering from the pain of feeling unloved or
      unappreciated or misunderstood might try to resolve that pain by
      cheating on their spouse.

      	An entrepreneur suffering from the pain of a faltering small
      business might resort to using questionable marketing tactics to
      try to drive more sales.

      

      …and so on.

      This is how you make choices you wouldn’t normally make. When
      you let the problem drive your decisions, you make exceptions and
      “just this once” choices to resolve the pain, annoyance, or
      uncertainty that you’re feeling in the moment.

      How can we avoid this pitfall and make better long-term choices
      while still resolving short-term pain?

      Here’s an approach I’ve been trying recently. See if it works
      for you…

      Let Your Values Drive Your Choices

      One of the solutions I’ve been trying out is to let my values
      drive my choices. That doesn’t mean I ignore other aspects of my
      decision-making process. I simply add my core values into the
      mix.

      For example, if I’m working on a problem in my business, rather
      than just asking, “Will this make money?”

      I can ask, “Is this in alignment with my values?” And then,
      “Will this make money?”

      If I say no to either, then I look for another option.

      The idea behind this method is that if we live and work in
      alignment with our values, then we’re more likely to live a life we
      are proud of rather than one we regret.

      The Power of a Constraint You Believe In

      Every decision is made within some type of constraint. Maybe
      it’s how much knowledge you have. Maybe it’s how much money you
      have. Maybe it’s how many resources you have. Why not what values
      you have?

      Making better choices is often a matter of choosing better
      constraints. By limiting your options to those that fit your
      values, you are taking an important step to ensuring that your
      behavior matches your beliefs. (Plus, constraints will boost your
      creativity.)

      Know your principles and you can choose your methods.

      How to Put This Into Practice

      Most people never take the time to think about their values,
      write them down, and clarify them. Maybe it sounds too simple or
      unnecessary.

      For what it’s worth, my 2014 Integrity
      Report was the first time that I sat down to clarify my values
      and tie them directly to my work.

      You are welcome to use that report as a template for discovering
      your own values and aligning them with your work and life.

      The Bottom Line

      If you never sit down to think about your values, then you’ll be
      more likely to make decisions based on whatever information is in
      front of you at the time. That can be a recipe for regret down the
      road.

      Life is complex and we are all faced with moments in our
      personal and professional lives that require us to make a choice
      without as much information as we need. The default assumption is
      that we need more knowledge or research in these situations, but
      often we just need a clear understanding of our values.

      
      He that always gives way to others will end in having no
      principles of his own.

      —Aesop

      

      If you don’t know what you stand for and where you’re headed,
      then it’s far too easy to get off course, to waste your time doing
      something you don’t need to be doing, or to make an exception
      (“just this once”) that leads you down a dangerous path. There are
      brilliant men and women with decent hearts and families they care
      dearly about spending a long time in jail right now because they
      made business decisions that were based on the pain they felt and
      not the values they believed in.

      Let your values drive your decisions.

      

    

  
    

    
      What to Do When You Have Too Many Ideas and Not Enough
      Time

      
      What do you do when you have too many ideas and not enough time?
      Or similarly, what about when you have too many tasks and not
      enough energy?

      As an entrepreneur, I feel like I’ve been battling this issue
      for awhile. There is always another opportunity to chase or a new
      product idea that sounds exciting. For a long time, I felt guilty
      about ignoring good ideas that came my way and so I kept adding
      more to my to-do list.

      However, during a recent conversation with Travis Dommert, I
      learned about a new strategy for dealing with the issue of having
      too many ideas and projects.

      It all comes down to treating your life like a rose bush.

      Let me explain what Travis taught me…

      Ideas are Like Rose Buds

      As a rose bush grows, it creates more buds than it can sustain.
      If you talk to an experienced gardener, they will tell you that
      rose bushes need to be pruned to bring out the best in both their
      appearance and their performance.

      You see, a rose bush isn’t like a tree. It can’t grow wider and
      taller each year. And that means if you never trim away some of the
      buds, then the bush will eventually exhaust itself and die. There
      are only so many resources to go around. And if you really want a
      rose bush to flourish, then it needs to be trimmed down not just
      once, but each year.

      Ideas are like rose bushes: they need to be consistently pruned
      and trimmed down. And just like a rose bush, pruning away ideas —
      even if they have potential — allows the remaining ideas to fully
      blossom.

      Just like the rose bush, we face constraints in our lives. We
      have a limited amount
      of energy and willpower to apply each day. It’s natural for new
      ideas and projects to come into our life — just like it’s natural
      for a rose bush to add new buds — but we have to prune things away
      before we exhaust ourselves.

      In other words: new growth is natural and it’s normal for tasks
      and ideas to creep into your life, but full growth and optimal
      living requires pruning.

      We All Need to Cut Good Branches

      I like the rose bush analogy because it brings up something that
      is often lost in most conversations about productivity and simplicity: if you want to
      reach your full potential, you have to cut out ideas and tasks that
      are good, but not great.

      In my experience, this is really hard to do.

      
      	If you’re building a business, maybe you have
      3 product lines that are profitable. Your business might grow by 5x
      if you focus on all three, but which product line will grow by 500x
      if you put all of your energy into it?

      	If you’re training in the gym, there are all
      sorts of exercises that could make you stronger. But which two or
      three exercises will build a foundation of strength better than
      anything else?

      	If you’re thinking about the relationships in your
      life, there are dozens of people that you are connected to
      in some way. But which people bring energy into your life and which
      ones suck energy out of it?

      

      Most rose buds could grow if they are given the chance. In other
      words, most buds are like a good idea: they have potential. But in
      order for the entire bush to flourish and live a healthy life, you
      have to choose the ones with the most potential and cut the
      rest.

      The Bottom Line

      Gardener and writer Elizabeth Roth says, “Roses that are left
      unpruned can become a tangled mess of old and new canes all
      competing for air and light.”

      We can say the same thing about our lives. A life left unpruned
      can become a twisted knot of ideas, tasks, and projects competing
      for your limited time and resources. If you don’t prune some of the
      branches from your life, the important ones will never
      flourish.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to be More Productive and Eliminate Time Wasting Activities
      by Using the “Eisenhower Box”

      
      Dwight Eisenhower lived one of the most productive lives you can
      imagine.

      Eisenhower was the 34th President of the United States, serving
      two terms from 1953 to 1961. During his time in office, he launched
      programs that directly led to the development of the Interstate
      Highway System in the United States, the launch of the internet
      (DARPA), the exploration of space (NASA), and the peaceful use of
      alternative energy sources (Atomic Energy Act).

      Before becoming president, Eisenhower was a five-star general in
      the United States Army, served as the Supreme Commander of the
      Allied Forces in Europe during World War II, and was responsible
      for planning and executing invasions of North Africa, France, and
      Germany.

      At other points along the way, he served as President of
      Columbia University, became the first Supreme Commander of NATO,
      and somehow found time to pursue hobbies like golfing and oil
      painting.

      Eisenhower had an incredible ability to sustain his productivity
      not just for weeks or months, but for decades. And for that reason,
      it is no surprise that his methods for time management, task
      management, and productivity have been studied by many people.

      His most famous productivity strategy is known as the Eisenhower
      Box (or Eisenhower Matrix) and it’s a simple decision-making tool
      that you can use right now. Let’s talk about how to be more
      productive and how Eisenhower’s strategy works.

      

      The Eisenhower Box: How to be More Productive

      Eisenhower’s strategy for taking action and organizing your
      tasks is simple. Using the decision matrix below, you will separate
      your actions based on four possibilities.

      
      	Urgent and important (tasks you will do immediately).

      	Important, but not urgent (tasks you will schedule to do
      later).

      	Urgent, but not important (tasks you will delegate to someone
      else).

      	Neither urgent nor important (tasks that you will
      eliminate).

      

      The great thing about this matrix is that it can be used for
      broad productivity plans (“How should I spend my time each week?”)
      and for smaller, daily plans (“What should I do today?”).

      Here is an example of what my Eisenhower Box looks like for
      today.
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      The Difference Between Urgent and Important

      
      What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom
      important.

      -Dwight Eisenhower

      

      Urgent tasks are things that you feel like you need to react to:
      emails, phone calls, texts, news stories. Meanwhile, in the words
      of Brett McKay, “Important tasks are things that contribute to our
      long-term mission, values, and goals.”

      Separating these differences is simple enough to do once, but
      doing so continually can be tough. The reason I like the Eisenhower
      Matrix is that it provides a clear framework for making the
      decisions over and over again. And like anything in life,
      consistency is the hard part.

      Here are some other observations I’ve made from using this
      method.

      Elimination Before Optimization

      A few years ago, I was reading about computer programming when I
      came across an interesting quote:

      
      “There is no code faster than no code.”

      –Kevlin Henney

      

      In other words, the fastest way to get something done — whether
      it is having a computer read a line of code or crossing a task off
      your to-do list — is to eliminate that task entirely. There is no
      faster way to do something than not doing it at all. That’s not a
      reason to be lazy, but rather a suggestion to force yourself to
      make hard decisions and delete any task that does not lead you
      toward your mission, your values, and your goals.

      Too often, we use productivity, time management, and
      optimization as an excuse to avoid the really difficult question:
      “Do I actually need to be doing this?” It is much easier to remain
      busy and tell yourself that you just need to be a little more
      efficient or to “work a little later tonight” than to endure the
      pain of eliminating a task that you are comfortable with doing, but
      that isn’t the highest and best use of your time.

      As Tim Ferriss says, “Being busy is a form of laziness — lazy
      thinking and indiscriminate action.”

      I find that the Eisenhower Matrix is particularly useful because
      it pushes me to question whether an action is really necessary,
      which means I’m more likely to move tasks to the “Delete” quadrant
      rather than mindlessly repeating them. And to be honest, if you
      simply eliminated all of the things you waste time on each day then
      you probably wouldn’t need any tips on how to be more productive at
      the things that matter.

      Does This Help Me Accomplish My Goal?

      One final note: it can be hard to eliminate time wasting
      activities if you aren’t sure what you are working toward. In my
      experience, there are two questions that can help clarify the
      entire process behind the Eisenhower Box.

      Those two questions are…

      
      	What am I working toward?

      	What are the core values that drive my life?

      

      These are questions that I have asked myself in my Annual Review and
      my Integrity
      Report. Answering these questions has helped me clarify the
      categories for certain tasks in my life. Deciding which tasks to do
      and which tasks to delete becomes much easier when you are clear
      about what is important to you.

      The Eisenhower Matrix isn’t a perfect strategy, but I have found
      it to be a useful decision-making tool for increasing my
      productivity and eliminating the behaviors that take up mental
      energy, waste time, and rarely move me toward my goals. I hope
      you’ll find it useful too.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Willpower Works: How to Avoid Bad Decisions

      
      Why do we make unhealthy and unproductive choices — even when we
      know we should do better?

      If you ask most people, they will say that poor choices are a
      result of a “lack of willpower.”

      But research from Columbia University is beginning to reveal
      that willpower doesn’t quite work that way.

      In fact, you may be surprised just how much small daily
      decisions impact the willpower you have for
      important choices. And most importantly, it turns out there are
      simple choices you can make that will help you master your
      willpower and make better decisions on a more consistent basis.

      Why Some Criminals Don’t Get a Fair Hearing

      In a research
      study published by the National Academy of Sciences,
      psychologists examined the factors that impact whether or not a
      judge approves a criminal for parole.

      The researchers examined 1,112 judicial rulings over a 10-month
      period. All of the rulings were made by a parole board judge, who
      was determining whether or not to allow the criminal to be released
      from prison on parole. (In some cases, the criminal was asking not
      for a release, but rather for a change in parole terms.)

      Now, you might assume that the judges were influenced by factors
      like the type of crime committed or the particular laws that were
      broken.

      But the researchers found exactly the opposite. The choices made
      by judges are impacted by all types of things that shouldn’t have
      an effect in the courtroom. Most notably, the time of day.

      What the researchers found was that at the beginning of the day,
      a judge was likely to give a favorable ruling about 65 percent of
      the time. However, as the morning wore on and the judge became
      drained from making more and more decisions, the likelihood of a
      criminal getting a favorable ruling steadily dropped to zero.

      After taking a lunch break, however, the judge would return to
      the courtroom refreshed and the likelihood of a favorable ruling
      would immediately jump back up to 65 percent. And then, as the
      hours moved on, the percentage of favorable rulings would fall back
      down to zero by the end of the day.

      This trend held true for more than 1,100 cases. It didn’t matter
      what the crime was — murder, rape, theft, embezzlement — a criminal
      was much more likely to get a favorable response if their parole
      hearing was scheduled in the morning (or immediately after a food
      break) than if it was scheduled near the end of a long session.

      The figure below depicts the odds that a judge will make a
      favorable ruling based on the time of the day. The dotted lines
      signify food breaks taken throughout the day.
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      What’s Going on Here?

      As it turns out, your willpower is like a muscle. And similar to
      the muscles in your body, willpower can get fatigued when you use
      it over and over again. Every time you make a decision, it’s like
      doing another rep in the gym. And similar to how your muscles get
      tired at the end of a workout, the strength of your willpower fades
      as you make more decisions.

      Researchers often refer to this phenomenon as decision fatigue.
      When the judge on a parole board experiences decision fatigue, they
      deny more parole requests.

      This makes sense. When your willpower is fading and your brain
      is tired of making decisions, it’s easier just to say no and keep
      everyone locked up than it is to debate whether or not someone is
      trustworthy enough to leave prison. At the beginning of the day, a
      judge will give each case a fair shot. But as their energy starts
      to fade? Deny, deny, deny.

      Here’s why this is important for you…

      Do You Suffer From Decision Fatigue?

      Decision fatigue happens every day in your life as well. If you
      have a particularly decision-heavy day at work, then you come home
      feeling drained. You might want to go to the gym and
      workout, but your brain would rather default to the easy decision:
      sit on the couch. That’s decision fatigue.

      The same thing is true if you find it hard to muster up the
      willpower to work on your side business at night or to cook a
      healthy meal for dinner.

      And while decision fatigue is something that we all deal with,
      there are a few ways that you can organize your life and design
      your day to master your willpower.

      5 Ways to Overcome Decision Fatigue and Boost
      Willpower

      1. Plan daily decisions the night before.

      There will always be decisions that pop up each day that you
      can’t plan for. That’s fine. It’s just part of life.

      But for most of us, the decisions that drain us are the ones
      that we make over and over and over again. Wasting precious
      willpower these decisions — which could be automated or planned in
      advance — is one reason why many people feel so drained at the end
      of the day.

      For example, decisions like…

      What am I going to wear to work? What should I eat for
      breakfast? Should I go to the dry cleaner before or after work? And
      so on.

      All of those examples above, can be decided in 3 minutes or less
      the night before, which means you won’t be wasting your willpower
      on those choices the next day. Taking time to plan out, simplify,
      and design the repeated daily decisions will give you more mental
      space to make the important choices each day.

      2. Do the most important thing first.

      If there was the most important court case in the world, when
      would you want the judge to hear it?

      Based on the research above, first thing in the morning. You’d
      want their best attention, energy, and focus to go toward the
      decisions that were most important.

      The same thing goes for your work and life. What’s the most
      important thing for you right now?

      Is it getting in shape? Is it building your business? Is it
      writing that book you have inside of you? Is it learning to
      eliminate stress and relax?

      Whatever it is for you, put your best energy toward it. If you
      have to wake up 30 minutes earlier, then do that. Start your day by working on the
      most important thing in your life.

      I’ve written previously about the importance of morning routines and
      time management,
      this research on willpower is just another reason to work on the
      most important things first.

      3. Stop making decisions. Start making
      commitments.

      I think advice like, “you just need to decide to do it” gets
      dished around too much.

      Yes, of course you need to decide to do the things that are
      important to you, but more than that you need to schedule them into
      your life.

      We all have things that we say are important to us.

      “I really want to scale my business.”

      “I really want to lose 40 pounds.”

      “I really want to get started on XYZ.”

      Unfortunately, most of us simply hope that we’ll have the
      willpower and motivation to make the right decisions each day.

      Rather than hoping that I’ll make the right choice each day,
      I’ve found much more success by scheduling the things that are
      important to me.

      For example, my schedule for writing is Monday and Thursday. My
      schedule for weightlifting is Monday, Wednesday, Friday. On any
      given Monday, I don’t have to decide whether I’m going to write.
      It’s already on the schedule. And I’m not hoping that I’ll have
      enough willpower to make it to the gym. It’s just where I go on
      Mondays at 6pm.

      If you sit back and hope that you’ll be able to make the right
      decisions each day, then you will certainly fall victim to decision
      fatigue and a lack of willpower.

      4. If you have to make good decisions later in the day,
      then eat something first.

      It’s no coincidence that the judges became better decision
      makers after eating. Now, if you cram french fries into your veins
      every day, then I doubt that you’ll enjoy the same results. But
      taking a break to feed your brain is a wonderful way to boost
      willpower.

      This is especially important because although it’s great to do
      the most important thing first, it’s not always possible to
      organize your day like that.

      When you want to get better decisions from your mind, put
      better food into
      your body.

      5. Simplify.

      Whether you are trying to reach the highest level of performance
      or just want to start eating a healthy diet, the biggest
      frustration for most people is the feeling that you need to use
      willpower on an hourly basis.

      Find ways to simplify your life. If
      something isn’t important to you, eliminate it. Making decisions
      about unimportant things, even if you have the time to do so, isn’t
      a benign task. It’s pulling precious energy and willpower from the
      things that matter.

      Willpower is one area of life where you can most certainly
      improve your output by reducing the number of inputs.

      The Bottom Line

      Willpower isn’t something you have or something you lack. It
      rises and falls. And while it’s impossible to maximize your
      willpower for every moment of every day, it is possible to make a
      few changes to your day and your routine so that you can get the
      most of your decisions and make consistent progress on the things
      that are important to you.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Procrastinating by Using the "2-Minute Rule"

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Recently, I’ve been following a simple rule that is helping me
      stop
      procrastinating and making it easier for me to stick to good habits at the
      same time.

      I want to share it with you today so that you can try it out and
      see how it works in your life.

      The best part? It’s a simple strategy that couldn’t be easier to
      use.

      Here’s what you need to know…

      How to Stop Procrastinating With the “2-Minute
      Rule”

      The Two-Minute Rule states “When you start a new habit, it
      should take less than two minutes to do.”

      You’ll find that nearly any habit can be scaled down into a
      two-minute version:

      
      	“Read before bed each night” becomes “Read one page.”

      	“Do thirty minutes of yoga” becomes “Take out my yoga
      mat.”

      	“Study for class” becomes “Open my notes.”

      	“Fold the laundry” becomes “Fold one pair of socks.”

      	“Run three miles” becomes “Tie my running shoes.”

      

      The idea is to make your habits as easy as
      possible to start. Anyone can meditate for one minute, read one
      page, or put one item of clothing away. And, as we have just
      discussed, this is a powerful strategy because once you’ve started
      doing the right thing, it is much easier to continue doing it. A
      new habit should not feel like a challenge. The actions that
      follow can be challenging, but the first
      two minutes should be easy. What you want is a “gateway habit” that
      naturally leads you down a more productive path.

      You can usually figure out the gateway habits
      that will lead to your desired outcome by mapping out your goals on
      a scale from “very easy” to “very hard.” For instance, running a
      marathon is very hard. Running a 5K is hard. Walking ten thousand
      steps is moderately difficult. Walking ten minutes is easy. And
      putting on your running shoes is very easy. Your goal might be to
      run a marathon, but your gateway habit is to put on your running
      shoes. That’s how you follow the Two-Minute Rule.

      Why the Two-Minute Rule Works

      People often think it’s weird to get hyped about reading one
      page or meditating for one minute or making one sales call. But the
      point is not to do one thing. The point is to master the habit of
      showing up. The truth is, a habit must be established before it can
      be improved. If you can’t learn the basic skill of showing up, then
      you have little hope of mastering the finer details. Instead of
      trying to engineer a perfect habit from the start, do the easy
      thing on a more consistent basis. You have to standardize before you can
      optimize.

      As you master the art of showing up, the first two minutes
      simply become a ritual at the beginning of a larger routine. This
      is not merely a hack to make habits easier but actually the ideal
      way to master a difficult skill. The more you ritualize the
      beginning of a process, the more likely it becomes that you can
      slip into the state of deep focus that is required to do great
      things. By doing the same warm-up before every workout, you make it
      easier to get into a state of peak performance. By following the
      same creative ritual, you make it easier to get into the hard work
      of creating. By developing a consistent power-down habit, you make
      it easier to get to bed at a reasonable time each night. You may
      not be able to automate the whole process, but you can make the
      first action mindless. Make it easy to start and the rest will
      follow.

      The Two-Minute Rule can seem like a trick to some people. You
      know that the real goal is to do more than just two minutes, so it
      may feel like you’re trying to fool yourself. Nobody is actually
      aspiring to read one page or do one push-up or open their notes.
      And if you know it’s a mental trick, why would you fall for it?

      If the Two-Minute Rule feels forced, try this: do it for two
      minutes and then stop. Go for a run, but you must stop after two
      minutes. Start meditating, but you must stop after two minutes.
      Study Arabic, but you must stop after two minutes. It’s not a
      strategy for starting, it’s the whole thing. Your habit can only
      last one hundred and twenty seconds.

      One of my readers used this strategy to lose over one hundred
      pounds. In the beginning, he went to the gym each day, but he told
      himself he wasn’t allowed to stay for more than five minutes. He
      would go to the gym, exercise for five minutes, and leave as soon
      as his time was up. After a few weeks, he looked around and
      thought, “Well, I’m always coming here anyway. I might as well
      start staying a little longer.” A few years later, the weight was
      gone.

      Strategies like this work for another reason too: they reinforce
      the identity you
      want to build. If you show up at the gym five days in a row—even if
      it’s just for two minutes—you are casting votes for your new
      identity. You’re not worried about getting in shape. You’re focused
      on becoming the type of person who doesn’t miss workouts. You’re
      taking the smallest action that confirms the type of person you want
      to be.

      We rarely think about change this way because everyone is
      consumed by the end goal. But one push-up is better than not
      exercising. One minute of guitar practice is better than none at
      all. One minute of reading is better than never picking up a book.
      It’s far better to do less than you hoped than to do nothing at
      all.

      Whenever you are struggling to stick with a
      habit, you can employ the Two-Minute Rule. It’s a simple way to
      make your habits easy.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 13 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Focus and Concentrate Better

      
      Over a century ago, a lion tamer named Clyde Beatty learned a
      lesson that is so important that it impacts nearly every area of
      your life today.

      What was that lesson?

      Keep reading to find out what a lion tamer can teach you about
      how to focus,
      concentrate better, and live a healthier life.

      

      The Lion Tamer Who Survived

      Clyde Beatty was born in Bainbridge, Ohio in 1903. When he was a
      teenager, he left home to join the circus and landed a job as a
      cage cleaner. In the years that followed, Beatty quickly progressed
      from a lowly cage boy to a popular entertainer.

      Beatty became famous for his “fighting act” in which he would
      tame fierce wild animals. At one point, Beatty’s act included a
      segment where he brought lions, tigers, cougars, and hyenas into
      the circus ring all at once and tamed the entire group.

      But here’s the most impressive feat of all…

      In an era when the majority of lion tamers died in the ring,
      Beatty lived into his 60s. In the end, it was cancer that took his
      life, not a lion.

      How did he manage to survive? Thanks to a simple idea.

      Clyde Beatty was one of the first lion tamers to bring a chair
      into the circus ring.

      Here’s what happened…

      The Whip and The Chair

      The classic image of a lion tamer is one of the entertainer
      holding a whip and a chair. The whip gets all of the attention, but
      it’s mostly for show. In reality, it’s the chair that does the
      important work.

      When a lion tamer holds a chair in front of the lion’s face, the
      lion tries to focus on all four legs of the chair at the same time.
      With its focus divided, the lion becomes confused and is unsure
      about what to do next. When faced with so many options, the lion
      chooses to freeze and wait instead of attacking the man holding the
      chair.
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      Avoid the Fate of the Lion

      How often do you find yourself in the same position as the
      lion?

      How often do you have something you want to achieve (i.e. lose
      weight, gain muscle, start a business, travel more) … only to end
      up confused by all of the options in front of you and never make
      progress?

      This is especially true in health, fitness, and medicine, where
      every person and company seems to believe it is their duty to make
      things more complex. Every workout routine you find is the best
      one. Every diet expert says their plan is the optimal one.

      This frustrates me to no end because while all the experts are
      busy debating about which option is best, the people who want to
      actually improve their lives (you and me) are left frustrated by
      all of the conflicting information.

      The end result is that we feel like we can’t focus or that we’re
      focused on the wrong things, and so we take less action, make less
      progress, and stay the same when we could be improving.

      I think it’s time we change that. Here’s how…

      How to Focus and Concentrate Better

      Anytime you find the world waving a chair in your face, remember
      this: all you need to do is commit to one thing.

      In the beginning, you don’t even have to succeed. You just need
      to get started. Starting
      before you feel ready is one of the 
      habits of successful people.

      Most of the time, the ability to get started and commit to a
      task is the only thing you need to do to focus better. Most people
      don’t have trouble with focusing. They have trouble with
      deciding.

      Have you ever had a task that you absolutely had to get done?
      What happened? You got it done. Maybe you procrastinated, but once
      you committed to doing it, you got it finished.

      In other words: making progress in your health, your work, and
      your life isn’t about learning how to focus and concentrate better,
      it’s about learning how to choose and commit to a specific
      task.

      You have the ability to focus, you just need to choose what to
      direct it towards instead of acting like the lion and dividing your
      attention among the four legs of the chair.

      Want to lose 40 pounds? Awesome. Eat real food (anything
      that doesn’t come in a package or a box is a good start) and
      exercise
      more. You don’t need more information. You don’t need to learn
      how to focus on the right things. You just need to commit to the
      fundamentals. Build good
      habits first, there will be plenty of time to figure the
      details out later.

      Want to perform like an elite athlete? Great.
      Quit dreaming and start living like one. Get to sleep earlier. Organize
      your day around your training. If you have to miss other
      commitments, then you have to miss them. If it’s important to you,
      then stop gazing at the other distractions and commit to it.

      Want to start a business? You can! Sure, you’ll
      be uncomfortable. Every entrepreneur is uncertain. You don’t need
      to learn a new strategy or figure out how to focus better. You just
      need to commit to making it happen. Take the first step and trust
      that you’ll figure out how to take the second step when you need to
      do so.

      We all have the ability to focus and concentrate, but only if we
      decide what is important to us and what we want to commit to
      accomplishing. The only wrong choice is no choice.

      Stop Gazing at the Chair

      Life isn’t a dress rehearsal. Whether you know it or not, you’re
      already in the ring. We all are. Most of the time, we sit quietly,
      gazing at the chair in front of us, silently debating about which
      leg is the most important.

      It doesn’t have to be that way.

      If you have somewhere you want to go, something you want to
      accomplish, someone you want to become… then make a decision. If
      you’re clear about where you want to go, the rest of the world will
      either help you get there or get out of the way. Both of those are
      useful.

      You don’t have to do it all at once, but there is
      something that you need to do now. Something that’s
      calling you, something that’s important to you, something that
      you’re destined to do. I don’t know what it is, but you do. Swipe
      the chair out of the way and choose it.
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      Healthy Eating: The Beginner's Guide on How to Eat Healthy and
      Stick to It

      
      Healthy eating. It’s something everyone knows they should do,
      but few of us do as consistently as we would like. The purpose of
      this guide is to share practical strategies for how to eat healthy
      and break down the science of why we often fail to do so.

      Now, I don’t claim to have a perfect diet, but my research and
      writing on behavioral psychology and habit formation has helped me
      develop a few simple strategies for building and strengthening a
      healthy eating habit without much effort or thought.

      You can click the links below to jump to a particular section or
      simply scroll down to read everything. At the end of this page,
      you’ll find a complete list of all the articles I have written on
      healthy eating.

      I. The Science of Healthy Eating

      
      	Why We Crave Junk
      Food

      	How Food
      Scientists Create Cravings

      

      II. How to Make Healthy Eating Easier

      
      	The
      Importance of Environment for Healthy Eating

      	How to
      Eat Healthy Without Noticing

      	What Should I Eat?

      	Two Simple
      Ways to Eat Healthy

      	
      How to Eat Whatever You Want Without Feeling Guilty

      

      III. How to Stick to a Healthy Eating Habit

      
      	Address
      the Root Problem of Unhealthy Eating

      	How to Say No
      to Temptation

      	
      This One Phrase Will Help You Eat Healthy Time After Time

      	Where to Go From
      Here
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      The Science of Healthy Eating

      Every nutritionist and diet guru talks about what to
      eat. Instead, I’d like to discuss why we eat the way we do
      and how we can change that. The purpose of this guide is
      to share the science and strategy you need to get the results you
      want.

      Now, the benefits of good nutrition are fairly obvious to most
      of us. You have more energy, your health improves, and your
      productivity blossoms. Healthy eating also plays a huge role in
      maintaining a healthy weight, which means a decreased risk of type
      2 diabetes, certain cancers, heart problems, high blood pressure,
      and a host of other health ailments. (Genetics also plays a
      significant role. I’m not some crazy person who thinks genes don’t
      matter.)

      But if there are so many good reasons for healthy eating, why is
      it so difficult to actually do? To answer that question, we should
      start by learning why we crave junk food.

      Why We Crave Junk Food

      Steven Witherly is a food scientist who has spent the last 20
      years studying what makes certain foods more addictive than others.
      Much of the science that follows is from his excellent
      report,Why
      Humans Like Junk Food.

      According toWitherly, when you eat tasty food, there are
      two factors that make the experience pleasurable.

      First, there is the sensation of eating the food. This includes
      what it tastes like (salty, sweet, umami, etc.), what it smells
      like, and how it feels in your mouth. This last quality — known as
      “orosensation” — can be particularly important. Food companies will
      spend millions of dollars to discover the most satisfying level of
      crunch in a potato chip. Food scientists will test for the perfect
      amount of fizzle in a soda. These elements all combine to create
      the sensation that your brain associates with a particular food or
      drink.

      The second factor is the actual macronutrient makeup of the food
      — the blend of proteins, fats, and carbohydrates that it contains.
      In the case of junk food, food manufacturers are looking for a
      perfect combination of salt, sugar, and fat that excites your brain
      and gets you coming back for more.

      Here’s how they do it…

      [bookmark: How Food Scientists Create Cravings]

      How Food Scientists Create Cravings

      There is a range of factors that scientists and food
      manufacturers use to make food more addictive.

      Dynamic contrast.Dynamic contrast refers
      to a combination of different sensations in the same food. In the
      words ofWitherly, foods with dynamic contrast have “an edible
      shell that goes crunch followed by something soft or creamy and
      full of taste-active compounds. This rule applies to a variety of
      our favorite food structures — the caramelized top of a creme
      brulee, a slice of pizza, or an Oreo cookie — the brain finds
      crunching through something like this very novel and
      thrilling.”

      Salivary response.Salivationis part
      of the experience of eating food, and the more a food causes you to
      salivate, the more it will swim throughout your mouth and cover
      your taste buds. For example, emulsified foods like butter,
      chocolate, salad dressing, ice cream, and mayonnaise promote a
      salivary response that helps to lather your taste buds with
      goodness. This is one reason why many people enjoy foods that have
      sauces or glazes on them. The result is that foods that promote
      salivation do a happy little tap dance on your brain and taste
      better than ones that don’t.

      Rapid food meltdown and vanishing caloric
      density.Foods that rapidly vanish or “melt in your
      mouth” signal to your brain that you’re not eating as much as you
      actually are. In other words, these foods literally tell your brain
      that you’re not full, even though you’re eating a lot of
      calories.

      In his best-selling book,Salt Sugar
      Fat(audiobook),
      author Michael Moss describes a conversation with Witherly that
      explains vanishing caloric density perfectly…

      
      He zeroed right in on the Cheetos. “This,” Witherly said, “is
      one of the most marvelously constructed foods on the planet, in
      terms of pure pleasure.”

      

      “I brought him two shopping bags filled with a variety of chips
      to taste. He zeroed right in on the Cheetos. “This,” Witherly said,
      “is one of the most marvelously constructed foods on the planet, in
      terms of pure pleasure.” He ticked off a dozen attributes of the
      Cheetos that make the brain say more. But the one he focused on
      most was the puff’s uncanny ability to melt in the mouth. “It’s
      called vanishing caloric density,” Witherly said. “If something
      melts down quickly, your brain thinks that there’s no calories in
      it … you can just keep eating it forever.”

      Sensory-specificresponse.Your brain
      likes variety. When it comes to food, if you experience the same
      taste over and over again, then you start to get less pleasure from
      it. In other words, the sensitivity of that specific sensor will
      decrease over time. This can happen in just minutes.

      Junk foods, however, are designed to avoid this sensory specific
      response. They provide enough taste to be interesting (your brain
      doesn’t get tired of eating them), but it’s not so stimulating that
      your sensory response is dulled. This is why you can swallow an
      entire bag of potato chips and still be ready to eat another. To
      your brain, thecrunchand sensation of eating Doritos is
      novel and interesting every time.

      Calorie density.Junk foods are designed
      to convince your brain that it is gettingnutrition,but
      to not fill you up. Receptors in your mouth and stomach tell your
      brain about the mixture of proteins, fats, and carbohydrates in a
      particular food, and how filling that food is for your body. Junk
      food provides just enough calories that your brain says, “Yes, this
      will give you some energy” but not so many calories that you think
      “That’s enough, I’m full.” The result is that you crave
      thefoodto begin with, but it takes quite some time to
      feel full from it.

      Memories of past eating experiences.This
      is where the psychobiology of junk food really works against you.
      When you eat something tasty (say, a bag of potato chips), your
      brain registers that feeling. The next time you see that food,
      smell that food, or even read about that food, your brain starts to
      trigger the memories and responses that came when you ate it. These
      memories can actually cause physical responses like salivation and
      create the “mouth-watering” craving that you get when thinking
      about your favorite foods.

      These factors all combine to make processed food tasty and
      desirable to our human brains. When you combine the science behind
      these foods with the incredible prevalence of food (cheap fast food
      everywhere), eating healthy becomes very hard to do.

      How to Make Healthy Eating Easier

      Most people think that building better habits or changing your
      actions is all about willpower or motivation. But the more I learn,
      the more I believe that the number one driver of behavior change is
      your environment.

      Your environment has an incredible ability to shape your
      behavior. Nowhere is this more true than with food. What we eat on
      a daily basis is often a result of what we are presented.

      Let me share an interesting experiment to show you exactly what
      I mean…

      [bookmark: The Importance of Environment for Healthy Eating]

      The Importance of Environment for Healthy Eating

      Anne Thorndike is a primary care physician at Massachusetts
      General Hospital in Boston. Thorndike and her colleagues conducted
      asix-monthstudythat
      was published in theAmerican Journal of Public
      Health.

      This study secretly took place in the hospital cafeteria and
      helped thousands of people develop healthy eating habits without
      changing their willpower or motivation in the slightest way.
      Thorndike and her team utilized a concept known as “choice
      architecture.” Choice architecture is just a fancy word for
      changing the way the food and drinks are displayed, but, as it
      turns out, it makes a big difference.

      The researchers started by changing the choice architecture of
      the drinks in the cafeteria. Originally, there were three main
      refrigerators, all of which were filled with soda. The researchers
      made sure that water was added to each of those units and also
      placed baskets of bottled water throughout the room.

      The image below depicts what the room looked like before the
      changes (Figure A) and after the changes (Figure B). The dark boxes
      indicate areas where bottled water is available.

      [image: choice architecture for healthy eating]
      What happened? Over the next 3 months, the number of soda sales
      dropped by 11.4 percent. Meanwhile, bottled water sales increased
      by 25.8 percent. Similar adjustments and results were made with
      food options. Nobody said a word to the visitors who ate at the
      cafeteria. The researchers simply changed the environment and
      people naturally followed suit.

      Choice architecture is even more important when you’re already
      stressed, tired, or distracted. If you’re already worn-down, you’re
      probably not going to go through a lot of effort to cook a healthy
      dinner or fit in a workout. You’ll grab or do whatever is
      easiest.

      That means that if you take just a little bit of time today to
      organize your room, your office, your kitchen, and other areas,
      then that adjustment in choice architecture can guide you toward
      better choices even when your willpower is fading. Design for
      laziness.

      [bookmark: How to Eat Healthy Without Noticing]

      How to Eat Healthy Without Noticing

      Brian Wansink is a professor at Cornell University, and he has
      completed a variety of studies on how your environment shapes your
      eating decisions. Many of the ideas below come from his popular
      book,Mindless
      Eating(audiobook).
      Here are some of his best practical strategies for using choice
      architecture to make healthy eating easier.

      1. Use smaller plates.Bigger plates mean
      bigger portions. And that means you eat more. According to a study
      conducted by Wansink and his research team, if you made a simple
      change and served your dinner on 10-inch plates instead of a
      12-inch plate, you would eat 22% less food over the course of the
      next year.

      On a related note, if you’re thinking “I’ll just put less food
      on my plate” … it’s not that simple. The picture below explains
      why. When you eat a small portion off of a large plate, your mind
      feels unsatisfied. Meanwhile, the same portion will feel more
      filling when eaten off of a small plate. The circles in the image
      below are the same size, but your brain (and stomach) doesn’t view
      them that way.

      [image: This image shows how small portion sizes can look filling on a small plate, but sparse on a large plate. Knowing this can help with healthy eating. ]
      2. Want to drink less alcohol or soda? Use tall, slender
      glasses instead of short, fat ones.

      Take a look at the image below. Is the horizontal or vertical
      line longer?

      [image: Like the lines in this photo, vertical glasses will look bigger horizontal ones and will therefore naturally help you drink less.]
      As it turns out, both lines are the same length, but our brain
      has a tendency to overestimate vertical lines. In other words,
      taller drinks look bigger to our eyes than round, horizontal mugs
      do. And because height makes things look bigger than width, you’ll
      actually drink less from taller glasses. In fact, you will
      typically drink about 20% less from a tall, slender glass than you
      would from a short, fat glass. (Hat tip toDarya
      Pinofor originally sharing this image and idea.)

      3. Use plates that have a high contrast color with your
      food.As I mentioned inthis article, when the
      color of your plate matches the color of your food, you naturally
      serve yourself more because your brain has trouble distinguishing
      the portion size from the plate. Because of this, dark green and
      dark blue make great plate colors because they contrast with light
      foods like pasta and potatoes (which means you’re likely to serve
      less of them), but don’t contrast very much with leafy greens and
      vegetables (which means you’re likely to put more of them on your
      plate).

      4. Display healthy foods in a prominent
      place.For example, you could place a bowl of fruits
      or nuts near the front door or somewhere else that you pass by
      before you leave the house. When you’re hungry and in a rush, you
      are more likely to grab the first thing you see.

      5. Wrap unhealthy foods in tin foil. Wrap healthy foods
      in plastic wrap.The old saying, “out of sight, out
      of mind” turns out to have some truth to it. Eating isn’t just a
      physical event, but also an emotional one. Your mind often
      determines what it wants to eat based on what your eyes see. Thus,
      if you hide unhealthy foods by wrapping them up or tucking them
      away in less prominent places, then you are less likely to eat
      them.

      6. Keep healthy foods in larger packages and containers,
      and unhealthy foods in smaller ones.Big boxes and
      containers tend to catch your eye more, take up space in your
      kitchen and pantry, and otherwise get in your way. As a result,
      you’re more likely to notice them and eat them. Meanwhile, smaller
      items can hide in your kitchen for months. (Just take a look at
      what you have lying around right now. It’s probably small cans and
      containers.)

      Bonus tip: if you buy a large box of something unhealthy, you
      can re-package it into smaller Ziploc bags or containers, which
      should make it less likely that you’ll binge and eat a lot at
      once.
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      What Should I Eat?

      As I mentioned at the outset, this is not a guide about what to
      eat. It’s a guide about why we eat the way we do and how to do
      something about it. That said, I’ll offer two suggestions regarding
      what to put on your plate.

      1. Eat more greens. There isn’t a
      consensus on the best diet, but pretty much everyone agrees on one
      thing: eat more veggies. You’ll be hard-pressed to find a single
      diet that doesn’t think eating more plants is a good idea.

      2. Eat a variety of foods.As we covered
      earlier, the brain craves novelty. While you may not be able to
      replicate the crunchy/creamy contrast of an Oreo, you can vary your
      diet enough to keep things interesting. For example, you could dip
      a carrot (crunchy) in some hummus (creamy) and get a novel
      sensation. Similarly, finding ways to add new spices and flavors to
      your dishes can make eating healthy foods a more desirable
      experience.

      Healthy eating doesn’t have to be bland. Mix up your foods to
      get different sensations and you may find it easier than eating the
      same foods over and over again. (At some point, however, you may
      have tofall in love with
      boredom.)

      [bookmark: Two Simple Ways to Eat Healthy]

      Two Simple Ways to Eat Healthy

      The main idea of most good diets is the same: eat whole foods
      that are unprocessed and that grew or lived outdoors. Some of them
      have different variations — no animal products, no grains, etc. —
      but most of them fit the general “real food” framework.

      The problem is that — if you’re anything like me — you will eat
      whatever is close to you, whether it came from Mother Nature or
      not. As a result, the best strategy is to surround yourself with
      healthy food.

      1. Use the “Outer Ring” Strategy. When I go to
      the grocery store, I only walk around the “outer ring” of the
      store. I don’t walk down the aisles. The outer ring is where the
      healthy food usually lives: fruits, vegetables, lean meats, fish,
      eggs, and nuts. These are items that grew or lived outdoors. That’s
      what I eat.

      The aisles are where all of the boxed and processed stuff is
      placed. Don’t go down those aisles and you won’t buy those foods.
      Don’t buy those foods and they won’t be around for you to eat. Try
      this the next time you go to the store and do your best to not to
      make exceptions.

      Sure, there will be the occasional time that you’ll need to go
      down an aisle to pick up spices or grab a bottle of olive oil, but
      this is rare. The last three times I’ve been at the grocery store,
      I have easily stayed on the “outer ring” and I bet you can do the
      same.

      [bookmark: How to Eat Whatever You Want Without Feeling Guilty]

      How to Eat Whatever You Want Without Feeling Guilty

      2. Never Miss Twice. I think life is meant to
      be lived joyfully. I have no desire to judge myself for eating
      pizza or to feel guilty for drinking a beer. But, I also know that
      I feel much better when I eathealthy.

      In order to balance the two, I have a simple rule that I try to
      follow:whenever I eat an unhealthy meal, I follow it
      with a healthy one.

      Missing once is fine, but I never want to miss a healthy meal
      twice. Top performersmake mistakes like everyone else, but
      they get back on
      trackfaster than most people. That’s what I try to do
      with my diet. I don’t worry about having fun and I try to enjoy
      life, but I also use this simple rule to guide me back toward a
      healthy diet as quickly as possible.

      How to Stick to a Healthy Eating Habit[bookmark: Address the Root Problem of Unhealthy Eating]

      Address the Root Problem of Unhealthy Eating

      There’s a reason why many people eat as a way to cope with
      stress. Stress causes certain regions of the brain to release
      chemicals (specifically, opiates and neuropeptide Y). These
      chemicals can trigger mechanisms that are similar to the cravings
      you get from fat and sugar. In other words, when you get stressed,
      your brain feels the addictive call of fat and sugar and you’re
      pulled back to junk food.

      We all have stressful situations that arise in our lives.
      Learning to deal with stress in a different way can help you
      overcome the addictive pull of junk food. This could include simple
      breathing techniques or ashort guided
      meditation. Or something more physical likeexerciseormaking art.

      [bookmark: How to Say No to Temptation]

      How to Say No to Temptation

      Learning how to say no is one of the most useful skills you can
      develop, especially when it comes to living a healthy life.
      Research is starting to show that small changes can make it easier
      for you to say no, resist temptation and stick to healthy eating
      habits.

      In a research study published in theJournal
      of Consumer Research, 120 students were split into two
      different groups.

      The difference between these two groups was saying “I can’t”
      compared to “I don’t.”

      One group was told that each time they were faced with a
      temptation, they would tell themselves “I can’t do X.” For example,
      when tempted with ice cream, they would say, “I can’t eat ice
      cream.”

      When the second group was faced with a temptation, they were
      told to say “I don’t do X.” For example, when tempted with ice
      cream, they would say, “I don’t eat ice cream.”

      After repeating these phrases, each student answered a set of
      questions unrelated to the study. Once they finished answering
      their questions, the students went to hand in their answer sheet,
      thinking that the study was over. In reality, it was just
      beginning.

      As each student walked out of the room and handed in their
      answer sheet, they were offered a complimentary treat. The student
      could choose between a chocolate candy bar or a granola health bar.
      As the student walked away, the researcher would mark their snack
      choice on the answer sheet.

      The students who told themselves “I can’t eat X” chose to eat
      the chocolate candy bar 61% of the time. Meanwhile, the students
      who told themselves “I don’t eat X” chose to eat the chocolate
      candy bars only 36% of the time. This simple change in terminology
      significantly improved the odds that each person would make a more
      healthy food choice.

      Why does something so small make such a big difference?
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      The One Phrase That Will Help You Eat Healthy

      Your words help to frame your sense of empowerment and control.
      Furthermore, the words that you use create a feedback loop in your
      brain that impacts your future behaviors.

      For example, every time you tell yourself “I can’t”, you’re
      creating a feedback loop that is a reminder of your limitations.
      This terminology indicates that you’re forcing yourself to do
      something you don’t want to do.

      In comparison, when you tell yourself “I don’t”, you’re creating
      a feedback loop that reminds you of your control and power over the
      situation. It’s a phrase that can propel you toward breaking your
      bad habits and following your good ones.

      Heidi Grant Halvorson is the director of the Motivation Science
      Center at Columbia University. Here’s how she explains the
      difference between saying “I don’t” compared to “I can’t”…

      “I don’t” is experienced as a choice, so it feels empowering.
      It’s an affirmation of your determination and willpower. “I can’t”
      isn’t a choice. It’s a restriction, it’s being imposed upon you. So
      thinking “I can’t” undermines your sense of power and personal
      agency.

      
      “I don’t” is experienced as a choice, so it feels empowering. “I
      can’t” isn’t a choice. It’s a restriction, it’s being imposed upon
      you.

      

      In other words, the phrase “I don’t” is a psychologically
      empowering way to say no, while the phrase “I can’t” is a
      psychologically draining way to say no.

      Perhaps most importantly, a change in language leads to a change
      in mindset. You can now utilize your new, empowered mindset in all
      future situations, which is why a subtle shift can lead to very
      different outcomes over the long-run.
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      Where to Go From Here

      I hope you found this short guide on healthy eating useful. If
      you’re looking for more ideas on how to eat healthy, then check out
      my full list of healthy eating articles below.

      All Healthy Habits Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on building
      healthy habits. Enjoy!


      

    

  
    

    
      10 Simple Ways to Eat Healthy Without Thinking, Backed by
      Science

      
      Your environment has an incredible ability to shape your
      behavior.

      I have written previously about choice
      architecture and environment
      design, both of which are focused on the idea that, “By making
      small changes to the physical environment around you, it can become
      much easier to stick to good habits.”

      And while the research studies I have shared in those articles
      are interesting, I thought it might be useful to list some
      practical ways to apply environment design to your world and make
      it easier to live a healthy, happy, and adventurous life.

      With that in mind, here are 10 simple strategies for designing
      your environment to eat healthy without
      thinking and spend more of your time and energy on doing something
      awesome.

      Keep in mind, these ideas are just a start. You can apply these
      concepts for designing your environment and creating better “choice
      architecture” to almost any habit or behavior.

      How to Eat Healthy Without Thinking

      Before we begin, let’s give credit to the researcher behind many
      of these ideas. Brian Wansink is a professor at Cornell University
      and he has completed a variety of studies on how your environment
      shapes your eating decisions. Many of the ideas below come from his
      popular book, Mindless Eating
      (audiobook).

      1. Use smaller plates. Bigger plates mean
      bigger portions. And that means you eat more. According to a study
      conducted by Wansink and his research team, if you made a simple
      change and served your dinner on 10-inch plates instead of a
      12-inch plate, you would eat 22% less food over the course of the
      next year.

      On a related note, if you’re thinking “I’ll just put less food
      on my plate” … it’s not that simple. The picture below explains
      why. When you eat a small portion off of a large plate, your mind
      feels unsatisfied. Meanwhile, the same portion will feel more
      filling when eaten off of a small plate. The circles in the image
      below are the same size, but your brain (and stomach) doesn’t view
      them that way.

      [image: This image shows how small portion sizes can look filling on a small plate, but sparse on a large plate. This strategy is a good way to eat healthy without thinking. ]
      2. Make water more readily available. Most of
      us mindlessly take a swig of soda or a sip of coffee as we do other
      tasks. Try this instead: buy a large bottle water and set it
      somewhere close to you throughout your day. You’ll find that if
      it’s sitting next to you, you’ll often opt for water instead and
      avoid less healthy drink options naturally.

      Note: I love this Vapur water
      bottle because it holds a good amount of water and folds up
      small enough to fit in a backpack, purse, or pocket. It’s perfect
      for travel too.

      3. Want to drink less alcohol or soda? Use tall, slender
      glasses instead of short, fat ones.

      Take a look at the image below. Is the horizontal or vertical
      line longer?

      [image: Like the lines in this photo, vertical glasses will look bigger horizontal ones and will therefore naturally help you drink less. This strategy is a good way to eat healthy without thinking. ]
      As it turns out, both lines are the same length, but our brain
      has a tendency to overestimate vertical lines. In other words,
      taller drinks look bigger to our eyes than round, horizontal mugs
      do. And because height makes things look bigger than width, you’ll
      actually drink less from taller glasses. In fact, you will
      typically drink about 20% less from a tall, slender glass than you
      would from a short, fat glass. (Hat tip to Darya
      Pino for originally sharing this image and idea.)

      4. Use plates that have a high contrast color with your
      food. As I mentioned in this article, when the
      color of your plate matches the color of your food, you naturally
      serve yourself more because your brain has trouble distinguishing
      the portion size from the plate. Because of this, dark green and
      dark blue make great plate colors because they contrast with light
      foods like pasta and potatoes (which means you’re likely to serve
      less of them), but don’t contrast very much with leafy greens and
      vegetables (which means you’re likely to put more of them on your
      plate).

      5. Display healthy foods in a prominent place.
      For example, you could place a bowl of fruits or nuts near the
      front door or somewhere else that you pass by before you leave the
      house. When you’re hungry and in a rush, you are more likely to
      grab the first thing you see.

      6. Wrap unhealthy foods in tin foil. Wrap healthy foods
      in plastic wrap. The old saying, “out of sight, out of
      mind” turns out to have some truth to it. Eating isn’t just a
      physical event, but also an emotional one. Your mind often
      determines what it wants to eat based on what your eyes see. Thus,
      if you hide unhealthy foods by wrapping them up or tucking them
      away in less prominent places, then you are less likely to eat
      them.

      7. Keep healthy foods in larger packages and containers,
      and unhealthy foods in smaller ones. Big boxes and
      containers tend to catch your eye more, take up space in your
      kitchen and pantry, and otherwise get in your way. As a result,
      you’re more likely to notice them and eat them. Meanwhile, smaller
      items can hide in your kitchen for months. (Just take a look at
      what you have lying around right now. It’s probably small cans and
      containers.)

      Bonus tip: if you buy a large box of something unhealthy, you
      can re-package it into smaller Ziploc bags or containers, which
      should make it less likely that you’ll binge and eat a lot at
      once.

      8. Serve meals by using the “half plate” rule.
      You can design your eating environment as well. When you serve
      yourself dinner, start by making half of your plate fruits or
      vegetables. Then, fill the rest of the dish based on that
      constraint.

      9. Use the “Outer Ring” strategy to buy healthier
      foods. The concept is simple: when you go grocery
      shopping, don’t walk down the aisles. Only shop on the outer
      perimeter of the store. This is usually where the healthy food
      lives: fruits, vegetables, lean meats, fish, eggs, and nuts. If you
      only shop on the outer ring, then you’re more likely to buy healthy
      foods. And that, of course, means you’re more likely to eat healthy
      foods when you get home.

      10. And for the tenth strategy, let’s apply
      these concepts to some other areas of life…

      Applying Environment Design to the Rest of Your
      Life

      When you really break down each of these strategies, you’ll see
      that each one is a small tweak that puts more steps between you and
      the bad behaviors and fewer steps between you and the good
      behaviors.

      For example…

      
      	Wrapping unhealthy foods in tin foil adds another step. You
      have to see the dish, then open it to see what is inside, then
      decide to eat it. (Rather than just spotting some leftovers in
      plastic wrap and grabbing them.)

      	Using small plates adds another step between you and eating
      more. If you want more, you have to go back for seconds and fill up
      again.

      

      You can take this same approach to almost anything in life. If
      you want to make a bad behavior more difficult, then increase the
      number of steps between you and the behavior.

      Meanwhile, if you want to make a good behavior easier, reduce the number of steps
      between you and the behavior. For example, if you want to make
      it easier to go for a run then lay out your shoes and running gear
      the night before you exercise. One less step between you and your
      workout.

      

    

  
    

    
      What Happens to Your Brain When You Eat Junk Food

      
      Most of us know that junk food is unhealthy. We know that poor
      nutrition is related to heart problems, high blood pressure, and a
      host of other health ailments. You might even know that studies
      show that eating junk food has been linked to increases in
      depression.

      But if it’s so bad for us, why do we keep doing it?

      There is an answer. And the science behind it will surprise
      you.

      

      Why We Crave Junk Food

      Steven Witherly is a food scientist who has spent the last 20
      years studying what makes certain foods more addictive (and tasty)
      than others. Much of the science that follows is from his excellent
      report, 
      Why Humans Like Junk Food.

      According to Witherly, when you eat tasty food, there are two
      factors that make the experience pleasurable.

      First, there is the sensation of eating the food. This includes
      what it tastes like (salty, sweet, umami, etc.), what it smells
      like, and how it feels in your mouth. This last quality — known as
      “orosensation” — can be particularly important. Food companies will
      spend millions of dollars to discover the most satisfying level of
      crunch in a potato chip. Their scientists will test for the perfect
      amount of fizzle in a soda. These factors all combine to create the
      sensation that your brain associates with a particular food or
      drink.

      The second factor is the actual macronutrient makeup of the food
      — the blend of proteins, fats, and carbohydrates that it contains.
      In the case of junk food, food manufacturers are looking for a
      perfect combination of salt, sugar, and fat that excites your brain
      and gets you coming back for more.

      Here’s how they do it…

      How Science Creates Cravings

      There are a range of factors that scientists and food
      manufacturers use to make food more addictive.

      Dynamic contrast. Dynamic contrast refers to a
      combination of different sensations in the same food. In the words
      of Witherly, foods with dynamic contrast have “an edible shell that
      goes crunch followed by something soft or creamy and full of
      taste-active compounds. This rule applies to a variety of our
      favorite food structures — the caramelized top of a creme brulee, a
      slice of pizza, or an Oreo cookie — the brain finds crunching
      through something like this very novel and thrilling.”

      Salivary response. Salivation is part of the
      experience of eating food and the more that a food causes you to
      salivate, the more it will swim throughout your mouth and cover
      your taste buds. For example, emulsified foods like butter,
      chocolate, salad dressing, ice cream, and mayonnaise promote a
      salivary response that helps to lather your taste buds with
      goodness. This is one reason why many people enjoy foods that have
      sauces or glazes on them. The result is that foods that promote
      salivation do a happy little tap dance on your brain and taste
      better than ones that don’t.

      Rapid food meltdown and vanishing caloric
      density. Foods that rapidly vanish or “melt in your mouth”
      signal to your brain that you’re not eating as much as you actually
      are. In other words, these foods literally tell your brain that
      you’re not full, even though you’re eating a lot of calories.

      The result: you tend to overeat.

      In his best-selling book, Salt Sugar Fat
      (audiobook),
      author Michael Moss describes a conversation with Witherly that
      explains vanishing caloric density perfectly…

      I brought him two shopping bags filled with a variety of
      chips to taste. He zeroed right in on the Cheetos. “This,” Witherly
      said, “is one of the most marvelously constructed foods on the
      planet, in terms of pure pleasure.” He ticked off a dozen
      attributes of the Cheetos that make the brain say more. But the one
      he focused on most was the puff’s uncanny ability to melt in the
      mouth. “It’s called vanishing caloric density,” Witherly said. “If
      something melts down quickly, your brain thinks that there’s no
      calories in it . . . you can just keep eating it forever.”

      Sensory specific response. Your brain likes
      variety. When it comes to food, if you experience the same taste
      over and over again, then you start to get less pleasure from it.
      In other words, the sensitivity of that specific sensor will
      decrease over time. This can happen in just minutes.

      Junk foods, however, are designed to avoid this sensory specific
      response. They provide enough taste to be interesting (your brain
      doesn’t get tired of eating them), but it’s not so stimulating that
      your sensory response is dulled. This is why you can swallow an
      entire bag of potato chips and still be ready to eat another. To
      your brain, the crunch and sensation of eating Doritos is novel and
      interesting every time.

      Calorie density. Junk foods are designed to
      convince your brain that it is getting nutrition, but to not fill
      you up. Receptors in your mouth and stomach tell your brain about
      the mixture of proteins, fats, carbohydrates in a particular food,
      and how filling that food is for your body. Junk food provides just
      enough calories that your brain says, “Yes, this will give you some
      energy” but not so many calories that you think “That’s enough, I’m
      full.” The result is that you crave the food to begin with, but it
      takes quite some time to feel full from it.

      Memories of past eating experiences. This is
      where the psychobiology of junk food really works against you. When
      you eat something tasty (say, a bag of potato chips), your brain
      registers that feeling. The next time you see that food, smell that
      food, or even read about that food, your brain starts to trigger
      the memories and responses that came when you ate it. These
      memories can actually cause physical responses like salivation and
      create the “mouth-watering” craving that you get when thinking
      about your favorite foods.

      All of this brings us to the most important question of all.

      Food companies are spending millions of dollars to design foods
      with addictive sensations. What can you and I do about it? Is there
      any way to counteract the money, the science, and the advertising
      behind the junk food industry?

      How to Kick the Junk Food Habit and Eat
      Healthy

      The good news is that the research shows that the less junk food
      you eat, the less you crave it. My own experiences have mirrored
      this. As I’ve slowly begun to eat healthier, I’ve noticed myself
      wanting pizza and candy and ice cream less and less. Some people
      refer to this transition period as “gene reprogramming.”

      Whatever you want to call it, the lesson is the same: if you can
      find ways to gradually eat healthier, you’ll start to experience
      the cravings of junk food less and less. I’ve never claimed to have
      all the answers (or any, really), but here are three strategies
      that might help.

      1. Use the “outer ring” strategy and the “5 ingredient
      rule” to buy healthier food.

      The best course of action is to avoid buying processed and
      packaged foods. If you don’t own it, you can’t eat it. Furthermore,
      if you don’t think about it, you can’t be lured by it.

      We’ve talked about the power of junk food to pull you in and how
      memories of tasty food in the past can cause you to crave more of
      it in the future. Obviously, you can’t prevent yourself from ever
      thinking about junk food, but there are ways to reduce your
      cravings.

      First, you can use my “outer ring”
      strategy to avoid processed and packaged foods at the grocery
      store. If you limit yourself to purchasing foods that are on the
      outer ring of the store, then you will generally buy whole foods
      (fruits, vegetables, meat, eggs, etc.). Not everything on the outer
      ring is healthy, but you will avoid a lot of unhealthy foods.

      You can also follow the “5 ingredient rule” when buying foods at
      the store. If something has more than 5 ingredients in it, don’t
      buy it. Odds are, it has been designed to fool you into eating more
      of it. Avoid those products and stick with the more natural
      options.

      2. Eat a variety of foods.

      As we covered earlier, the brain craves novelty.

      While you may not be able to replicate the crunchy/creamy
      contrast of an Oreo, you can vary your diet enough to keep things
      interesting. For example, you could dip a carrot (crunchy) in some
      hummus (creamy) and get a novel sensation. Similarly, finding ways
      to add new spices and flavors to your dishes can make eating
      healthy foods a more desirable experience.

      Moral of the story: eating healthy doesn’t have to be bland. Mix
      up your foods to get different sensations and you may find it
      easier than eating the same foods over and over again. (At some
      point, however, you may have to fall in love with
      boredom.)

      3. Find a better way to deal with your
      stress.

      There’s a reason why many people eat as a way to cope with
      stress. Stress causes certain regions of the brain to release
      chemicals (specifically, opiates and neuropeptide Y). These
      chemicals can trigger mechanisms that are similar to the cravings
      you get from fat and sugar. In other words, when you get stressed,
      your brain feels the addictive call of fat and sugar and you’re
      pulled back to junk food.

      We all have stressful situations that arise in our lives.
      Learning to deal with stress in a different way can help you
      overcome the addictive pull of junk food. This could include simple
      breathing techniques or a short guided
      meditation. Or something more physical like exercise or
      making art.

      With that said, if you’re looking for a better written and more
      detailed analysis of the science of junk food, I recommend reading
      the #1 New York Times best-seller, Salt Sugar Fat
      (audiobook).

      Where to Go From Here

      One of my goals with this article is to reveal just how complex
      poor eating habits can be. Junk food is designed to keep you coming
      back for more. Telling people that they “need more willpower” or
      should “just stop eating crap” is short-sighted at best.

      

    

  
    

    
      10 Common Mistakes That Prevent You From Being Happy and
      Healthy Today, Backed by Science

      
      I’m fascinated by the link between the way we live our daily
      lives and the health and happiness we enjoy.

      There are choices that you make every day, some of which seem
      completely unrelated to your health and happiness, that
      dramatically impact the way you feel mentally and physically.

      With that said, here are 10 common mistakes that can prevent you
      from being happy and healthy, and the science to back them up.

      1. Avoiding deep and meaningful connections (like
      marriage, close friendships, and staying in touch with family)

      Ultimately, the human experience is about connecting with other
      people. Connection is what provides value and meaning to our lives.
      We’re wired for it and research proves just that.

      For example, people with strong social ties were found to be
      healthier and have a lower risk of death. Additionally, it was
      found that as age increases, the people with stronger
      social ties tend to live longer. And it seems that friendships
      can even help you fight
      cancer.

      The benefits of deep relationships extend to marriage as well.
      Being in a long-term relationship decreases the
      risk of depression, suicide, and substance abuse. And one study of almost
      6,000 people found that marriage led to increased longevity
      while never marrying was the strongest predictor of premature
      death.

      Finally, multiple studies (here, here, and
      here)
      show that strong family ties are one of the primary reasons the
      people of Okinawa, Japan have incredible longevity despite being
      one of the poorest prefectures in the country.

      What do all of these different studies tell us?

      Connection and belonging are essential for a healthy and happy
      life. Whether it’s friendship, marriage, or family — humans need
      close connections to be healthy.

      For more about the connection between loneliness and health, I
      suggest reading the New York Times best-seller Mind Over
      Medicine, which was written by Dr. Lissa Rankin.

      2. Sitting all day.

      You might want to stand up for this. It turns out that sitting
      all day has more harmful effects than you might expect.

      The short version is that “recreational sitting” like sitting in
      front of a TV screen increases your risk of cardiovascular disease
      and death, regardless of your physical activity. Obviously, sitting
      at a desk for work isn’t too good either.

      This troubling data doesn’t come from small sample sizes either.
      These trends held true in one study with 4,500 people,
      another with 8,800
      people, and a final one with over
      240,000 participants. If you’re looking for more details on the
      health risks of sitting, this
      New York Times article covers some of the basics.

      3. Never stopping to just breathe.

      A few years ago, I was speaking with a yoga instructor who told
      me, “I think people love my class because it’s the only time in
      their entire day when they just sit and breathe.”

      That provides some interesting food for thought. From the time
      you wake up until the time you go to bed, do you ever take 15
      minutes to just sit and breathe? I rarely do. And that’s a shame
      because the benefits of mindfulness and meditation are huge.
      Meditation reduces
      stress and anxiety. Meditation improves
      your quality of life and boost your immune system. Meditation
      has been shown to decrease anger and improve sleep, even among prison
      inmates.

      4. Not becoming part of a community (possibly a
      religious one).

      There is an interesting and growing body of medical research
      that has discovered the positive health effects of religion and
      spirituality. The science doesn’t necessarily say that there is
      anything inherently healthy about religion, but it’s all the
      by-products that come from practicing religion that can make a big
      difference.

      For example, people with strong faith often release control of
      their struggles and worries to a higher power, which can help to
      relieve anxiety and stress. Religious groups also offer a strong
      source of community and friendships, which is critical for health
      and happiness. In many cases, the strength of friendships formed
      with fellow believers can last for decades, and those strong
      personal ties are crucial for long-term health.

      If you don’t consider yourself to be a religious person, then
      the lesson to takeaway from this body of research is that we all
      need a sense of belonging and community in our lives. It’s
      important to share your beliefs (whatever they happen to be about)
      with a community of people. People who have a community like that
      to lean on find themselves happier and healthier than those who
      lack that type of support.

      As a starting point, you can read studies on the religion-health
      connection here, here, and
      here.

      5. Ignoring your creative abilities.

      Expressing yourself creatively reduces the risk of disease and
      illness while simultaneously strengthening your health and
      wellness. For example, this
      study from the Harvard School of Public Health revealed that
      art helps to reduce stress and anxiety, increase positive emotions,
      and reduce the likelihood of depression, along with many other
      benefits.

      Another study,
      which was published in the Journal of Biobehavioral Medicine,
      discovered that creative writing improved the immune system
      response of HIV patients. For more ideas on why creating art is
      healthy, read this: The Health Benefits of
      Creativity.

      6. Spending all day indoors.

      Exploring the world around you — whether that means traveling to
      faraway lands or hiking through the woods in your area — provides a
      wide range of mental and physical benefits. For starters, the
      benefits of sunlight (and the negative effects of artificial light)
      are well-documented
      in research.

      Additionally, researchers have begun to discover that wilderness
      excursions — known as “adventure therapy” — can promote weight
      loss, improve the
      self-esteem of people with mental illness, and even reduce the rearrest
      rates of sex offenders.

      The central theme that runs through all of these studies is that
      exploring the outdoors and spending time in nature can increase the
      confidence you have in yourself and improve your ability to
      interact with others.

      7. Spending your time consuming instead of
      contributing.

      Contribution is an essential part of living a life that is
      happy, healthy, and meaningful. Too often we spend our lives
      consuming the world around us instead of creating it. We overdose
      on low quality information. We live sedentary lives and passively
      eat, watch, and soak up information rather than creating,
      contributing, and building our own things.

      
      When you cease to make a contribution, you begin to die.

      —Eleanor Roosevelt

      

      As I wrote in this
      article…

      “You can’t control the amount of time you spend on this planet,
      but you can control what you contribute while you’re here. These
      contributions don’t have to be major endeavors. Cook a meal instead
      of buying one. Play a game instead of watching one. Write a
      paragraph instead of reading one. You don’t have to create big
      contributions, you just need to live out small ones each day.”

      8. Working in a job that you don’t love.

      As you might expect, it’s dangerous to work too much. In Japan,
      the overtime and workplace stress has become so bad that they
      actually have a label for the people who die because of it:
      karoshi, which literally means “death by overwork.”

      Basically any way in which your job makes you feel stressed is
      bad for your health — unpredictable commutes, tension and
      disagreement with your boss or coworkers, feeling undervalued or
      unappreciated. Even working overtime increases the risk
      for coronary heart disease, independent of outside factors.

      What can you do about it? No one strategy will work for
      everyone, of course, but the principles in The Happiness
      Advantage by Shawn Achor offer a great place to start.

      9. Eating alone.

      Brian Wansink, a Cornell professor and author of Mindless Eating,
      has written that when people eat alone they are more likely to have
      a large binge feeding. Additionally, diets suffer when people eat
      alone. Lonely diners tend to eat fewer vegetables and less healthy
      meals. It seems that we make less of an effort to eat well when we
      are by ourselves than when someone else is involved.

      Given that an estimated 
      one out of three people eat lunch at their desk, it’s easy to
      see how these little choices add up to big health problems over the
      long-term.

      10. Believing that you are unworthy of health,
      happiness, and love.

      Brene Brown is a researcher at the University of Houston and she
      has spent 10 years studying vulnerability. In recent years, her
      work has exploded with popularity as she delivered one of the most
      popular TED Talks of all-time and has written multiple
      best-selling books including Daring Greatly and
      The
      Gifts of Imperfection.

      As Brown studied fear, uncertainty, and vulnerability, she
      discovered one key insight…

      “There was only one variable that separated the people who
      have a strong sense of love and belonging and the people who
      struggle for it. And that was that people who have a strong sense
      of love and belonging believe they’re worthy of love and
      belonging.

      That’s it. They believe they’re worthy. The one thing that
      keeps us out of connection is the fear that we’re not worthy of
      connection.”

      —Brene Brown

      If you allow your fear or vulnerability or shame to prevent you
      from showcasing your true self, then you will be preventing
      yourself from connecting fully with others. If you want to be able
      to move past fear, judgement, and uncertainty and into a healthier
      and happier life, then you have to give yourself permission first.
      You have to decide that you’re worthy.

      For much deeper and more useful discussion of vulnerability, I
      suggest reading Brown’s books: Daring Greatly and
      The
      Gifts of Imperfection.

      What Do You Need to Be Healthy?

      Living a healthy life is about much more than just diet and
      exercise. Don’t forget about the 10 areas above because they play a
      significant role in your health and happiness.

      As Lissa Rankin often says, “What does your body need to
      heal?”

      In many cases it’s not a better diet or a new workout program,
      it’s one of these areas that might be impacting your health and
      happiness without you even realizing it.

      

    

  
    

    
      What I've Learned from 2 Years of Intermittent Fasting

      
      Adopting a philosophy of personal
      science and self-experimentation can make a tremendous
      difference in your life.

      Choosing to experiment with new ideas can help you start a
      successful business. Choosing to experiment with sharing your work
      can launch your career as a writer or an artist. And choosing to
      experiment with different diets and workouts can help you discover
      a fitness and health strategy that works for you.

      Of course, self-experimentation is exactly the opposite of how
      most of us want to approach things. We would prefer that someone
      hand us a one-page sheet with the answers to our problems and say,
      “Do this and you’ll be good to go.” Furthermore, if someone shares
      an idea that seems outlandish or weird, most of us would rather
      dismiss it than experiment for six months to see if it can actually
      work for us.

      Just to be clear, I’ve made my fair share of mistakes and have
      dismissed ideas without trying them in the past. But in the case of
      intermittent fasting, which I’ll explain below, I’m glad that I
      decided to do some self-experimentation and see if it would work
      for me.

      I’ve been experimenting with intermittent fasting for more than
      2 years and this is what I’ve learned…

      Intermittent Fasting: What It Is and How I Do
      It

      Here’s a simple definition of intermittent fasting: you eat your
      normal amount of food in a smaller time frame. It’s not a diet,
      it’s just a pattern of eating that reduces your eating window each
      day to about 8 hours.

      For example, I usually eat my first meal around 12pm or 1pm and
      then I can continue eating until my final meal at 8pm. After that,
      I fast until the next day at 12pm. That breaks out to about 16
      hours of fasting and 8 hours of eating each day. I do this almost
      every day. (My guess would be that I do intermittent fasting 350
      out of 365 days per year.)

      I’m not going to dive into the details of intermittent fasting
      in this article. I have previously written a 
      3,000 word beginner’s guide to intermittent fasting and a
      lengthy question
      and answer guide on intermittent fasting. If you have questions
      about how it works and the science behind it, read those
      articles.

      And if you want even more information, I was also interviewed on
      the Fat Burning Man podcast (here)
      and the Jimmy Moore’s live show about intermittent fasting
      (mp3
      download here).

      How I Feel After 2 Years of Intermittent
      Fasting

      1. The biggest benefit of intermittent fasting is
      simplicity.

      In an 
      interview with Vanity Fair, President Obama described an
      interesting strategy he uses to make his life simpler. “You’ll see
      I wear only gray or blue suits,” he said. “I’m trying to pare down
      decisions. I don’t want to make decisions about what I’m eating or
      wearing. Because I have too many other decisions to make.”

      What President Obama is referring to is a concept called
      “decision fatigue” and it can drastically impact your ability to
      make decisions throughout the day. I explained the science of
      decision fatigue in this
      article.

      For the President, simplifying his clothing choices is a way to
      make life simpler and improve his decision making abilities. For
      me, intermittent fasting provides the same benefit. Eliminating
      breakfast and not thinking about food until 12pm each day has
      allowed me to reduce the number of decisions I make in the morning,
      thus reducing decision fatigue and increasing the willpower I have
      for the rest of the day. That means I have more energy to put
      toward doing work that is important to me.

      One of the best ways to find happiness and success in life is to
      strip away the unnecessary things and focus only on what is
      needed.

      With intermittent fasting, I have been able to increase
      strength, reduce body fat, and maintain good health while spending
      less time eating each day. If you can get the same results by
      making life simpler and only eating twice per day, why would you
      make life more complex by eating three, four, or five times per
      day?

      2. Intermittent fasting is an excellent travel
      strategy.

      I used to be annoyed by the lack of healthy food options in
      airports. This is especially true in my case because I’m looking
      bulk up and add good weight, so I need to eat a lot. Finding a
      sizable amount of healthy food is a tall task in most airports.

      The solution? Treat your travel days as a fasting day and then
      eat twice as much good food the following day.

      As an example, last year when I was flying back from
      Thanksgiving with my family, I didn’t eat that day. It ended up
      being about 32 hours between meals. That’s the longest I’ve gone on
      a single fast, but things worked out just fine and I avoided the
      poor nutrition of the airport.

      3. So far, intermittent fasting has not hurt my
      long-term health.

      I’m not interested in doing intermittent fasting if it
      sacrifices my long-term health for short-term improvements. And for
      that reason, I’ve kept a close eye on how I feel, how my body is
      responding, and whether my overall health is improving or
      declining.

      Thankfully, I’m in better shape than I was two years ago, which
      is proven by my strength numbers in the gym.

      And more importantly, a recent checkup with my physician has
      revealed that my blood work, cholesterol, and hormones are in check
      as well. And remember, this is after two years of intermittent
      fasting. (If you’re interested, my recent blood work results are
      
      here.)

      Note: I think it’s important to clarify that I can only speak
      from my experience and I can’t promise anything with regards to how
      your body will respond to intermittent fasting. I know that, in
      some cases, women believe that intermittent fasting has thrown
      their hormones off balance. I don’t have any data on this and so
      all I can offer is my own experience. As with most things in life,
      your mileage may vary.

      4. Intermittent fasting isn’t a magic pill.

      In the beginning, I hoped that intermittent fasting alone would
      be a secret weapon for health and fat loss. It seemed like all of
      the experts were saying that if I changed what time I ate, then I
      would lose fat and gain muscle easily. That sounded good to me.

      The reality, of course, is much different. I only started seeing
      the results I wanted when I combined intermittent fasting with a
      healthy diet of real, whole foods and consistent weightlifting.

      Intermittent fasting is just another tool in your toolbox. Just
      as eating a healthy diet of real, whole foods is another tool. And
      exercising regularly is another tool. And meditating or doing yoga
      to reduce stress is another tool. And sleeping at least 8 hours per
      night is another tool.

      You can’t live an unhealthy life in other areas and expect one
      thing to solve all of your problems, but you can slowly add a piece
      here or there, continue to self-experiment, and gradually develop a
      health strategy that works for you, your goals, and your
      lifestyle.

      In fact, I’m convinced that you can reach your health goals
      without intermittent fasting at all (if you eat properly and train
      consistently). But I still think intermittent fasting is worthwhile
      because, as I said above, if you could get the same results while
      eating fewer meals and making life simpler, why would you add more
      meals and make life complex?

      On a related note, if you’re looking for a simple way to eat
      healthier foods check out my “outer ring” strategy in this article.

      5. I have no idea if intermittent fasting will work for
      you.

      I can’t say whether intermittent fasting will work for you. All
      I know is that, as one piece of my overall strategy, it has worked
      for me. It works because it fits my lifestyle. It works because it
      is simple enough for me to not spend much energy thinking about it.
      And it works because it aligns well with my diet, which is mostly
      Paleo, and my training style, which is mostly Olympic weightlifting
      and other compound movements.

      If you’re eating poorly or if you’re training for an Iron Man or
      if your job doesn’t give you the flexibility to eat your meals in
      an 8-hour window, then intermittent fasting might not be for you.
      And that’s fine. You can experiment with other ways to achieve your
      goals.

      Where to Go From Here and What Actually
      Matters

      No one will have the same experience as you — with intermittent
      fasting or with anything else — and that’s why you have to
      experiment on your own.

      It might be easier to cite a study or follow the advice of some
      diet guru, but the only way to get results is to test, adjust, and
      repeat. As someone who often cites academic research in their
      articles, I have the utmost respect for science. But you can’t let
      a research study make choices for you. They can inform you, sure.
      But the only way to make progress and change your life is to make
      new choices, take action, and make adjustments based on the
      results.

      Whether it’s intermittent fasting or something entirely
      different, I hope you’ll choose to run your own experiments and see
      what works for you.

      

    

  
    

    
      Effortless Ways to Lose Weight and Eat Healthy

      
      I want to live a healthy life in the most effortless way
      possible.

      I want to get my diet and nutrition right because it allows me
      to do the more important things in life, but I also don’t want to
      spend all day thinking about what I eat.

      I think my time and energy should be spent building things that
      matter, pursuing adventure and exploring the world, connecting and
      sharing with the people around me, and working toward goals that
      are important to me.

      Because of that, I have spent the last few months trying
      different strategies that make it easier for me to eat healthy without much
      effort.

      Most people get wrapped up in the details and strategies of a
      particular diet and never get around to actually following it. I
      like to keep things simple. I’d prefer to abandon the details,
      understand the main idea, and actually make adjustments.

      I don’t have all the answers, of course, but here’s what is
      working for me right now and how you can use these ideas to eat
      healthy, lose weight, and gain muscle.

      How to Buy Healthy Food Without Thinking

      The main idea of most good diets is the same: eat whole foods
      that are unprocessed and that grew or lived outdoors. Some of them
      have different variations — no animal products, no grains, etc. —
      but most of them fit the general “real food” mold.

      The problem is that — if you’re anything like me — you will eat
      whatever is close to you, whether it came from Mother Nature or
      not. As a result, the best strategy is to surround yourself with
      healthy food.

      Here’s how I do it…

      When I go to the grocery store, I only walk around the “outer
      ring” of the store. I don’t walk down the aisles. The outer ring is
      where the healthy food usually lives: fruits, vegetables, lean
      meats, fish, eggs, and nuts. These are items that grew or lived
      outdoors. That’s what I eat.

      The aisles are where all of the boxed and processed stuff is
      placed. Don’t go down those aisles and you won’t buy those foods.
      Don’t buy those foods and they won’t be around for you to eat.

      Try this the next time you go to the store and do your best to
      not to make exceptions.

      Sure, there will be the occasional time that you’ll need to go
      down an aisle to pick up spices or grab a bottle of olive oil, but
      this is rare. The last three times I’ve been at the grocery store,
      I have easily stayed on the “outer ring” and I bet you can do the
      same.

      I know that I will eat everything around me, so I do my best to
      surround myself with good things. This is another way that I design
      my environment for success, which is a strategy that I wrote about
      in detail here: Environment
      Design.

      How to Eat Less Without Thinking

      A lot of people want to lose weight, burn fat, and build a lean
      body. Maybe you do too.

      In my experience, the simplest way to do this is to buy
      healthier foods and eat less overall. If you combine these two
      strategies with consistency and exercise, then the rest usually
      takes care of itself. I already covered my simple approach to
      buying healthier food, so here are the two best strategies I’ve
      discovered for eating less.

      Important Note: as with most diet ideas, these
      strategies should be used in moderation. There is a tremendous
      amount of social, cultural, and peer pressure in our world to “be
      thin.” The strategies I’m sharing below aren’t meant to promote
      that type of behavior. My goal is offer ideas that make it easier
      to live healthy in a sustainable way. Your ultimate goal should
      always be to regain your health and love yourself.

      1. Use smaller plates, bowls, pans, etc.

      Make less and serve less, and then you will eat less. These
      strategies work much better than relying on willpower or counting
      calories.

      Multiple research studies have shown that you will always fill
      your plate to the brim and eat it clean. Given that, if you want to
      eat less, the best way to do so is to use smaller plates.

      While you’re at it, making the switch to dark green plates might
      be a good idea as well because it will increase the amount of green
      vegetables that you eat.

      I wrote about the science behind smaller plates and green plates
      in this article.

      2. Eat fewer, but bigger, meals (i.e. switch to
      intermittent fasting)

      
      Intermittent fasting is an eating schedule where you eat two
      bigger meals during an 8–hour span instead of three or four smaller
      meals throughout the day. Then, you fast for the other 16 hours of
      the day.

      I have been practicing intermittent fasting for over 2 years
      (here’s what
      I’ve learned). My first meal is usually around 12pm and my last
      meal is usually around 8pm.

      In theory, you could eat the same amount of food during two
      meals as you could during three. (In fact, I’m trying to gain
      muscle right now, so I’m trying to eat way more during my 8–hour
      feeding window.)

      In practice, however, most people end up eating less when they
      switch from three meals to two meals. There is a certain amount of
      food that you consider to be a “meal” and you tend to eat that same
      amount whether you have two meals per day or three meals per day.
      The end result is that you eat less without thinking about it.

      What You Eat Is More Important Than When You
      Eat

      Intermittent fasting tends to help you burn fat and retain
      muscle. It also makes your life easier because you have one less
      meal to cook and clean. Those are my reasons for practicing
      intermittent fasting.

      However, it’s important to realize that what you eat
      will always be more important than when you eat.

      Intermittent fasting works best when combined with a healthy
      diet. You can’t pound Doritos from 12pm to 8pm and think that those
      extra pounds will magically fall away. Intermittent fasting is
      simply another weapon to use in the blubbery battle against fat —
      just like smaller plates and the “outer ring” strategy are weapons
      at your disposal.

      If you want more information, I’ve written about intermittent
      fasting in great detail in these articles:

      
      	
      The Beginner’s Guide to Intermittent Fasting

      	12
      Lessons Learned from 1 Year of Intermittent Fasting

      	Reader
      Mailbag: Answers to the Most Common Intermittent Fasting
      Questions

      	25,000 Mornings: 8 Ways to
      Improve Your Morning Routine

      

      How to Eat Whatever You Want Without Feeling
      Guilty

      I think life is meant to be lived joyfully. I have no desire to
      judge myself for eating pizza or to feel guilty for drinking a
      beer.

      But, I also know that I feel much better when I eat healthy.
      Plus, I love the idea of maximizing my potential and turning my
      body into an athletic machine.

      Here’s how I balance the two…

      I start by making sure that it’s easy for me to make the right
      choice, most of the time. The “outer ring” shopping strategy helps
      to make that possible and as a result, I eat whole foods 80% of the
      time.

      Because I know that I’m already making good choices most of the
      time, I don’t worry about eating a soft pretzel at the ballpark or
      going out to get pizza with friends.

      I also have a simple rule that I try to follow: whenever
      I eat an unhealthy meal, I follow it with a healthy
      one.

      Top performers get back on track
      faster than most people, and that’s what I try to do with my diet.
      I don’t worry about having fun and I try to enjoy life, but I also
      use this simple rule to guide me back toward a healthy diet as
      quickly as possible.

      Avoid the Hype and Make Simple Changes

      I like simple rules.

      
      	I don’t follow a diet plan. Instead, I shop on the outer ring
      of the store and buy foods that come from outdoors.

      	I don’t count calories. Instead, I let my intermittent fasting
      schedule regulate my eating.

      	I don’t judge myself when I eat something unhealthy. Instead, I
      try to follow it with a healthy meal.

      

      As a result of these simple strategies I’ve been able to eat
      healthier without much effort or thought.

      And most importantly, I’ve actually made improvements instead of
      getting bogged down in the details of a particular diet. When it
      comes to diets and nutrition, I think you are better off moving in
      the right direction rather than searching for the perfect
      direction.

      Less effort, better food, and more time for what matters.

      

    

  
    

    
      Learning From Superhumans: The Incredible Fitness and Success
      of Jack LaLanne

      
      Jack LaLanne was a pioneer in the world of fitness.

      The gyms that you see all over town? He opened one of the
      nation’s first fitness gyms in 1936.

      The machines that fill those gyms? He invented dozens of
      them.

      All of those home workout videos and television weight loss
      shows? He was the man who first brought fitness into your living
      room. The Jack LaLanne Show was the longest–running
      television exercise program of all time. It was on television for
      34 years.

      And that’s just his business career.

      If you really want to be impressed, take a look at a handful of
      his personal fitness achievements.

      Here are a few of the fitness feats that LaLanne
      accomplished…

      
      	He swam from Alcatraz to Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco
      while wearing handcuffs.

      	At age 42, he set the world record for pushups by doing over
      1,000 in 23 minutes.

      	At age 45, he did 1,000 jumping jacks and 1,000 pullups in 1
      hour and 22 minutes.

      	At age 60, he swam from Alcatraz to Fisherman’s Wharf for the
      second time. This time he not only wore handcuffs, but also towed a
      1,000 pound boat.

      

      LaLanne was in such remarkable shape that he could do one—armed
      fingertip pushups while in a completely stretched out position.

      Ready for something really incredible?

      To celebrate his 70th birthday, LaLanne swam 1.5 miles along the
      California coast from the Queen’s Way Bridge to Long Beach Harbor.
      And he did it while wearing handcuffs and shackles on his arms and
      legs and towing 70 row boats holding 70 people.

      It sounds impossible, but the 70–year–old LaLanne finished the
      swim with all of the boats dragging along behind him.

      What Made Jack LaLanne Different?

      In some ways, LaLanne’s accomplishments are so out of the
      ordinary that it’s hard to translate them into our own lives. (I
      mean, I love doing fitness challenges, but I’m not planning to tow
      70 boats anytime soon.)

      Thankfully, there is a lesson you can learn from Jack LaLanne
      that applies to nearly everything in your life. You won’t discover
      it by looking at his accomplishments, but rather, by examining his
      daily habits.

      The Daily Routine of Jack LaLanne

      
      The only way you can hurt the body is not use it.

      —Jack LaLanne

      

      LaLanne was a big believer in rituals and routines. He realized
      the power that consistent daily actions could have on his life.

      Here are a few of the habits that Jack LaLanne did every day for
      decades…

      
      	Lift weights and do strength training for 90 minutes.

      	Swim or run for 30 minutes (in addition to his strength
      training).

      	Eat 10 raw vegetables.

      	Eat two meals: a late breakfast and an early dinner (hmm…
      
      that sounds
      familiar).

      	Wake up at 4am (in his later years, LaLanne “slept in” until
      5am).

      

      Look at that list. It’s not overly long, but imagine doing those
      things not just for one day or one week, but for 60 years
      like Jack LaLanne did.

      Even at age 94, LaLanne was still exercising for two hours every
      day. 90 minutes of strength training. 30 minutes of swimming or
      walking. 10 raw vegetables. Every. Single. Day. For 60 years.

      When we see someone who accomplishes something incredible, the
      easy way out is to discount it, chalk it up to natural talent or
      genetics, and claim that they were born with something you could
      never have. It takes the responsibility off of you. But the truth
      is that most incredible people — even the ones who accomplish
      superhuman feats — are simply more consistent than everyone
      else.

      It was his incredible consistency that made Jack LaLanne
      superhuman.

      When you look at Jack LaLanne’s life, it’s easy to focus on the
      big accomplishments and overlook the daily habits. Similarly, in
      your own life it’s easy to spend all of your time focused on
      transformations, big goals, and rapid changes, and forget that it’s
      the daily habits that lead to long–term success.

      Success
      is any field is about lifestyle choices, not life–changing
      transformations. It’s your daily routine that will carry you to
      wherever it is you want to go.

      If Something is Important to You, Schedule It

      How did Jack LaLanne stick to his daily habits with such
      consistency?

      Do you think he just waited until he felt motivated to workout
      each day? No way. His consistency has very little to do with
      willpower or
      motivation. Nobody
      is motivated every day for 60 years.

      LaLanne knew what was important to him and so he scheduled it
      into his life. He started every day with strength training. Then he
      did his swimming and walking. Then he has his breakfast. Same
      order. Same time. Every time.

      If you look at LaLanne’s daily habits, everything had a time and
      place when it was going to happen. Can you say the same about
      your goals?

      So often we tell ourselves things like, “I’m going to eat
      healthier” or “I’m going to workout more” or “I’m going to start
      writing more” … but we never say when and where these things are
      actually going to happen.

      Carve out some time. Pick a date. Choose a place. Give your
      actions a time and a space to live.

      LaLanne didn’t rely on his willpower or motivation. He just
      stuck to his daily schedule. That’s how
      all professionals approach their work.

      Lessons from LaLanne: Keeping Life In
      Perspective

      In his later years, Jack LaLanne was fond of saying, “I can’t
      afford to die. It would ruin my image.”

      Eventually, he passed away at 96 years old. And in all of those
      years, I think one of his greatest accomplishments was holding on
      to his happiness as much as his health. Even with all of his
      fitness achievements, LaLanne didn’t ruin the rest of his life in
      pursuit of a particular goal.

      The balance between achievement and happiness is something that
      I think about often – not just in my own life, but also in what I
      write on this site. I’m still working on it, but I believe that you
      don’t have to be dissatisfied to be driven. There’s no reason you
      can’t love the life you have and want to make it better at the same
      time.

      But it’s not easy. Happiness and gratefulness require constant
      tending, much like diet and exercise. Your happiness and your
      health form the basic foundation of your life. There’s nothing new
      or complex about this — despite what the newest commercials for
      health products, new drugs, and fitness programs want you to
      believe.

      This balance between happiness and achievement is something that
      I’m working on getting better at myself. What Jack LaLanne showed
      us — not just in his words, but also through how he lived — is that
      you can do incredible things and have a wonderful time while doing
      it.

      Learning From Jack LaLanne

      Jack LaLanne lived an incredible life, and he mastered something
      that we can all benefit from: the daily routine.

      Is there a skill that is more valuable than the ability to
      consistently work towards goals that are important to you while
      maintaining a sense of perspective and happiness?

      It’s not the incredible achievements, but rather your daily
      habits that determine who you are and what you accomplish. Get your
      habits handled, and the rest will fall into place. If we can take
      this small lesson and apply it to our lives, there is no doubt we
      will all be better off for it.

      

    

  
    

    
      Answers to the Most Common Intermittent Fasting Questions

      
      Welcome to the first Reader Mailbag!

      I’m taking a page from the playbook of one of my favorite
      sportswriters, Bill Simmons, and answering a boatload of your
      questions today.

      Questions are rolling in all the time — mostly through the
      free newsletter or
      Twitter — and I love hearing
      from you. Keep them coming! I’m happy to help however I can.

      My hope is that this mailbag (and the ones that follow) will
      bring useful answers together in one place and make it easier for
      you to find the information you need to make the changes you want.
      My goal is always to make it easier for you to lose fat, gain
      muscle, and live healthy.

      Boom. Let’s get this party rolling.

      As always, these are real emails from real readers.

      Questions About How to Start Intermittent
      Fasting

      Let’s get started with some questions about what intermittent
      fasting is, common mistakes that people make, and how to get
      started properly…

      

      I’ve been following the Paleo diet for the last 2 months and I am
      getting interested in trying an intermittent fasting protocol.
      Should I wait longer before starting a protocol? Or is it advisable
      to jump into one, being that it’s been a relatively short period of
      time with the new diet?

      —Chris P.


      This is a good question to start with.

      As Chris said, there are different styles (or “protocols”) of
      intermittent fasting. So, the first step is deciding which one to
      do. To make it easy for you, I broke down the major types of
      intermittent fasting and how to do them in the 
      beginner’s guide to intermittent fasting.

      Personally, I do a daily fast where I eat all of my meals in an
      8–hour window (for example, from 1pm to 9pm) and then spend the
      rest of the day and night fasting.

      That said, it’s important to note that intermittent fasting
      isn’t a diet. It’s simply a schedule for eating. Or to put it
      another way, intermittent fasting is about when you eat, not what
      you eat. Of course, you’ll probably see better results if you’re
      eating a diet of real, unprocessed foods in addition to
      intermittent fasting.

      This brings me to the second part of Chris’ question. If you
      feel comfortable with your diet (whether it’s new or old), then I
      see no reason to wait to start intermittent fasting.

      That said, if handling your new diet and intermittent fasting at
      the same time is too complicated, then start by focusing on one
      part and then move on to the next.

      I’ve said it many times, but if you want to create habits that
      actually stick, then you need to start as small as possible.
      Instead of getting inspired and trying to change every aspect of
      your health at the same time, make small changes one at a time and
      actually stick to them for the rest of your life.

      

      Do I start counting my 16 hours of fasting after completing the
      meal or by the time I had my first intake of the meal? For example,
      if I start my final meal at 8pm and finish it by 9pm, does my
      fasting period start at 8pm or 9pm?

      — Pradeep


      Here’s the simplest way to think about it: the fast starts when
      you stop eating. So in the example above, the fast would start when
      you finish the meal at 9pm.

      

      Have you had any experience with skipping breakfast, but still
      having coffee in the morning?

      —Darius B.

      Does 20 calories of cream in my coffee hurt?

      —Bradley

      Can I have tea during my fast?

      —My Mom

      Yes, it’s true. My wonderful, shining, radiant mother has joined
      the intermittent fasting nation. And from what I can tell, it’s
      been an easy transition for her. Mothers of the world, we look
      forward to having you on our team in the near future.

      As for having coffee or tea during your fast — you should be
      just fine. As a general rule of thumb, if you drink something with
      less than 50 calories, then your body will remain in the fasted
      state. So, your coffee with a splash of milk or cream is just fine.
      Tea should be no problem either.

      In general, I think it’s a great idea to drink while fasting.
      Personally, I don’t drink coffee, but I do guzzle an incredible
      amount of water each day. Regardless of what you pour down, make
      sure you stay hydrated.

      

      Dude! I’m a big believer in Intermittent Fasting. I basically don’t
      use any supplements and am GETTING RIPPED OUTTA MA MIND!

      —Omer F.


      You sir, are insane.

      

      Can I have a fruit or two fruits (apple and banana) between meals?
      For example, first meal at 1pm, fruit at 4pm, second meal at
      8pm.

      —Pradeep


      This is a great question because it should clear up some
      confusion about intermittent fasting.

      You can eat whatever you want during the 8–hour period. Think of
      it as a feeding window and a fasting window. You’re not limited to
      two meals or three meals or some arbitrary number of eating times.
      During the eating period, you can eat whenever you want.

      I tend to eat two meals because it’s easier to have a lot of
      food at once than it is for me to snack continuously and because it
      provides a clear start and finish to my eating throughout the
      day.

      Another way to think of it: you are fasting after your meals,
      not between them.

      Questions about Exercise and Intermittent
      Fasting

      A lot of people have questions about how to exercise and train
      while fasting. Here are some good questions that should push you in
      the right direction with your training.

      

      I wanted to thank you both for writing such a fantastic, motivating
      blog and for introducing me to intermittent fasting. I am enjoying
      watching my weight go down by basically doing something that
      involves no effort — skipping breakfast! I was hoping you could
      elaborate more on your exercise routine. I have waded through the
      Leangains site and the other links you mentioned in the 
      beginner’s guide, and while very interesting, they are WAY too
      complex for me at this stage.

      —Paul S.


      Readers like Paul are what make our community great. He read
      about an idea that interested him and even though some of the
      details were overwhelming, he didn’t let that prevent him from
      taking action. In other words, he 
      started before he felt ready.

      I try to make my writing as easy as possible to use, but it’s
      always up to you to experiment and see if it makes sense for your
      circumstances. Keep up the good work, Paul!

      Back to the question…

      Intermittent fasting works great with most strength training
      programs.

      I believe in strength training and compound movements. I think
      99% of the population could get in the best shape of their life
      with only eight exercises: snatch, clean and jerk, squat, bench
      press, deadlift, pushups, pullups, and sprints. If you did those
      exercises and did them well, then that’s all you would ever
      need.

      Here’s what I’m doing right now…

      I train three days per week and I pick one exercise that is my
      primary goal for each workout. For example, tomorrow will be squat.
      My only goal is to have the 5 sets of 5 reps be the best form with
      the best weight I can do for that day. Anything else that I do
      after that is just bonus time. This gives me flexibility if my
      schedule is tight (it often is) and leeway to add something in if I
      have extra energy. For example, I might add some pullups onto the
      end of tomorrow’s squat workout.

      When it comes to training volume and intermittent fasting,
      you’ll want to keep a few things in mind. First, when fasting it’s
      very possible that you can get better results by exercising less.
      This can either mean less frequently or less intensity. Most people
      will be on a calorie deficit while intermittent fasting, so it’s
      usually a good idea to exercise less rather than more.

      That said, some people will want to train a lot and are still
      looking for ways to get lean and shed some fat. If this is the
      case, then you need to eat a lot (and I mean a lot) during your
      feeding window. For a brief period, I did intermittent fasting
      while training on an Olympic weightlifting team and I can tell you
      that I had to be very committed to eating to make it work. If you
      don’t eat a lot then your body is going to struggle to recover from
      intense training.

      

      Thanks for all the great information. I’m on day 4 of my
      intermittent fasting journey. The first two days were easy, but I
      spent the 3rd day at home and it was tougher. I’m a triathlete and
      do most of my training at 5:30am, and I’ve still been able to fast
      from 7pm to around 11am the next day. I don’t do heavy lifting so I
      think I’m ok fasting after a workout. What do you think?

      —Bradley


      When it comes to training while fasting, my primary suggestion
      is to keep track of how you feel and base your decisions off of
      that.

      In my experience, I have never had trouble when doing strength
      training while fasting. As long as you’re getting good nutrition
      within the 24 hours before and after training, you probably have
      nothing to worry about when it comes to training fasted.

      That said, if you’re going to do endurance training (like the
      triathlons that Bradley is training for), then I would be more
      careful.

      The most important thing is to pay attention to your body. If
      you don’t feel good training on an empty stomach, then guess what?
      Your body is trying to tell you something. There’s no reason to be
      stupid about it. Try it out, pay attention to your energy, and see
      how your body reacts.

      

      I workout before work at 6:30am and I’m looking to do a 16/8 fast.
      My last pre–training meal is at 8pm and my first meal after
      training is at about 1pm. Could this work or should my post–workout
      meal come sooner after working out?

      —Neville K.


      I try to eat my biggest meal of the day post–workout. Usually
      this meal comes within an hour or two of working out. In my
      experience, this is what has worked best for me.

      That said, Neville’s situation is a good lesson on choosing your
      goals. If fat loss is the most important thing for you, then I
      would probably stick with the 1pm meal. The primary benefits of
      fasting come around 12 to 16 hours after your last meal.

      If training heavy, bulking up, and gaining muscle is at the top
      of the list, then I would probably scrap the intermittent fasting
      and get a big meal right after working out. In other words, it
      comes down to your priorities.

      If you are in Neville’s situation and your post–workout meal
      comes in the middle of the workday, then it can be easy to find
      yourself caught up in the day’s affairs and running to the nearest
      Subway at the last minute. It’s probably a worthwhile investment of
      your time to plan out your meals in advance so that you can be sure
      that you can refuel with high quality nutrition after your
      workout.

      Concerns and Adjustments With Intermittent
      Fasting

      Intermittent fasting is becoming popular, but it’s still not the
      “normal” thing to do. As a result, you may have some concerns about
      it or you may want to make some adjustments to your intermittent
      fasting schedule. Here are some common questions I’ve seen that
      should help point you in the right direction.

      

      What if I ate my first meal at breakfast, skipped lunch, and then
      ate my second meal at dinner time?


      This idea would work well for one reason, but not well for
      another reason. Let’s talk about both.

      First, if your goal is to lose weight, then skipping lunch
      should help because it decreases the number of calories that you’re
      eating throughout the day. As I said in my article on lessons
      learned from 1 year of intermittent fasting, even if you try to
      eat two large meals instead of three regular meals, it’s hard to
      get the same number of calories. Even if you want to eat more, you
      often end up eating less.

      So the end result of skipping lunch is that you would probably
      reduce your overall caloric intake and end up losing weight.

      However, one of the primary benefits of intermittent fasting is
      that it puts you in a fat burning state. In other words, fasting
      makes it more likely that you’ll burn fat and not muscle.

      This is where skipping lunch gets tricky. After you eat a meal,
      your body spends a few hours processing and digesting that food.
      Once you digest your food, you enter what is known as the
      “post–absorptive state.” You remain in this state until 8 to 12
      hours after your last meal, and only then do you enter the fasted
      state.

      In other words, you need to have at least 8 to 12 hours off from
      eating before your body enters the fasted, fat–burning state. This
      is why you want to squish your meals into a smaller time frame
      rather than spreading them throughout the day.

      While skipping lunch would decrease the overall number of
      calories and probably help you lose weight in the long run, it
      would also spread your meals out and make it harder to get past
      that post–absorptive state and reach the fasted state. If you want
      the benefits of intermittent fasting, then you need to be fasting
      for at least 12 hours.

      

      I shouldn’t have much trouble skipping breakfast during the week,
      but I’m worried that I can’t stick to intermittent fasting on the
      weekends. Is that alright?


      Yes, yes, yes. This is a good lesson for any new habit or
      behavior change that you want to make in your life.

      Just because you can’t do intermittent fasting on Saturday and
      Sunday, doesn’t mean that it’s not worth doing during the week.
      Those two days don’t eliminate the benefits you get from doing it
      for the other five days.

      This same philosophy applies to everything from lifting weights
      and eating healthy to creating art and writing thank you notes. Is
      eating one healthy meal each week better than eating none? You bet.
      Is squatting once per month better than not squatting at all? Damn
      straight.

      Just because you don’t do something as often as you like,
      doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do it as often as you can.

      

      My one concern is that I will lose muscle mass (that I’ve worked
      really hard to gain) along with fat. Any quick recommendations for
      not losing too much muscle as I look to cut 15 pounds of fat? Or
      are my fears unwarranted?

      —Ryan F.


      Ryan is asking a good question here.

      To put it simply: gaining weight (hopefully muscle) requires a
      calories surplus and losing weight (hopefully fat) requires a
      calorie deficit. It should be obvious that you can’t have both of
      those at the same time.

      As a result, if you’re going to lose weight, then it’s likely
      that you’ll lose a little muscle along with the fat. Intermittent
      fasting comes in to save the day because it allows you to lose more
      fat and keep more muscle than you usually would.

      In my experience, the key to maintaining muscle mass while
      dropping fat is to make sure that you eat enough high quality
      protein (and enough food in general). The basic rule of thumb is 1
      gram of protein per pound of bodyweight. So, if you weight 150
      pounds, make sure you get 150 grams of protein each day. If you
      want to boost that a little bit, up to 1.5 grams per pound, then
      that’s fine.

      

      The biggest thing I’m struggling with when it comes to intermittent
      fasting is getting enough food in during the hours available. I’m
      working, coaching CrossFit, and trying to train, so time is
      precious. What has your experience been with this?

      —Mark K.


      I totally get it. It’s tough to get down enough food when you’re
      only eating two meals instead of three.

      Like many of you, Mark has a packed schedule. I probably don’t
      need to tell you that cooking is basically impossible during the
      work day. In the end, I think the best answer is to plan your meals
      out ahead of time. It’s not a sexy answer, but having food made,
      prepped, and ready to eat beforehand is what allows you to eat
      enough when things get busy.

      I would also suggest thinking about your entire eating window as
      an open feeding zone. Don’t box yourself into “2 meals” which can
      make it hard to get enough food down. During your 8–hour feeding
      window, you can eat whenever you want.

      Related: While I haven’t done this myself, one of my friends
      cooks 90% of his food during one day each week. Then, he boxes it
      up and has all of his meals ready to go throughout the week. If you
      can fit a 5–hour cooking spree into your Sunday afternoon, for
      example, then you can be sure that you’ll have a lot of food ready
      during those busy weekdays.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Start Eating Healthy (And Actually Stick to It)

      
      Most people would like to eat healthy on a
      consistent basis. And even if you already eat healthy most of the
      time, it’s likely that you could do a better job of staying on
      target.

      The benefits of good nutrition are obvious: you have more
      energy, your health improves, and your productivity blossoms.

      So if we want to eat healthy and if it’s obvious why we should
      eat healthy, how come it’s so difficult to actually eat
      healthy?

      And most importantly, is there anything we can do to make it
      easier?

      Short–Term Goals vs. Long–Term Goals

      I used to be terrible at achieving long–term goals.

      I was decent when working on short deadlines, but if a project
      lasted more than a month, then my time management was
      totally off. I used to feel bad about this, like I was the only one
      who couldn’t properly execute on a big goal. But as I’ve started to
      pay more attention to people who are good with long–term projects,
      my tune has changed.

      I don’t think anyone is good at achieving long–term goals.

      Some people are just good at breaking long–term goals down into
      short–term ones. They have a small chunk that they work on each day
      or week and at the end of the project, they enjoy this big,
      beautiful result.

      Good habits — eating
      healthy, for example — work in much the same way. Some people are
      really good at breaking their long–term desires down into small
      behaviors that they can focus on each day. In other words, they are
      good at focusing on lifestyle choices rather than their
      life–changing goals. (More on that here.)

      Eventually, these daily actions cascade into powerful,
      life–changing habits. But like a successful long–term project, a
      good habit starts with breaking the end goal down into very small
      steps.

      I’m not great with long–term goals yet, but I’m getting better.
      And I’ve learned a lot about the process along the way. For
      example, here’s one way you could use this process to start eating
      healthy…

      Breaking Down the Steps of Eating Healthy

      Good habits are smaller than you think. We often get caught up
      in the end goal and think that we need to do it all at once, but
      usually it’s best to start with a very small section of our overall
      goal.

      For example, many people want to eat healthy, but quickly find
      out how much work it takes to change their diet.

      Here’s a list of what you need to do if you want to eat
      healthy…

      
      	You have to buy new groceries.

      	You have to prepare healthy food.

      	You have to eat healthy food.

      	You have to clean up and do the dishes.

      

      If you’re the type of person who eats out often, then those four
      steps represent a huge shift in your daily life. It’s unlikely that
      you’ll change all of those things at once. I believe that most
      diets fail not because of a lack of willpower or motivation, but because we
      bite off more than we can chew.

      Take a look at that list again. If you’re trying to change all
      of those things at the same time, it’s no wonder that it’s hard to
      stick to diet.

      But imagine a different scenario…

      The Minimalist Approach to Eating Healthy

      What if you eliminated everything except the most critical part
      of the new habit?

      For example, what if you did these 3 things…

      
      	Start 
      intermittent fasting, so that you only need to eat two healthy
      meals per day instead of three.

      	For the first two months dieting, you buy disposable plates to
      minimize clean up time.

      	For the first month, you hire someone on Craigslist to cook a
      healthy dinner for you 5 nights per week. (This is surprisingly
      inexpensive. I’ve seen options for around $10/meal and it would
      ensure that you eat healthy after work each night without having to
      cook.)

      

      Now, I realize that buying disposable plates and hiring someone
      to cook your meals is expensive, but we’re not talking about doing
      this forever. We’re just talking about making the habit easier to
      start with. We’re talking about making an investment for the first
      month or two, so that you make it as easy as possible to start
      eating healthy.

      With our setup above, the only thing you focus on doing for the
      first month is actually eating healthy meals. In the second month,
      you start buying healthier groceries and cooking your meals. In the
      third month, you stop buying disposable plates and do the full
      clean up.

      Imagine how much easier it is to eat healthy when you take those
      barriers away at the beginning.

      Don’t Do It All, Just Start Doing It

      Obviously, you can manipulate this basic strategy to fit your
      needs. If you can’t afford to hire someone for 5 meals per week,
      then how about 2 meals per week? Do whatever works for you, but the
      general idea is to eliminate everything except the most essential
      task in the beginning.

      Break down the goal into small chunks, remove the excuses, and
      make it as easy as possible to say yes to your new habit. You don’t
      have to do it all, you just have to start doing it.

      It might require an investment, but would you rather simplify
      the process, pay a bit more now, and actually stick to a healthy
      diet … or try to do everything at once, drain all of your
      willpower, and quit out of frustration two weeks later?

      If you’re serious about long–term change, then smaller is
      better, especially at the start. Break down your long–term desires
      into short–term habits and you’ll find success comes much
      easier.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      12 Lessons Learned from 1 Year of Intermittent Fasting

      
      Earlier this week, I posted a brief guide on getting started
      with intermittent fasting. You can read it 
      here.

      Intermittent fasting is a great tool for getting strong and lean
      without changing your diet. But it can also seem confusing or
      extreme if you’re not familiar with it. In fact, my guide seemed to
      prompt quite a few questions, many of which I responded to over
      email.

      Because you may be wondering many of the same things, I figured
      I should write about them here as well as share some of the
      important lessons I’ve learned from practicing intermittent fasting
      for over one year.

      1. The biggest barrier is your own mind.

      Implementing this diet is pretty simple, you just don’t eat when
      you wake up. Then you eat and lunch and go about your day. At
      least, that’s how I do it.

      But there is a mental barrier to get over. “If I don’t eat will
      I not be able to think? Will I faint? Will I feel sick? What will
      it be like?” These are all thoughts that went through my mind
      before I started.

      What ended up happening? Nothing. Life went on just fine.

      Thinking you need to eat every 3 hours or six meals a day or
      always have breakfast or whatever it is that you’re convinced you
      have to do to survive … is all mental. You believe it because you
      were told it, not because you actually tried it.

      If there’s one thing I’ve noticed that separates successful
      people from unsuccessful ones in life it’s not just the ability to
      think differently, but the ability to act differently as well.

      2. Losing weight is easy.

      When you eat less frequently you tend to eat less overall. As a
      result, most people who try intermittent fasting end up cutting
      weight. You might plan big meals, but consistently eating them is
      difficult in practice.

      For this reason, I think intermittent fasting is a great option
      for people who are looking to lose weight because it offers a
      simple way to cut down on the total number of calories you eat
      without changing your diet. Even if you tell people that they can
      eat two large meals at lunch and dinner, they typically end up
      eating fewer calories than they would at 3 or 4 normal meals.

      Most people lose weight while intermittent fasting because when
      they cut out meals, they don’t make up for it with bigger meal
      sizes.

      3. Building muscle is quite possible (if that’s what you
      want).

      I have managed to gain weight while intermittent fasting (I’ve
      added about 12 pounds of lean body mass and cut 5 pounds of fat
      over the last year), but only because I have focused on eating a
      lot during my feeding period.

      As I mentioned above, the natural tendency is to lose weight on
      intermittent fasting because it’s easy to eat less when you cut a
      meal out of your day. However, at the end of the day eating 2,000
      calories is eating 2,000 calories whether it comes during a 16–hour
      span or an 8–hour span. It just takes more effort to make sure you
      eat it all within 8 hours.

      It’s totally reasonable to build muscle as long as you eat
      enough.

      4. My best work is usually done when I’m deep into my
      fast.

      I’m most productive during the first 3 hours of my morning,
      which is about 12 to 15 hours into my daily fast. This is the exact
      opposite of what I expected when I started out. I assumed that if I
      didn’t eat for hours, then I wouldn’t have any energy to think. The
      reality is just the opposite.

      I have a lot of mental clarity in the morning when I fast. I
      can’t say for certain if this is due to the fasting or the fact
      that I’m just refreshed when I wake up, but one thing is clear:
      fasting is not hindering my ability to get things done in the
      morning. In fact, I’m almost always more productive in the morning
      when I’m fasted than in the afternoon when I’m fed.

      5. For best results, cycle what you eat.

      Intermittent fasting works, but I didn’t start cutting fat at a
      significant rate until I added in calorie cycling and carb cycling
      to my diet. Here’s how it works…

      I cycle calories by eating a lot on the days that I workout and
      less on the days that I rest. This means I have a calorie surplus
      on the days I train and a calorie deficit on the days that I rest.
      The idea behind this is that you can build muscle on the days you
      train and burn fat on the days you rest. And by the end of the
      week, you should have done both.

      Additionally, I cycle carbs by eating a lot of carbohydrates on
      the days that I train and few carbohydrates on the days that I
      rest. This is done to stimulate fat loss. I eat high protein all
      the time and moderate to low fat on most days. Cycling
      carbohydrates has also led to additional fat loss.

      For me, this is when the intermittent fasting seemed to pay off
      the most — when I coupled it with calorie cycling and carb
      cycling.

      6. Like most things, you should take a long–term view of
      eating.

      Too often we think about our diet in super short timeframes.

      It’s better to think about what we eat over the course of a week
      than over the course of a day (or worse, a few hours). For example,
      whether or not you have a protein shake within 30 minutes of
      working out, is largely a non–issue if you’re getting a meal of
      quality protein within 24 hours of working out.

      One reason intermittent fasting works is because the super short
      timeframes that we are pitched by food companies and supplement
      companies are largely a myth. Let’s say you eat 3 quality meals per
      day. That’s 21 meals per week. Over the course of a week, do you
      think your body cares if the meals are eaten from 8am to 8pm (the
      normal eating schedule) or 1pm to 8pm (an intermittent fasting
      schedule)?

      How about if we stretch it out over the course of a month?
      Wouldn’t it make sense that if you ate 80 quality meals every month
      (about 3 per day) that your body would make the most of those meals
      whether you ate them in an 8–hour block or a 12–hour block on each
      individual day?

      When you take a slightly longer view, you start to realize that
      the time difference between eating from 8am to 8pm versus eating
      from 1pm to 8pm isn’t that large over the course of a week or a
      month.

      7. It’s strange, but when I’m fasting I want food
      less.

      Now that I’ve started fasting, I want food less. I’m not
      addicted to it. I’m not a victim to my diet. I eat when I want
      because I want to, not because my body tells me I have to.

      This is a marked change from my previous eating schedule and I
      think the additional power and flexibility I have over my diet now
      is a benefit.

      8. Losing fat and gaining muscle can both be done, just
      not together.

      If you’re looking to lose fat and build muscle mass, then the
      combination of intermittent fasting, calorie cycling, and carb
      cycling that I have mentioned here is one of the best solutions
      you’ll find.

      You see, it’s basically impossible to gain muscle and lose fat
      at the same time. To lose weight, you need to burn more calories
      than you take in. You need to have a net calorie deficit.

      To build muscle, you need to eat more calories than you burn.
      You need to have a net calorie surplus.

      It should be fairly obvious that you can’t have a net surplus
      and a net deficit at the same time. For example, you can either eat
      more than 2,000 calories or you can eat less than 2,000 calories …
      but you can’t do both at the same time. This is why it’s basically
      impossible to lose fat and gain muscle at the same time.

      However, if we get away from the small timeframes and start
      thinking about our diet over the course of a week or a month, then
      we start to have more options. For example, let’s say that you
      workout 3 days per week. You could organize your eating routine to
      have a calorie surplus on the days you train (i.e. gain muscle) and
      then a calorie deficit on the days you rest (i.e. lose fat). That
      way, by the end of the week, it’s possible for you to have spent 3
      days gaining muscle and 4 days losing fat.

      9. When fasting, I have made more gains by training
      less.

      I’ve recently began testing a new hypothesis for strength
      training, which I call “Do The Most Important Thing First.”

      It’s as simple as it sounds. I pick one goal for the workout and
      do the most important exercise first. Everything else is secondary.
      For example, right now I’m working out Monday, Wednesday, and
      Friday. I do two sessions each day. Upper body in the morning.
      Lower body in the evening. But I’m only doing one exercise each
      time (pushups in the morning) and squat or deadlift in the evening.
      If I feel like it, I’ll finish my evening workout with kettlebell
      work or bodyweight stuff (handstands, front levers, and so on).

      The results have been very good. I’ve seen improvement each and
      every week over the last three months. It’s worked so well that I’m
      starting to think that it has very little to do with fasting, but
      instead is just a better way of training. I’ll write more about
      this in the future, but I wanted to note it here because when I
      compare it to the previous way I trained while fasting (snatch and
      clean and jerk three days per week, plus squat or deadlift), I seem
      to be making more progress.

      10. As long as you stay under 50 calories, you’ll remain
      in the fasted state.

      A lot of people like to start their day with a cup of coffee or
      a glass of orange juice. Maybe you’re one of them. I have a glass
      of water. Well you don’t have to dump your morning routine if you
      want to give fasting a try.

      The general rule of thumb is that if you stay under 50 calories,
      then you’ll remain in the fasted state. I’m not sure where this
      number came from, but I’ve seen it dished around by enough
      reputable people that I’m going to go with it for now. Following
      the opinion of the majority is typically a lazy move, but in this
      case I think you’ll be alright if you want to have a cup of coffee
      in the morning.

      11. Prepare to drink a lot of water.

      I drank a lot of water before I began intermittent fasting, but
      now I drink an incredible amount. I’m usually over 8 glasses for
      the day by the time I get done with lunch.

      You mileage may vary, but even if you don’t drink as much water
      as I do, I recommend having it at the ready.

      12. The best diet for you is the one that works for
      you.

      Everyone wants to be handed the ultimate diet plan. We all want
      the answers on one sheet of paper. “Here. Just do this and you’ll
      be set.”

      This is why diet books sell so well. A lot of people are willing
      to pay for a quick fix, a diet in a box, or the nutritional
      solution to long life.

      Here’s my problem with marketers telling everyone that their
      diet is the best: it’s like telling the whole world to wear medium
      sized shirts and then wondering why they don’t fit a lot of
      people.

      In most ways, your body is the same as everyone else’s. But in
      some very important ways, it’s also different than everyone else’s.
      To find the diet that works best for you, you need to experiment
      and see what your body responds to.

      This is why I enjoy intermittent fasting. You can play with your
      eating schedule very easily. Choose one that fits your lifestyle
      and that your body responds to. Once you figure out when you should
      be eating, then you can move on to the harder part: what you should
      be eating.

      As always, your mileage will vary, but the most important thing
      is that you’re covering ground and moving forward.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Beginner's Guide to Intermittent Fasting

      
      I have been intermittent fasting for over one year.

      I skip breakfast each day and eat two meals, the first around
      1pm and the second around 8pm. Then, I fast for 16 hours until I
      start eating again the next day at 1pm.

      Surprisingly, since I’ve started intermittent fasting I’ve
      increased muscle mass (up 10 pounds from 205 to 215), decreased
      body fat (down 3% from 14% to 11%), increased explosiveness (set a
      personal best with a clean and jerk of 253 pounds a few months
      back), and decreased the amount of time I’ve spent training (down
      from 7.5 hours per week to 2.5 hours per week).

      In other words, I’m stronger, leaner, and more explosive even
      though I go to the gym less and eat less.

      You may be wondering…

      How is this possible? Isn’t skipping breakfast bad for you? Why
      would anyone fast for 16 hours every day? What are the benefits? Is
      there any science behind this or are you just crazy? Is it
      dangerous?

      Slow down, friend. I’ve been known to do some crazy things, but
      this is totally legit. It’s easy to implement into your lifestyle
      and there are tons of health benefits. In this post, I’m going to
      break down intermittent fasting and everything that goes with
      it.

      What is Intermittent Fasting and Why Would You Do
      It?

      Intermittent fasting is not a diet, it’s a pattern of eating.
      It’s a way of scheduling your meals so that you get the most out of
      them. Intermittent fasting doesn’t change what you eat, it
      changes when you eat.

      Why is it worthwhile to change when you’re eating?

      Well, most notably, it’s a great way to get lean without going
      on a crazy diet or cutting your calories down to nothing. In fact,
      most of the time you’ll try to keep your calories the same when you
      start intermittent fasting. (Most people eat bigger meals during a
      shorter time frame.) Additionally, intermittent fasting is a good
      way to keep muscle mass on while getting lean.

      With all that said, the main reason people try intermittent
      fasting is to lose fat. We’ll talk about how intermittent fasting
      leads to fat loss in a moment.

      Perhaps most importantly, intermittent fasting is one of the
      simplest strategies we have for taking bad weight off while keeping
      good weight on because it requires very little behavior change.
      This is a very good thing because it means intermittent fasting
      falls into the category of “simple enough that you’ll actually do
      it, but meaningful enough that it will actually make a
      difference.”

      How Does Intermittent Fasting Work?

      To understand how intermittent fasting leads to fat loss we
      first need to understand the difference between the fed state and
      the fasted state.

      Your body is in the fed state when it is digesting and absorbing
      food. Typically, the fed state starts when you begin eating and
      lasts for three to five hours as your body digests and absorbs the
      food you just ate. When you are in the fed state, it’s very hard
      for your body to burn fat because your insulin levels are high.

      After that timespan, your body goes into what is known as the
      post–absorptive state, which is just a fancy way of saying that
      your body isn’t processing a meal. The post–absorptive state lasts
      until 8 to 12 hours after your last meal, which is when you enter
      the fasted state. It is much easier for you body to burn fat in the
      fasted state because your insulin levels are low.

      When you’re in the fasted state your body can burn fat that has
      been inaccessible during the fed state.

      Because we don’t enter the fasted state until 12 hours after our
      last meal, it’s rare that our bodies are in this fat burning state.
      This is one of the reasons why many people who start intermittent
      fasting will lose fat without changing what they eat, how much they
      eat, or how often they exercise. Fasting puts your body in a fat
      burning state that you rarely make it to during a normal eating
      schedule.

      The Benefits of Intermittent Fasting

      Fat loss is great, but it isn’t the only benefit of fasting.

      1. Intermittent fasting makes your day
      simpler.

      I’m big on behavior change, simplicity, and reducing stress.
      Intermittent fasting provides additional simplicity to my life that
      I really enjoy. When I wake up, I don’t worry about breakfast. I
      just grab a glass of water and start my day.

      I enjoy eating and I don’t mind cooking, so eating three meals a
      day was never a hassle for me. However, intermittent fasting allows
      me to eat one less meal, which also means planning one less meal,
      cooking one less meal, and stressing about one less meal. It makes
      life a bit simpler and I like that.

      2. Intermittent fasting helps you live
      longer.

      Scientists have long known that restricting calories is a way of
      lengthening life. From a logical standpoint, this makes sense. When
      you’re starving, your body finds ways to extend your life.

      There’s just one problem: who wants to starve themselves in the
      name of living longer?

      I don’t know about you, but I’m interested in enjoying
      a long life. Starving myself doesn’t sound that appetizing.

      The good news is that intermittent fasting activates many of the
      same mechanisms for extending life as calorie restriction. In other
      words, you get the benefits of a longer life without the hassle of
      starving.

      Way back in 1945 it was discovered that intermittent fasting
      extended life in mice. (Here’s the study.)
      More recently, 
      this study found that alternate day intermittent fasting led to
      longer lifespans.

      3. Intermittent fasting may reduce the risk of
      cancer.

      This one is up for debate because there hasn’t been a lot of
      research and experimentation done on the relationship between
      cancer and fasting. Early reports, however, look positive.

      This
      study of 10 cancer patients suggests that the side effects of
      chemotherapy may be diminished by fasting before treatment. This
      finding is also supported by another study
      which used alternate day fasting with cancer patients and concluded
      that fasting before chemotherapy would result in better cure rates
      and fewer deaths.

      Finally, this comprehensive
      analysis of many studies on fasting and disease has concluded
      that fasting appears to not only reduce the risk of cancer, but
      also cardiovascular disease.

      4. Intermittent fasting is much easier than
      dieting.

      The reason most diets fail isn’t because we switch to the wrong
      foods, it’s because we don’t actually follow the diet over the long
      term. It’s not a nutrition problem, it’s a behavior change
      problem.

      This is where intermittent fasting shines because it’s
      remarkably easy to implement once you get over the idea that you
      need to eat all the time. For example, this study found
      that intermittent fasting was an effective strategy for weight loss
      in obese adults and concluded that “subjects quickly adapt” to an
      intermittent fasting routine.

      I like the quote below from Dr. Michael Eades, who has tried
      intermittent fasting himself, on the difference between trying a
      diet and trying intermittent fasting.

      “Diets are easy in the contemplation, difficult in the
      execution. Intermittent fasting is just the opposite — it’s
      difficult in the contemplation but easy in the execution.

      Most of us have contemplated going on a diet. When we find a
      diet that appeals to us, it seems as if it will be a breeze to do.
      But when we get into the nitty gritty of it, it becomes tough. For
      example, I stay on a low–carb diet almost all the time. But if I
      think about going on a low–fat diet, it looks easy. I think about
      bagels, whole wheat bread and jelly, mashed potatoes, corn, bananas
      by the dozen, etc. — all of which sound appealing. But were I to
      embark on such a low–fat diet I would soon tire of it and wish I
      could have meat and eggs. So a diet is easy in contemplation, but
      not so easy in the long–term execution.

      Intermittent fasting is hard in the contemplation, of that
      there is no doubt. “You go without food for 24 hours?” people would
      ask, incredulously when we explained what we were doing. “I could
      never do that.” But once started, it’s a snap. No worries about
      what and where to eat for one or two out of the three meals per
      day. It’s a great liberation. Your food expenditures plummet. And
      you’re not particularly hungry. … Although it’s tough to overcome
      the idea of going without food, once you begin the regimen, nothing
      could be easier.”

      — Dr. Michael Eades

      In my opinion, the ease of intermittent fasting is best reason
      to give it a try. It provides a wide range of health benefits
      without requiring a massive lifestyle change.

      Examples of Different Intermittent Fasting
      Schedules

      If you’re considering giving fasting a shot, there are a few
      different options for working it into your lifestyle.

      Daily Intermittent Fasting

      Most of the time, I follow the Leangains model of intermittent
      fasting, which uses a 16–hour fast followed by an 8–hour eating
      period. This model of daily intermittent fasting was popularized by
      Martin Berkhan of Leangains.com,
      which is where the name originated.

      It doesn’t matter when you start your 8–hour eating period. You
      can start at 8am and stop at 4pm. Or you start at 2pm and stop at
      10pm. Do whatever works for you. I tend to find that eating around
      1pm and 8pm works well because those times allow me to eat lunch
      and dinner with friends and family. Breakfast is typically a meal
      that I eat on my own, so skipping it isn’t a big deal.

      [image: Leangains daily intermittent fasting]

      Because daily intermittent fasting is done every day it becomes
      very easy to get into the habit of eating on this schedule. Right
      now, you’re probably eating around the same time every day without
      thinking about it. Well, with daily intermittent fasting it’s the
      same thing, you just learn to not eat at certain times, which is
      remarkably easy.

      One potential disadvantage of this schedule is that because you
      typically cut out a meal or two out of your day, it becomes more
      difficult to get the same number of calories in during the week.
      Put simply, it’s tough to teach yourself to eat bigger meals on a
      consistent basis. The result is that many people who try this style
      of intermittent fasting end up losing weight. That can be a good
      thing or a bad thing, depending on your goals.

      This is probably a good time to mention that while I have
      practiced intermittent fasting consistently for the last year, I’m
      not fanatical about my diet. I work on building healthy habits that
      guide my behavior 90% of the time, so that I can do whatever I feel
      like during the other 10%. If I come over to your house to watch
      the football game and we order pizza at 11pm, guess what? I don’t
      care that it’s outside my feeding period, I’m eating it.

      Weekly Intermittent Fasting

      One of the best ways to get started with intermittent fasting is
      to do it once per week or once per month. The occasional fast has
      been shown to lead to many of the benefits of fasting we’ve already
      talked about, so even if you don’t use it to cut down on calories
      consistently there are still many other health benefits of
      fasting.

      The graphic below shows one example of how a weekly intermittent
      fast might play out.

      

      In this example, lunch on Monday is your last meal of the day.
      You then fast until lunch on Tuesday. This schedule has the
      advantage of allowing you to eat everyday of the week while still
      reaping the benefits of fasting for 24 hours. It’s also less likely
      that you’ll lose weight because you are only cutting out two meals
      per week. So, if you’re looking to bulk up or keep weight on, then
      this is a great option.

      I’ve done 24–hour fasts in the past (I just did one last month)
      and there are a wide range of variations and options for making it
      work into your schedule. For example, a long day of travel or the
      day after a big holiday feast are often great times to throw in a
      24–hour fast.

      Perhaps the biggest benefit of doing a 24–hour fast is getting
      over the mental barrier of fasting. If you’ve never fasted before,
      successfully completing your first one helps you realize that you
      won’t die if you don’t eat for a day.

      Alternate Day Intermittent Fasting

      Alternate day intermittent fasting incorporates longer fasting
      periods on alternating days throughout the week.

      For example, in the graphic below you would eat dinner on Monday
      night and then not eat again until Tuesday evening. On Wednesday,
      however, you would eat all day and then start the 24–hour fasting
      cycle again after dinner on Wednesday evening. This allows you to
      get long fast periods on a consistent basis while also eating at
      least one meal every day of the week.

      

      This style of intermittent fasting seems to be used often in
      research studies, but from what I have seen it isn’t very popular
      in the real world. I’ve never tried alternate day fasting myself
      and I don’t plan to do so.

      The benefit of alternate day intermittent fasting is that it
      gives you longer time in the fasted state than the Leangains style
      of fasting. Hypothetically, this would increase the benefits of
      fasting.

      In practice, however, I would be concerned with eating enough.
      Based on my experience, teaching yourself to consistently eat more
      is one of the harder parts of intermittent fasting. You might be
      able to feast for a meal, but learning to do so every day of the
      week takes a little bit of planning, a lot of cooking, and
      consistent eating. The end result is that most people who try
      intermittent fasting end up losing some weight because the size of
      their meals remains similar even though a few meals are being cut
      out each week.

      If you’re looking to lose weight, this isn’t a problem. And even
      if you’re happy with your weight, this won’t prove to be too much
      of an issue if you follow the daily fasting or weekly fasting
      schedules. However, if you’re fasting for 24 hours per day on
      multiple days per week, then it’s going to be very difficult to eat
      enough of your feast days to make up for that.

      As a result, I think it’s a better idea to try daily
      intermittent fasting or a single 24–hour fast once per week or once
      per month.

      Frequently Asked Questions, Concerns, and
      Complaints

      I’m a woman. Should I do anything
      differently?

      I haven’t worked with women on implementing an intermittent
      fasting schedule, so I can’t speak from experience on this one.

      That said, I have heard that women may find a wider window of
      eating to be more favorable when doing daily intermittent fasting.
      While men will typically fast for 16 hours and then eat for 8
      hours, women may find better results by eating for 10 hours and
      fasting for 14 hours. The best advice I can give anyone, not just
      women, is to experiment and see what works best for you. Your body
      will give you signals. Follow what your body responds favorably
      to.

      Also, if you’re a female, there is an all‐female
      page on Facebook that discusses intermittent fasting. I’m sure
      you could find a ton of great answers and support there.

      I could never skip breakfast. How do you do
      it?

      I don’t. Breakfast foods are my favorite, so I just eat them at
      1pm each day.

      Also, if you eat a big dinner the night before, I think you’ll
      be surprised by how much energy you have in the morning. Most of
      the worries or concerns that people have about intermittent fasting
      are due to the fact that they have had it pounded into them by
      companies that they need to eat breakfast or they need to eat every
      three hours and so on. The science doesn’t support it and neither
      do my personal experiences.

      I thought you were supposed to eat every 3
      hours?

      You may have heard people say that you should have six meals per
      day or eat every 3 hours or something like that.

      Here’s why this was a popular idea for a brief period of
      time:

      Your body burns calories when it’s processing food. So the
      thought behind the more meals strategy was that if you ate more
      frequently, you would also burn more calories throughout the day.
      Thus, eating more meals should help you lose weight.

      Here’s the problem:

      The amount of calories you burn is proportional to the size of
      the meal your body is processing. So, digesting six smaller meals
      that add up to 2000 calories burns the same amount of energy as
      processing two large meals of 1000 calories each.

      It doesn’t matter if you get your calories in 10 meals or in 1
      meal, you’ll end up in the same place.

      This is crazy. If I didn’t eat for 24 hours, I’d
      die.

      Honestly, I think the mental barrier is the biggest thing that
      prevents people from fasting because it’s really not that hard to
      do in practice.

      Here are a few reasons why intermittent fasting isn’t as crazy
      as you think it is.

      First, fasting has been practiced by various religious groups
      for centuries. Medical practitioners have also noted the health
      benefits of fasting for thousands of years. In other words, fasting
      isn’t some new fad or crazy marketing ploy. It’s been around for a
      long time and it actually works.

      Second, fasting seems foreign to many of us simply because
      nobody talks about it that much. The reason for this is that nobody
      stands to make much money by telling you to not eat their products,
      not take their supplements, or not buy their goods. In other words,
      fasting isn’t a very marketable topic and so you’re not exposed to
      advertising and marketing on it very often. The result is that it
      seems somewhat extreme or strange, even though it’s really not.

      Third, you’ve probably already fasted many times, even though
      you don’t know it. Have you ever slept in late on the weekends and
      then had a late brunch? Some people do this every weekend. In
      situations like these, we often eat dinner the night before and
      then don’t eat until 11am or noon or even later. There’s your
      16–hour fast and you didn’t even think about it.

      Finally, I would suggest doing one 24–hour fast even if you
      don’t plan on doing intermittent fasting frequently. It’s good to
      teach yourself that you’ll survive just fine without food for a
      day. Plus, as I’ve outlined with multiple research studies
      throughout this article, there are a lot of health benefits of
      fasting.

      What are some good resources on intermittent
      fasting?

      You can learn a lot about intermittent fasting by reading
      articles like this one and the resources below, but the best way to
      learn about what actually works for you is to experiment. That
      said, I’d recommend the following resources.

      Martin Berkhan’s site on the Leangains version of intermittent
      fasting is great. You can find it here. If you’re looking for a few
      articles to start with, I’d recommend this
      one, 
      this one, and this
      one.

      Andy Morgan has also created an excellent site that covers the
      Leangains model of intermittent fasting, which you can find here. I particularly like his
      method of counting macros instead of counting calories, which you
      can read about here. (That said,
      I don’t count anything. I just eat.)

      There is a very active forum on Reddit where people post their
      own progress with the Leangains style of intermittent fasting. You
      can check that out here.

      Brad Pilon wrote a good book on intermittent fasting called
      Eat Stop Eat, which you can buy here.

      And finally, John Berardi’s report on intermittent fasting is a
      great example of testing the ideas in practice. You can download
      it here.

      That’s intermittent fasting in a nutshell.
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      Focus: The Ultimate Guide on How to Improve Focus and
      Concentration

      
      Focus and concentration can be difficult to master. Sure, most
      people want to learn how to improve focus and boost concentration.
      But actually doing it? We live in a noisy world and constant
      distractions can make focus difficult.

      Luckily, this page contains the best ideas and top research on
      how to get and stay focused. We will break down the science behind
      sharpening your mind and paying attention to what matters. Whether
      you’re looking to focus on your goals in life or business, this
      page should cover everything you need to know.

      You can click the links below to jump to a particular section or
      simply scroll down to read everything. At the end of this page,
      you’ll find a complete list of all the articles I have written on
      focus.

      Focus: What It Is and How it Works

      
      	What is Focus?

      	Why Can’t I Focus?

      	The Myth of Multitasking

      

      How to Focus and Increase Your Attention
      Span

      
      	Warren Buffett’s “2 List” Strategy
      for Focused Attention

      	Measure Your Results

      	Focus on the Process, Not
      the Event

      

      Mind-Hacks for Getting Focused

      
      	How to Improve
      Concentration

      	Where to Go From
      Here

      

      Focus: What It Is and How it Works

      First things first. What is focus, really? Experts define focus
      as the act of concentrating your interest or activity on something.
      That’s a somewhat boring definition, but there is an important
      insight hiding inside that definition.

      What is Focus?

      In order to concentrate on one thing you must, by default,
      ignore many other things.

      Here’s a better way to put it:

      Focus can only occur when we have said yes to one option and no
      to all other options. In other words, elimination is a prerequisite
      for focus. As Tim Ferriss says, “What you don’t do determines what
      you can do.”

      Of course, focus doesn’t require a permanent no, but it
      does require a present no. You always have the option to
      do something else later, but in the present moment focus
      requires that you only do one thing. Focus is the key to productivity because
      saying no to every other option unlocks your ability to accomplish
      the one thing that is left.

      Now for the important question: What can we do to focus on the
      things that matter and ignore the things that don’t?

      Why Can’t I Focus?

      Most people don’t have trouble with focusing. They have trouble
      with deciding.

      What I mean is that most healthy humans have a brain that is
      capable of focusing if we get the distractions out of the way. Have
      you ever had a task that you absolutely had to get done? What
      happened? You got it done because the deadline made the decision
      for you. Maybe you procrastinated beforehand, but once things
      became urgent and you were forced to make a decision, you took
      action.

      Instead of doing the difficult work of choosing one thing to
      focus on, we often convince ourselves that multitasking is a better
      option. This is ineffective.

      Here’s why…

      [bookmark: Myth]

      The Myth of Multitasking

      Technically, we are capable of doing two things at the same
      time. It is possible, for example, to watch TV while cooking dinner
      or to answer an email while talking on the phone.

      What is impossible, however,
      isconcentratingon two tasks at once. You’re
      either listening to the TV and the overflowing pot of pasta is
      background noise, or you’re tending to the pot of pasta and the TV
      is background noise. During any single instant, you are
      concentrating on one or the other.

      Multitasking forces your brain to switch your focus back and
      forth very quickly from one task to another. This wouldn’t be a big
      deal if the human brain could transition seamlessly from one job to
      the next, but it can’t.

      Have you ever been in the middle of writing an email when
      someone interrupts you? When the conversation is over and you get
      back to the message, it takes you a few minutes to get your
      bearings, remember what you were writing, and get back on track.
      Something similar happens when you multitask. Multitasking forces
      you to pay a mental price each time you interrupt one task and jump
      to another. In psychology terms, this mental price is called the
      switching cost.

      Switching cost is the disruption inperformancethat
      we experience when we switch our focus from one area to another.
      Onestudy,published
      in the International Journal of Information Management in 2003,
      found that the typical person checks email once every five minutes
      and that, on average, it takes 64 seconds to resume the previous
      task after checking your email.

      In other words, because of email alone, we typically waste one
      out of every six minutes.

      [image: The myth of multitasking is that it will make you more effective. In reality, remarkable focus is what makes the difference. (Image inspired by Jessica Hagy.)]Jessica
      Hagy
      How to Focus and Increase Your Attention Span

      Let’s talk about how to overcome our tendency to multitask and
      focus on one thing at a time. Of the many options in front of you,
      how do you know what to focus on? How do you know where to direct
      your energy and attention? How do you determine theone
      thingthat you should commit to doing?

      Warren Buffett’s “2 List” Strategy for Focused Attention

      One of my favorite methods for focusing your attention on what
      matters and eliminating what doesn’t comes from the famous investor
      Warren Buffett.

      Buffett uses a simple 3-step productivity strategy to help his
      employees determine their priorities and actions. You may find this
      method useful for making decisions and getting yourself to commit
      to doing one thing right away. Here’s how it works…

      One day, Buffett asked his personal pilot to go through the
      3-step exercise.

      STEP 1:Buffett started by asking the
      pilot, named Mike Flint, to write down his top 25 career goals. So,
      Flint took some time and wrote them down. (Note: You could also
      complete this exercise with goals for a shorter timeline. For
      example, write down the top 25 things you want to accomplish this
      week.)

      STEP 2:Then, Buffett asked Flint to
      review his list and circle his top 5 goals. Again, Flint took some
      time, made his way through the list, and eventually decided on his
      5 most important goals.

      STEP 3:At this point, Flint had two
      lists. The 5 items he had circled were List A, and the 20 items he
      had not circled were List B.

      Flint confirmed that he would start working on his top 5 goals
      right away. And that’s when Buffett asked him about the second
      list, “And what about the ones you didn’t circle?”

      Flint replied, “Well, the top 5 are my primary focus, but the
      other 20 come in a close second. They are still important so I’ll
      work on those intermittently as I see fit. They are not as urgent,
      but I still plan to give them a dedicated effort.”

      To which Buffett replied, “No. You’ve got it wrong, Mike.
      Everything you didn’t circle just became your Avoid-At-All-Cost
      list. No matter what, these things get no attention from you until
      you’ve succeeded with your top 5.”

      I love Buffett’s method because it forces you to make hard
      decisions and eliminate things that might be good uses of time, but
      aren’t great uses of time. So often the tasks that derail our focus
      are ones that we can easily rationalize spending time on.

      This is just one way to narrow your focus and eliminate
      distractions. I’ve covered many other methods before like The Ivy Lee Method and
      The Eisenhower
      Box. That said, no matter what method you use and no matter how
      committed you are, at some point your concentration and focus begin
      to fade. How can you increase your attention span and remain
      focused?

      There are two simple steps you can take.

      [bookmark: Measure]

      Measure Your Results

      The first thing you can do is to measure your progress.

      Focus often fades because of lack of feedback. Your brain has a
      natural desire to know whether or not you are making progress
      toward your goals, and it is impossible to know that without
      getting feedback. From a practical standpoint, this means that we
      need to measure our results.

      We all have areas of life that we say are important to us, but
      that we aren’t measuring. That’s a shame because measurement
      maintains focus and concentration. The things we measure are the
      things we improve. It is only through numbers and clear tracking
      that we have any idea if we are getting better or worse.

      The tasks I measured were the ones I remained focused on.

      Unfortunately, we often avoid measuring because we are fearful
      of what the numbers will tell us about ourselves. The trick is to
      realize that measuring is not a judgment about who you
      are, it’s just feedback on where you are.

      Measure to discover, to find out, to understand. Measure to get
      to know yourself better. Measure to see if you’re actually spending
      time on the things that are important to you. Measure because it
      will help you focus on the things that matter and ignore the things
      that don’t.

      [bookmark: Focus on the Process]

      Focus on the Process, Not the Event

      The second thing you can do to maintain long-term focus is to
      concentrate on processes, not events. All too often, we see success
      as an event that can be achieved and completed.

      Here are some common examples:

      
      	Many people see health as an event:“If I just lose 20
      pounds, then I’ll be in shape.”

      	Many people see entrepreneurship as an event:“If we
      could get our business featured in the New York Times, then we’d be
      set.”

      	Many people see art as an event:“If I could just get
      my work featured in a bigger gallery, then I’d have the credibility
      I need.”

      

      Those are just a few of the many ways that we categorize success
      as a single event. But if you look at the people who stay focused
      on their goals, you start to realize that it’s not the events or
      the results that make them different. It’s the commitment to the
      process. They fall in love with the daily practice, not the
      individual event.

      What’s funny, of course, is that this focus on the process is
      what will allow you to enjoy the results anyway.

      
      	If you want to be a great writer,then
      having a best-selling book is wonderful. But the only way to reach
      that result is to fall in love with the process of writing.

      	If you want the world to know about your
      business,then it would be great to be featured
      inForbesmagazine. But the only way to reach
      that result is to fall in love with the process of marketing.

      	If you want to be in the best shape of your
      life,then losing 20 pounds might be necessary. But
      the only way to reach that result is to fall in love with the
      process of eating healthy and exercising consistently.

      	If you want to become significantly better at
      anything,you have to fall in love with the process
      of doing it. You have to fall in love withbuilding the
      identity of someone who does the work, rather than merely
      dreaming about the results that you want.

      

      Focusing on outcomes and goals is our natural tendency, but
      focusing on processes leads to more results over the long-run.

      Concentration and Focus Mind-Hacks

      Even after you’ve learned to love the process and know how to
      stay focused on your goals, the day-to-day implementation of those
      goals can still be messy. Let’s talk about some additional ways to
      improve concentration and make sure you’re giving each task your
      focused attention.

      [bookmark: How to Improve Concentration]

      How to Improve Concentration

      Here are few additional ways to improve your focus and get
      started on what matters.

      Choose an anchor task. One of the major
      improvements I’ve made recently is to assign one (and only one)
      priority to each work day. Although I plan to complete other tasks
      during the day, my priority task is the one non-negotiable thing
      that must get done. I call this my “anchor task” because it is the
      mainstay that holds the rest of my day in place. The power of
      choosingonepriority is that it naturally
      guides your behavior by forcing you to organize your life around
      that responsibility.

      Manage your energy, not your time. If a task
      requires your full attention, then schedule it for a time of day
      when you have the energy needed to focus.For example, I have
      noticed that my creative energy is highest in the morning. That’s
      when I’m fresh. That’s when I do my best writing. That’s when I
      make the best strategic decisions about my business. So, what do I
      do? I schedule creative tasks for the morning. All other business
      tasks are taken care of in the afternoon. This includes doing
      interviews, responding to emails, phone calls and Skype chats,
      dataanalysisand number crunching. Nearly every
      productivity strategy obsesses over managing your time better, but
      time is useless if you don’t have the energy you need to complete
      the task you are working on.

      Never check email before noon.Focus is
      about eliminating distractions. Email can be one of the biggest
      distractions of all. If I don’t check email at the beginning of the
      day, then I am able to spend the morning pursuing my own agenda
      rather than reacting to everybody else’s agenda. That’s a huge win
      because I’m not wasting mental energy thinking about all the
      messages in my inbox. I realize that waiting until the afternoon
      isn’t feasible for many people, but I’d like to offer a challenge.
      Can you wait until 10AM? What about 9AM? 8:30AM? The exact cutoff
      time doesn’t matter. The point is to carve out time during your
      morning when you can focus on what is most important to you without
      letting the rest of the world dictate your mental state.

      Leave your phone in another room.I
      usually don’t see my phone for the first few hours of the day. It
      is much easier to do focused work when you don’t have any text
      messages, phone calls, or alerts interrupting your focus.

      Work infull
      screenmode.Whenever I use an application on my
      computer, I use full screenmode. If I’m reading an article on
      the web, my browser takes up the whole screen. If I’m writing in
      Evernote, I’m working infull screenmode. If I’m editing
      a picture in Photoshop, it is the only thing I can see. I have set
      up my desktop so that the menu bar disappears automatically. When I
      am working, I can’t see the time, the icons of other applications,
      or any other distractions on the screen. It’s funny how big of a
      difference this makes for my focus and concentration. If you can
      see an icon on your screen, then you will be reminded to click on
      it occasionally. However, if you remove the visual cue, then the
      urge to be distracted subsides in a few minutes.

      Remove all tasks that could distract from early morning
      focus.I lovedoing the most important
      thing firsteach day because the urgencies of the day have
      not crept in yet. I have gone a little far in this regard in that I
      have even pushed my first meal off until about noon each day. I
      have been intermittent fasting for three years now (here are
      some lessons learned), which means that I typically eat most of
      my meals between 12PM and 8PM. The result is that I get some
      additional time in the morning to do focused work rather than cook
      breakfast.

      Regardless of what strategy you use, just remember that anytime
      you find the world distracting you, all you need to do is commit to
      one thing. In the beginning, you don’t even have to succeed. You
      just need toget started.
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      Where to Go From Here

      I hope you found this short guide on focus useful. If you’re
      looking for more ideas on how to improve your focus and
      concentration, feel free to browse the full list of articles
      below.

      All Focus Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on focus.
      Enjoy!


      

    

  
    

    
      The Ultimate Productivity Hack is Saying No

      
      The ultimate productivity hack is saying no.

      Not doing something will always be faster than doing it. This
      statement reminds me of the old computer programming saying,
      “Remember that there is no code faster than no code.”

      The same philosophy applies in other areas of life. For example,
      there is no meeting that goes faster than not having a meeting at
      all.

      This is not to say you should never attend another meeting, but
      the truth is that we say yes to many things we don’t actually want
      to do. There are many meetings held that don’t need to be held.
      There is a lot of code written that could be deleted.

      How often do people ask you to do something and you just reply,
      “Sure thing.” Three days later, you’re overwhelmed by how much is
      on your to-do list. We become frustrated by our obligations even
      though we were the ones who said yes to them in the first
      place.

      It’s worth asking if things are necessary. Many of them are not,
      and a simple “no” will be more productive than whatever work the
      most efficient person can muster.

      But if the benefits of saying no are so obvious, then why do we
      say yes so often?

      

      Why We Say Yes

      We agree to many requests not because we want to do them, but
      because we don’t want to be seen as rude, arrogant, or unhelpful.
      Often, you have to consider saying no to someone you will interact
      with again in the future—your co-worker, your spouse, your family
      and friends.

      Saying no to these people can be particularly difficult because
      we like them and want to support them. (Not to mention, we often
      need their help too.) Collaborating with others is an important
      element of life. The thought of straining the relationship
      outweighs the commitment of our time and energy.

      For this reason, it can be helpful to be gracious in your
      response. Do whatever favors you can, and be warm-hearted and
      direct when you have to say no.

      But even after we have accounted for these social
      considerations, many of us still seem to do a poor job of managing
      the tradeoff between yes and no. We find ourselves over-committed
      to things that don’t meaningfully improve or support those around
      us, and certainly don’t improve our own lives.

      Perhaps one issue is how we think about the meaning of yes and
      no.

      The Difference Between Yes and No

      The words “yes” and “no” get used in comparison to each other so
      often that it feels like they carry equal weight in conversation.
      In reality, they are not just opposite in meaning, but of entirely
      different magnitudes in commitment.

      When you say no, you are only saying no to one option.
      When you say yes, you are saying no to every other
      option.

      I like how the economist Tim Harford put it, “Every time we say
      yes to a request, we are also saying no to anything else we might
      accomplish with the time.” Once you have committed to something,
      you have already decided how that future block of time will be
      spent.

      In other words, saying no saves you time in the future. Saying
      yes costs you time in the future. No is a form of time credit. You
      retain the ability to spend your future time however you want. Yes
      is a form of time debt. You have to pay back your commitment at
      some point.

      No is a decision. Yes is a responsibility.

      The Role of No

      Saying no is sometimes seen as a luxury that only those in power
      can afford. And it is true: turning down opportunities is easier
      when you can fall back on the safety net provided by power, money,
      and authority. But it is also true that saying no is not merely a
      privilege reserved for the successful among us. It is also a
      strategy that can help you become successful.

      Saying no is an important skill to develop at any stage of your
      career because it retains the most important asset in life: your
      time. As the investor Pedro Sorrentino put it, “If you don’t guard
      your time, people will steal it from you.”

      You need to say no to whatever isn’t leading you toward your
      goals. You need to say no to distractions. As one reader told me,
      “If you broaden the definition as to how you apply no, it actually
      is the only productivity hack (as you ultimately say no to
      any distraction in order to be productive).”

      Nobody embodied this idea better than Steve Jobs, who said,
      “People think focus means saying yes to the thing you’ve got to
      focus on. But that’s not what it means at all. It means saying no
      to the hundred other good ideas that there are. You have to pick
      carefully.”

      There is an important balance to strike here. Saying no doesn’t
      mean you’ll never do anything interesting or innovative or
      spontaneous. It just means that you say yes in a focused way. Once
      you have knocked out the distractions, it can make sense to say yes
      to any opportunity that could potentially move you in the right
      direction. You may have to try many things to discover what works
      and what you enjoy. This period of exploration can be particularly
      important at the beginning of a project, job, or career.

      Upgrading Your No

      Over time, as you continue to improve and succeed, your strategy
      needs to change.

      The opportunity cost of your time increases as you become more
      successful. At first, you just eliminate the obvious distractions
      and explore the rest. As your skills improve and you learn to
      separate what works from what doesn’t, you have to continually
      increase your threshold for saying yes.

      You still need to say no to distractions, but you also need to
      learn to say no to opportunities that were previously good uses of
      time, so you can make space for great uses of time. It’s a good
      problem to have, but it can be a tough skill to master.

      In other words, you have to upgrade your “no’s” over time.

      Upgrading your no doesn’t mean you’ll never say yes. It just
      means you default to saying no and only say yes when it
      really makes sense. To quote the investor Brent Beshore,
      “Saying no is so powerful because it preserves the opportunity to
      say yes.”

      The general trend seems to be something like this: If you can
      learn to say no to bad distractions, then eventually you’ll earn
      the right to say no to good opportunities.

      How to Say No

      Most of us are probably too quick to say yes and too slow to say
      no. It’s worth asking yourself where you fall on that spectrum.

      If you have trouble saying no, you may find the following
      strategy proposed by
      Tim Harford, the British economist I mentioned earlier, to be
      helpful. He writes, “One trick is to ask, “If I had to do this
      today, would I agree to it?” It’s not a bad rule of thumb, since
      any future commitment, no matter how far away it might be, will
      eventually become an imminent problem.”

      If an opportunity is exciting enough to drop whatever you’re
      doing right now, then it’s a yes. If it’s not, then perhaps you
      should think twice.

      This is similar to the well-known “Hell Yeah or No” method from
      Derek Sivers. If someone asks you to do something and your first
      reaction is “Hell Yeah!”, then do it. If it doesn’t excite you,
      then say no.

      It’s impossible to remember to ask yourself these questions each
      time you face a decision, but it’s still a useful exercise to
      revisit from time to time. Saying no can be difficult, but it is
      often easier than the alternative. As writer Mike Dariano has
      pointed out, “It’s easier to avoid commitments than get out of
      commitments. Saying no keeps you toward the easier end of this
      spectrum.”

      What is true about health is also true about productivity: an
      ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.

      The Power of No

      More effort is wasted doing things that don’t matter than is
      wasted doing things inefficiently. And if that is the case,
      elimination is a more useful skill than optimization.

      I am reminded of the famous Peter Drucker quote, “There is
      nothing so useless as doing efficiently that which should not be
      done at all.”

      

    

  
    

    
      How Experts Figure What to Focus On

      
      Peak performance experts say things like, “You should focus. You
      need to eliminate the distractions. Commit to one thing and become
      great at that thing.”

      This is good advice. The more I study successful people from all
      walks of life—artists, athletes, entrepreneurs, scientists—the more
      I believe focus is a core factor of success.

      But there is a problem with this advice too.

      Of the many options in front of you, how do you know what to
      focus on? How do you know where to direct your energy and
      attention? How do you determine the one thing that you
      should commit to doing?

      I don’t claim to have all the answers, but let me share what
      I’ve learned so far.

      “Until Something Comes Easily…”

      Like most entrepreneurs, I struggled through my first year of
      building a business.

      I launched my first product without having any idea who I would
      sell it to. (Big surprise, nobody bought it.) I reached out to
      important people, mismanaged expectations, made stupid mistakes,
      and essentially ruined the chance to build good relationships with
      people I respected. I attempted to teach myself how to code, made
      one change to my website, and deleted everything I had done during
      the previous three months.

      To put it simply, I didn’t know what I was doing.

      During my Year of Many Errors I received a good piece of advice:
      “Try things until something comes easily.” I took the advice to
      heart and tried four or five different business ideas over the next
      18 months. I’d give each one a shot for two or three months, mix in
      a little bit of freelance work so I could continue scraping by and
      paying the bills, and repeat the process.

      Eventually, I found “something that came easily” and I was able
      to focus on building one business rather than trying to find an
      idea. In other words, I was able to simplify.

      This was the first thing I discovered about figuring out what to
      focus on. If you want to master and deeply understand the core
      fundamentals of a task you may, paradoxically, need to start by
      casting a very wide net. By trying many different things, you can
      get a sense of what comes more easily to you and set yourself up
      for success. It is much easier to focus on something that’s working
      than struggle along with a bad idea.

      Make a Call About What to Focus On

      Assuming you’re willing to try things and experiment a bit, the
      next question is, “How do I know what’s coming easily to me?”

      The best answer I can give is to pay attention. Usually, this
      means measuring
      something.

      Even when you do measure things, however, there comes a point
      where you have to make a call and decide what to focus on.

      In my mind, this moment of decision is one of the central
      tensions of entrepreneurship. Do we continue trying new things or
      do we double down on one strategy? Do we try to innovate or do we
      commit to doing one thing well?

      Everyone wants to know the right time to simplify and focus on
      one thing, but nobody does. That’s what makes success so hard.
      Entrepreneurship isn’t like baking a cake. There is no recipe.
      There is no guidebook.

      At this stage, your best option is to decide. You can’t try
      everything. At some point, you don’t need more information, you
      just need to make a choice.

      A Volume of Work

      Now we have reached the stage where figuring out what to focus
      on becomes a real possibility.

      You have experimented with enough ideas to discover one or two
      options that seem to provide better than average results for you.
      You’ve overcome the hurdle of wanting more information and the fear
      of committing to something and now you’ve made a choice. You took
      the job. You started the business. You signed up for the class.
      You’re ready.

      Welcome to the grind. It’s time to put in a volume of work. Not
      just once or twice. Not just when it’s easy. But a consistent,
      repeated volume of work. You have to fall in love with
      boredom and stay on the bus.

      It is through this sheer number of repetitions that you’ll come
      to understand the fundamentals of your task. You might know what
      greatness looks like before this point, but you won’t understand
      how to achieve greatness until you’ve put the work in yourself.

      In the words
      of Ira Glass, “your taste is good enough that you can tell that
      what you’re making is kind of a disappointment to you.” You’ll
      bridge that gap between what you know is good and what you can
      produce yourself by putting in the reps.

      This applies to so many areas of life.

      Want to dress well and develop killer style?
      You’re going to have to try on a lot of clothes before you can
      simplify down to the essentials. You’ll probably have to buy a lot
      of clothes before you can really get a feel for what your day-in,
      day-out style is. I’m not a fan of promoting rampant consumerism,
      but if that’s the skill set you want to develop then it’s likely
      going to take some experimentation and effort.

      Want to become a great cook? How many bad meals
      do you think you need to make before you can whip up a “simple, but
      tasty dinner” whenever you feel like it? I’d say hundreds at least.
      I don’t know many people who are amazing cooks after making their
      tenth meal ever. Developing a deep understanding of the
      fundamentals of cooking takes a while.

      Want to write an amazing book? You’re going to
      have to write and write and write some more. You need to write
      hundreds of thousands of words to find your voice, maybe millions.
      Then you need to edit those words and whittle them down to the most
      powerful version possible.

      Only after the repetitions have been completed will you
      understand which pieces of the task are fundamental to success.

      Getting to Simple

      Now, finally, after trying many things and figuring out what to
      focus on and putting in enough reps, you can begin to simplify. You
      can trim away the fat because you know what is essential and what
      is unnecessary.

      As the Frenchman Blaise Pascal famously wrote in his Provincial
      Letters, “If I had more time, I would have written you a shorter
      letter.”

      Mastering the fundamentals is often the hardest and longest
      journey of all.

      

    

  
    

    
      Zanshin: Learning the Art of Attention and Focus From a
      Legendary Samurai Archer

      
      In the 1920s, a German professor named Eugen Herrigel moved to
      Japan. He came to teach philosophy at a university a few hours
      northeast of Tokyo, in a city called Sendai.

      To deepen his understanding of Japanese culture, Herrigel began
      training in Kyudo, the Japanese martial art of archery. He was
      taught by a legendary archer named Awa Kenzo. Kenzo was convinced
      that beginners should master the fundamentals of archery before
      attempting to shoot at a real target, and he took this method to
      the extreme. For the first four years of his training, Herrigel was
      only allowed to shoot at a roll of straw just seven feet away.

      When Herrigel complained of the incredibly slow pace, his
      teacher replied “The way to the goal is not to be measured! Of what
      importance are weeks, months, years?”

      When he was finally permitted to shoot at more distant targets,
      Herrigel’s performance was dismal. The arrows flew off course and
      he became more discouraged with each wayward shot. During a
      particularly humbling session, Herrigel stated that his problem
      must be poor aim.

      Kenzo, however, looked at his student and replied that it was
      not whether one aimed, but how one approached the task that
      determined the outcome. Frustrated with this reply, Herrigel
      blurted out, “Then you ought to be able to hit it blindfolded.”

      Kenzo paused for a moment and then said, “Come to see me this
      evening.”

      Archery in the Dark

      After night had fallen, the two men returned to the courtyard
      where the practice hall was located. Kenzo walked to his usual
      shooting location, now with the target hidden in the dark. The
      archery master proceeded through his normal routine, settled into
      his firing stance, drew the bow string tight, and released the
      first arrow into the darkness.

      Recalling the event later, Herrigel wrote, “I knew from the
      sound that it had hit the target.”

      Immediately, Kenzo drew a second arrow and again fired into the
      night.

      Herrigel jumped up and ran across the courtyard to inspect the
      target. In his book, Zen in the
      Art of Archery, he wrote, “When I switched on the light over
      the target stand, I discovered to my amazement that the first arrow
      was lodged full in the middle of the black, while the second arrow
      had splintered the butt of the first and ploughed through the shaft
      before embedding itself beside it.”

      Kenzo had hit a double bullseye without being able to see the
      target.
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      Everything Is Aiming

      Great archery masters often teach that “everything is aiming.”
      Where you place your feet, how you hold the bow, the way you
      breathe during the release of the arrow—it all determines the end
      result.

      In the case of Awa Kenzo, the master archer was so mindful of
      the process that led to an accurate shot that he was able to
      replicate the exact series of internal movements even without
      seeing the external target. This complete awareness of the body and
      mind in relation to the goal is known as zanshin.

      Zanshin is a word used commonly throughout Japanese
      martial arts to refer to a state of relaxed alertness. Literally
      translated, zanshin means “the mind with no remainder.” In
      other words, the mind completely focused on action and fixated on
      the task at hand. Zanshin is being constantly aware of
      your body, mind, and surroundings without stressing yourself. It is
      an effortless vigilance.

      In practice, though, zanshin has an even deeper
      meaning. Zanshin is choosing to live your life
      intentionally and acting with purpose rather than mindlessly
      falling victim to whatever comes your way.

      The Enemy of Improvement

      There is a famous Japanese proverb that says, “After winning the
      battle, tighten your helmet.”

      In other words, the battle does not end when you win. The battle
      only ends when you get lazy, when you lose your sense of
      commitment, and when you stop paying attention. This is
      zanshin as well: the act of living with alertness
      regardless of whether the goal has already been achieved.

      We can carry this philosophy into many areas of life.

      
      	Writing: The battle does not end when you
      publish a book. It ends when you consider yourself a finished
      product, when you lose the vigilance needed to continue improving
      your craft.

      	Fitness: The battle does not end when you hit
      a PR. It ends when you lose concentration and skip workouts or when
      you lose perspective and overtrain.

      	Entrepreneurship: The battle does not end when
      you make a big sale. It ends when you get cocky and
      complacent.

      

      The enemy of improvement is neither failure nor success. The
      enemy of improvement is boredom, fatigue, and lack of
      concentration. The enemy of improvement is a lack of commitment to
      the process because the process is everything.

      The Art of Zanshin in Everyday Life

      “One should approach all activities and situations with the
      same sincerity, the same intensity, and the same awareness that one
      has with bow and arrow in hand.”

      —Kenneth Kushner, One Arrow, One
      Life

      We live in a world obsessed with results. Like Herrigel, we have
      a tendency to put so much emphasis on whether or not the arrow hits
      the target. If, however, we put that intensity and focus and
      sincerity into the process—where we place our feet, how we hold the
      bow, how we breathe during the release of the arrow—then hitting
      the bullseye is simply a side effect.

      The point is not to worry about hitting the target. The point is
      to fall in love with the boredom
      of doing the work and embrace each piece of the process. The
      point is to take that moment of zanshin, that moment of
      complete awareness and focus, and carry it with you everywhere in
      life.

      It is not the target that matters. It is not the finish line
      that matters. It is the way we approach the goal that matters.
      Everything is aiming. Zanshin.

      Read Next

      

    

  
    

    
      Warren Buffett's "2 List" Strategy: How to Maximize Your Focus
      and Master Your Priorities

      
      With well over 50 billion dollars to his name, Warren Buffett is
      consistently ranked among the wealthiest people in the world. Out
      of all the investors in the 20th century, Buffett was the most
      successful.

      Given his success, it stands to reason that Buffett has an
      excellent understanding of how to spend his time each day. From a
      monetary perspective, you could say that he manages his time better
      than anyone else.

      And that’s why the story below, which was shared directly from
      Buffett’s employee to my good friend Scott Dinsmore, caught my
      attention.

      Let’s talk about the simple 3-step productivity strategy that
      Warren Buffett uses to help his employees determine their
      priorities and actions.

      The Story of Mike Flint

      Mike Flint was Buffett’s personal airplane pilot for 10 years.
      (Flint has also flown four US Presidents, so I think we can safely
      say he is good at his job.) According to Flint, he was talking
      about his career priorities with Buffett when his boss asked the
      pilot to go through a 3-step exercise.

      Here’s how it works…

      STEP 1: Buffett started by asking Flint to
      write down his top 25 career goals. So, Flint took some time and
      wrote them down. (Note: you could also complete this exercise with
      goals for a shorter timeline. For example, write down the top 25
      things you want to accomplish this week.)

      STEP 2: Then, Buffett asked Flint to review his
      list and circle his top 5 goals. Again, Flint took some time, made
      his way through the list, and eventually decided on his 5 most
      important goals.

      Note: If you’re following along at home, pause
      right now and do these first two steps before moving on to Step
      3.

      STEP 3: At this point, Flint had two lists. The
      5 items he had circled were List A and the 20 items he had not
      circled were List B.

      Flint confirmed that he would start working on his top 5 goals
      right away. And that’s when Buffett asked him about the second
      list, “And what about the ones you didn’t circle?”

      Flint replied, “Well, the top 5 are my primary focus, but the
      other 20 come in a close second. They are still important so I’ll
      work on those intermittently as I see fit. They are not as urgent,
      but I still plan to give them a dedicated effort.”

      To which Buffett replied, “No. You’ve got it wrong, Mike.
      Everything you didn’t circle just became your Avoid-At-All-Cost
      list. No matter what, these things get no attention from you until
      you’ve succeeded with your top 5.”

      The Power of Elimination

      I believe in minimalism and simplicity. I like getting rid of
      waste. I think that eliminating the inessential
      is one of the best ways to make life easier, make good habits more
      automatic, and make you grateful for what you do have.

      That said, getting rid of wasteful items and decisions is
      relatively easy. It’s eliminating things you care about that is
      difficult. It is hard to prevent using your time on things that are
      easy to rationalize, but that have little payoff. The tasks that
      have the greatest likelihood of derailing your progress are the
      ones you care about, but that aren’t truly important.

      Every behavior has a cost. Even neutral behaviors aren’t really
      neutral. They take up time, energy, and space that could be put
      toward better behaviors or more important tasks. We are often
      spinning in motion instead
      of taking action.

      This is why Buffett’s strategy is particularly brilliant. Items
      6 through 25 on your list are things you care about. They are
      important to you. It is very easy to justify spending your time on
      them. But when you compare them to your top 5 goals, these items
      are distractions. Spending time on secondary priorities is the
      reason you have 20 half-finished projects instead of 5 completed
      ones.

      Eliminate ruthlessly. Force yourself to focus. Complete a
      task or kill it.

      The most dangerous distractions are the ones you love, but that
      don’t love you back.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Get Your Brain to Focus on What Matters

      
      It was the first game of the season and Peyton Manning, one of
      the greatest quarterbacks in the history of the National Football
      League, already had a chance to set another NFL record.

      Late in the fourth quarter, with the ball on his own
      22-yard-line, Manning stepped up to the line of scrimmage and
      surveyed the defense. Just before snapping the ball, he noticed
      something.

      The Baltimore Ravens defenders were moving around in front of
      Manning, preparing for the play, but something didn’t feel right.
      After the game, Manning would simply say that he “saw
      something.”

      Baltimore was going to blitz and Manning knew it. He took a step
      forward, spread his arms to signal a new play call, and yelled out
      the play, “Alley! Alley! … Alley! Alley! Alley!”

      The Broncos snapped the ball. The Ravens, as expected, blitzed.
      Manning threw a perfectly planned pass to wide receiver Demaryius
      Thomas, who ran 78 yards for a touchdown. The Baltimore defenders
      never laid a hand on him.

      It was Manning’s seventh touchdown pass of the game, tying the
      NFL record. And perhaps more impressive, it took Manning just four
      seconds to step up to the line of scrimmage, analyze the location
      of all eleven defenders, compare their coverage to the play he had
      called, recognize that they were preparing to blitz, and then call
      a new play. All that, in just four seconds.

      Let’s talk about how Peyton Manning can do that, and how you can
      develop expertise in the areas that matter to you.

      The “Cocktail Party Effect”

      In a variety of studies, researchers have shown that website
      visitors have learned to ignore the common areas of webpages loaded
      with advertisements. In many cases, the readers breeze right past
      the advertisements like they aren’t even there. Known as “banner
      blindness” this phenomenon is essentially saying that as you read
      more articles online, you learn to ignore the irrelevant or
      unimportant pieces of the experience.

      This basic idea – that you can focus on one part of an
      experience and ignore others – is a cognitive psychology concept
      known as selective attention. It’s also called the “cocktail party
      effect,” which is named after the idea that your brain can pay
      attention to a single conversation while standingin a crowded
      room full of people talking. Selective attention helps you filter
      out the noise and focus on the signal.

      Selective attention is what allowed Peyton Manning to instantly
      assess the defense of the Baltimore Ravens and change his play call
      accordingly. Manning has put in thousands of hours playing the
      game, studying film of opposing defenses, and learning from his
      mistakes. As a result, his brain instinctively knew what was signal
      and what was noise. He knew what to focus on and what to
      ignore.

      The result is that Peyton Manning can make snap decisions that
      are based on thousands of hours of experience. While a young
      quarterback might see a dozen possible options for what will
      happen, Manning can narrow it down to a few options, perhaps even
      one option, by using selective attention to pay attention to the
      right factors. The result is increased success, and it’s a major
      difference
      between amateurs and experts.
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      The Truth About Hacks

      It seems that the world is obsessed with quick fixes and
      performance hacks. I get it. I’ve felt that way too. We all want to
      “hack” our bodies and brains, to find a hidden solution to
      mastering our mental and physical performance.

      The thing is, when you look at how the top performers in the
      world operate and examine what is really going on in their minds
      and bodies, you often see the complete opposite of a hack. You see
      repetitions and consistency.

      
      	When LeBron James wants to increase his recovery and physical
      performance, he sleeps for 12
      hours.

      	When Kobe Bryant wants to improve his skill set, he shoots 800
      times.

      	When Peyton Manning wants to see holes in the defense, he puts
      in thousands of hours in the film room.

      

      Sure, these athletes are blessed with one-in-a-million genetics,
      but chalking their success up to innate talent ignores a very big
      piece of the puzzle. I’m willing to bet that their tireless
      approach to mastering the fundamentals and unwavering commitment to
      consistency would pay dividends for nearly anyone in any field,
      regardless of genetic talent.

      The Secret to Selective Attention

      That said, Peyton Manning does have one distinct advantage over
      most people looking to develop expertise: statistics.

      Everything that Manning does is measured. How many interceptions
      he throws. How many touchdowns he throws. How many passes he
      completes. How much weight he lifts in the gym. How fast he runs
      his sprints. It’s all measured.

      Why is this important? Because he has proof of whether or not he
      is making progress in his life and work. Because he is measuring
      these numbers, he is also looking to improve these numbers. And
      when he does something new and the numbers go up, that is a clear
      signal to him that this new behavior is working.

      The only way to figure out what works and what doesn’t is to
      measure your
      results. If you repeat this cycle for 20 years, then you end up
      becoming very good at focusing on the things that matter and
      ignoring the things that don’t.

      If you want to get better, then practice consistently and
      measure constantly. Use that feedback to figure out what is working
      and what isn’t. Then, spend your time putting in more reps rather
      than searching for another hack. Experts spend more time focusing
      on what works. And the only way to know what works is to put the
      time in.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking living better,
      check out mycourse 
      The Habits Academy, a

      premier training platform for organizations and individuals that
      are interested in building better habits in life and
      work.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stay Focused When You Get Bored Working Toward Your
      Goals

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      We all have goals and dreams, but it can be difficult to stay
      focused and stick with them.

      Each week, I hear from people who say things like, “I start with
      good intentions, but I can’t seem to maintain my consistency for a
      long period of time.”

      Or, they will say, “I struggle with mental endurance. I get
      started but I can’t seem to follow through and stay focused for
      very long.”

      Don’t worry. I’m just as guilty of this as anyone else.

      For example, I’ll start one project, work on it for a little
      bit, then lose focus and try something else. And then I’ll lose
      focus on my new goal and try something else. And on and on. When
      everything is said and done, I’ve stopped and started so many times
      that I never really made much progress.

      Maybe you have felt this way too.

      This problem reminds me of a lesson I learned while working out
      one day…

      The Myth of Passion and Motivation

      On this particular day in the gym, there was a coach visiting
      who had worked with thousands of athletes over his long career,
      including some nationally-ranked athletes and Olympians.

      I introduced myself and we began talking
      about the process of improvement.

      “What’s the difference between the best
      athletes and everyone else?” I asked. “What do the really
      successful people do that most don’t?”

      He mentioned the factors you might expect:
      genetics, luck, talent. But then he said something I wasn’t
      expecting: “At some point it comes down to who can handle the
      boredom of training every day, doing the same lifts over and over
      and over.”

      His answer surprised me because it’s a
      different way of thinking about work ethic. People talk about
      getting “amped up” to work on their goals. Whether it’s business or
      sports or art, you hear people say things like, “It all comes down
      to passion.” Or, “You have to really want it.” As a result, many of
      us get depressed when we lose focus or motivation because we think
      that successful people have some bottomless reserve of passion. But
      this coach was saying that really successful people feel the same lack of motivation as everyone else.
      The difference is that they still find a way to show up despite the
      feelings of boredom.

      According to him, it’s this ability to do the work when it’s not
      easy that separates the top performers from everyone else. That’s
      the difference
      between professionals and amateurs.

      Working When Work Isn’t Easy

      Anyone can work hard when they feel motivated.

      When I was an athlete, I loved going to practice the week after
      a big win. Who wouldn’t? Your coach is happy, your teammates are
      pumped up, and you feel like you can beat anyone. As an
      entrepreneur, I love working when customers are rolling in and
      things are going well. Getting results has a way of propelling you
      forward.

      But what about when you’re bored? What about when the work isn’t
      easy? What about when it feels like nobody is paying attention or
      you’re not getting the results you want?

      Are you willing to work through 10 years of
      silence?

      It’s the ability to work when work isn’t easy that makes the
      difference.

      It’s Not the Event, It’s the Process

      All too often, we think our goals are all about the result. We
      see success as an event that can be achieved and completed.

      Here are some common examples…

      
      	Many people see health as an event: “If I just lose 20
      pounds, then I’ll be in shape.”

      	Many people see entrepreneurship as an event: “If we could
      get our business featured in the New York Times, then we’d be
      set.”

      	Many people see art as an event: “If I could just get my
      work featured in a bigger gallery, then I’d have the credibility I
      need.”

      

      Those are just a few of the many ways that we categorize success
      as a single event.

      But if you look at the people who are consistently achieving
      their goals, you start to realize that it’s not the events or the
      results that make them different. It’s their commitment to the
      process. They fall in love with the daily practice, not the
      individual event.

      What’s funny, of course, is that this focus on the process is
      what will allow you to enjoy the results anyway…

      If you want to be a great writer, then having a
      best-selling book is wonderful. But the only way to reach that
      result is to fall in love with the process of writing.

      If you want the world to know about your
      business, then it would be great to be featured in
      Forbes magazine. But the only way to reach that result is
      to fall in love with the process of marketing.

      If you want to be in the best shape of your
      life, then losing 20 pounds might be necessary. But the
      only way to reach that result is to fall in love with the process
      of eating healthy and exercising consistently.

      If you want to become significantly better at
      anything, you have to fall in love with the process of
      doing it. You have to fall in love with building the
      identity of someone who does the work, rather than merely
      dreaming about the results that you want.

      In other words…

      Fall in love with boredom. Fall in love with repetition and
      practice. Fall in love with the process of what you do and let the
      results take care of themselves.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 19 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Focus and Concentrate Better

      
      Over a century ago, a lion tamer named Clyde Beatty learned a
      lesson that is so important that it impacts nearly every area of
      your life today.

      What was that lesson?

      Keep reading to find out what a lion tamer can teach you about
      how to focus,
      concentrate better, and live a healthier life.

      

      The Lion Tamer Who Survived

      Clyde Beatty was born in Bainbridge, Ohio in 1903. When he was a
      teenager, he left home to join the circus and landed a job as a
      cage cleaner. In the years that followed, Beatty quickly progressed
      from a lowly cage boy to a popular entertainer.

      Beatty became famous for his “fighting act” in which he would
      tame fierce wild animals. At one point, Beatty’s act included a
      segment where he brought lions, tigers, cougars, and hyenas into
      the circus ring all at once and tamed the entire group.

      But here’s the most impressive feat of all…

      In an era when the majority of lion tamers died in the ring,
      Beatty lived into his 60s. In the end, it was cancer that took his
      life, not a lion.

      How did he manage to survive? Thanks to a simple idea.

      Clyde Beatty was one of the first lion tamers to bring a chair
      into the circus ring.

      Here’s what happened…

      The Whip and The Chair

      The classic image of a lion tamer is one of the entertainer
      holding a whip and a chair. The whip gets all of the attention, but
      it’s mostly for show. In reality, it’s the chair that does the
      important work.

      When a lion tamer holds a chair in front of the lion’s face, the
      lion tries to focus on all four legs of the chair at the same time.
      With its focus divided, the lion becomes confused and is unsure
      about what to do next. When faced with so many options, the lion
      chooses to freeze and wait instead of attacking the man holding the
      chair.
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      Avoid the Fate of the Lion

      How often do you find yourself in the same position as the
      lion?

      How often do you have something you want to achieve (i.e. lose
      weight, gain muscle, start a business, travel more) … only to end
      up confused by all of the options in front of you and never make
      progress?

      This is especially true in health, fitness, and medicine, where
      every person and company seems to believe it is their duty to make
      things more complex. Every workout routine you find is the best
      one. Every diet expert says their plan is the optimal one.

      This frustrates me to no end because while all the experts are
      busy debating about which option is best, the people who want to
      actually improve their lives (you and me) are left frustrated by
      all of the conflicting information.

      The end result is that we feel like we can’t focus or that we’re
      focused on the wrong things, and so we take less action, make less
      progress, and stay the same when we could be improving.

      I think it’s time we change that. Here’s how…

      How to Focus and Concentrate Better

      Anytime you find the world waving a chair in your face, remember
      this: all you need to do is commit to one thing.

      In the beginning, you don’t even have to succeed. You just need
      to get started. Starting
      before you feel ready is one of the 
      habits of successful people.

      Most of the time, the ability to get started and commit to a
      task is the only thing you need to do to focus better. Most people
      don’t have trouble with focusing. They have trouble with
      deciding.

      Have you ever had a task that you absolutely had to get done?
      What happened? You got it done. Maybe you procrastinated, but once
      you committed to doing it, you got it finished.

      In other words: making progress in your health, your work, and
      your life isn’t about learning how to focus and concentrate better,
      it’s about learning how to choose and commit to a specific
      task.

      You have the ability to focus, you just need to choose what to
      direct it towards instead of acting like the lion and dividing your
      attention among the four legs of the chair.

      Want to lose 40 pounds? Awesome. Eat real food (anything
      that doesn’t come in a package or a box is a good start) and
      exercise
      more. You don’t need more information. You don’t need to learn
      how to focus on the right things. You just need to commit to the
      fundamentals. Build good
      habits first, there will be plenty of time to figure the
      details out later.

      Want to perform like an elite athlete? Great.
      Quit dreaming and start living like one. Get to sleep earlier. Organize
      your day around your training. If you have to miss other
      commitments, then you have to miss them. If it’s important to you,
      then stop gazing at the other distractions and commit to it.

      Want to start a business? You can! Sure, you’ll
      be uncomfortable. Every entrepreneur is uncertain. You don’t need
      to learn a new strategy or figure out how to focus better. You just
      need to commit to making it happen. Take the first step and trust
      that you’ll figure out how to take the second step when you need to
      do so.

      We all have the ability to focus and concentrate, but only if we
      decide what is important to us and what we want to commit to
      accomplishing. The only wrong choice is no choice.

      Stop Gazing at the Chair

      Life isn’t a dress rehearsal. Whether you know it or not, you’re
      already in the ring. We all are. Most of the time, we sit quietly,
      gazing at the chair in front of us, silently debating about which
      leg is the most important.

      It doesn’t have to be that way.

      If you have somewhere you want to go, something you want to
      accomplish, someone you want to become… then make a decision. If
      you’re clear about where you want to go, the rest of the world will
      either help you get there or get out of the way. Both of those are
      useful.

      You don’t have to do it all at once, but there is
      something that you need to do now. Something that’s
      calling you, something that’s important to you, something that
      you’re destined to do. I don’t know what it is, but you do. Swipe
      the chair out of the way and choose it.
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      Procrastination: A Scientific Guide on How to Stop
      Procrastinating

      
      Procrastination is a challenge we have all faced at one point or
      another. For as long as humans have been around, we have been
      struggling with delaying, avoiding, and procrastinating on issues
      that matter to us.

      During our more productive moments, when we temporarily figure
      out how to stop procrastinating, we feel satisfied and
      accomplished. Today, we’re going to talk about how to make those
      rare moments of productivity more routine. The purpose of this
      guide is to break down the science behind why we procrastinate,
      share proven frameworks you can use to beat procrastination, and
      cover useful strategies that will make it easier to take
      action.

      You can click the links below to jump to a particular section or
      simply scroll down to read everything. At the end of this page,
      you’ll find a complete list of all the articles I have written on
      procrastination.

      I. The Science Behind Procrastination

      
      	What is
      Procrastination?

      	Why Do We
      Procrastinate?

      	The
      Procrastination-Action Line

      

      II. How to Stop Procrastinating Right Now

      
      	Make
      the Rewards of Taking Action More Immediate

      	
      Make the Consequences of Procrastination More Immediate

      	Design Your Future
      Actions

      	Make the Task
      More Achievable

      

      III. Being Consistent: How to Kick the Procrastination
      Habit

      
      	
      The Daily Routine Experts Recommend for Peak Productivity

      	
      How to Avoid Chronic Procrastination With Visual Cues

      

      The Science Behind Procrastination

      Let’s start by getting the basics nailed down. What is
      procrastination? What does procrastination mean? What exactly are
      we dealing with here?

      What is Procrastination?

      Human beings have been procrastinating for centuries. The
      problem is so timeless, in fact, that ancient Greek philosophers
      like Socrates and Aristotle developed a word to describe this type
      of behavior:Akrasia.

      Akrasiais the state of acting against your better
      judgment. It is when you do one thing even though you know you
      should do something else. Loosely translated, you could say
      thatakrasiais procrastination or a lack of
      self-control.

      Here’s a modern definition:

      Procrastination is the actof delaying or postponing a task
      or set of tasks. So, whether you refer to it as procrastination or
      akrasia or something else, itis the force that
      prevents you from following through on what you set out to do.

      Why Do We Procrastinate?

      Ok, definitions are great and all, but why do we procrastinate?
      What is going on in the brain that causes us to avoid the things we
      know we should be doing?

      This is a good time to bring some science into our discussion.
      Behavioral psychology research has revealed a phenomenon called
      “time inconsistency,” which helps explain why procrastination seems
      to pull us in despite our good intentions. Time inconsistency
      refers to the tendency of the human brain to value immediate
      rewards more highly than future rewards.

      The best way to understand this is by imagining that you have
      two selves: your Present Self and your Future Self. When you
      set goals for
      yourself — like losing weight or writing a book or learning a
      language — you are actually making plans for your Future Self. You
      are envisioning what you want your life to be like in the future.
      Researchers have found that when you think about your Future Self,
      it is quite easy for your brain to see the value in taking actions
      with long-term benefits. The Future Self values long-term
      rewards.

      However, while the Future Self can set goals, only the Present
      Self can take action. When the time comes to make a decision, you
      are no longer making a choice for your Future Self. Now you are in
      the present moment, and your brain is thinking about the Present
      Self. Researchers have discovered that the Present Self really
      likes instant gratification, not long-term payoff.

      So, the Present Self and the Future Self are often at odds with
      one another. The Future Self wants to be trim and fit, but the
      Present Self wants a donut. Sure, everyone knows you should
      eat healthy today
      to avoid being overweight in 10 years. But consequences like an
      increased risk for diabetes or heart failure are years away.

      Similarly, many young people know that saving for retirement in
      their 20s and 30s is crucial, but the benefit of doing so is
      decades off. It is far easier for the Present Self to see the value
      in buying a new pair of shoes than in socking away $100 for
      70-year-old you. (If you’re curious, there are some very good
      evolutionary reasons for why our brain values immediate rewards
      more highly than long-term rewards.)

      This is one reason why you might go to bed feeling motivated to
      make a change in your life, but when you wake up you find yourself
      falling back into old patterns. Your brain values long-term
      benefits when they are in the future (tomorrow), but it values
      immediate gratification when it comes to the present moment
      (today).
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      The Procrastination-Action Line

      You cannot rely on long-term consequences and rewards to
      motivate the Present Self. Instead, you have to find a way to move
      future rewards and punishments into the present moment. You have to
      make the future consequences become present consequences.

      This is exactly what happens during the moment when we finally
      move beyond procrastination and take action. For example, let’s say
      you have a report to write. You’ve known about it for weeks and
      continued to put it off day after day. You experience a little bit
      of nagging pain and anxiety thinking about this paper you have to
      write, but not enough to do anything about it. Then, suddenly, the
      day before the deadline, the future consequences turn into present
      consequences, and you write that report hours before it is due. The
      pain of procrastinating finally escalated and you crossed the
      “Action Line.”
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      There is something important to note here. As soon as you cross
      the Action Line, the pain begins to subside. In fact, being in the
      middle of procrastination is often more painful than being
      in the middle of doing the work. Point A on the chart above is
      often more painful than Point B. The guilt, shame, and anxiety that
      you feel while procrastinating are usually worse than the effort
      and energy you have to put in while you’re working. The problem is
      not doing the work, it’s starting the work.

      If we want to stop procrastinating, then we need to make it as
      easy as possible for the Present Self to get started and trust that
      motivation and momentum will come after we begin. (Motivation often comes after
      starting, not before.)

      Let’s talk about how to do that now.

      How to Stop Procrastinating Right Now

      There are a variety of strategies we can employ to stop
      procrastinating. Below, I’ll outline and explain each concept, then
      I’ll provide you with some examples of strategy in action.
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      Option 1: Make the Rewards of Taking Action More Immediate

      If you can find a way to make the benefits of long-term choices
      more immediate, then it becomes easier to avoid procrastination.
      One of the best ways to bring future rewards into the present
      moment is with a strategy known as temptation bundling.

      Temptation bundling is a concept that came out of behavioral
      economics research performed by Katy Milkman at The University of
      Pennsylvania. Simply put, the strategy suggests that you bundle a
      behavior that is good for you in the long-run with a behavior that
      feels good in the short-run.

      
      The basic format is: Only do [THING YOU LOVE] while doing [THING
      YOU PROCRASTINATE ON].

      

      Here are a few common examples of temptation bundling:

      
      	Only listen to audiobooks or podcasts you love while
      exercising.

      	Only get a pedicure while processing overdue work emails.

      	Only watch your favorite show while ironing or doing household
      chores.

      	Only eat at your favorite restaurant when conducting your
      monthly meeting with a difficult colleague.

      

      This
      article covers some specific exercises you can follow to figure
      out how to create temptation bundling ideas that workfor
      you.
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      Option 2: Make the Consequences of Procrastination More
      Immediate

      There are many ways to force you to pay the costs of
      procrastination sooner rather than later. For example, if you are
      exercising alone, skipping your workout next week won’t impact your
      life much at all. Your health won’t deteriorate immediately because
      you missed that one workout. The cost of procrastinating on
      exercise only becomes painful after weeks and months of lazy
      behavior. However, if you commit to working out with a friend at 7
      a.m. next Monday, then the cost of skipping your workout becomes
      more immediate. Miss this one workout and you look like a jerk.

      Another common strategy is to use a service like Stickk to place a bet. If you don’t do
      what you say you’ll do, then the money goes to a charity you hate.
      The idea here is to put some skin in the game and create a new
      consequence that happens if you don’t do the behavior right
      now.
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      Option 3: Design Your Future Actions

      One of the favorite tools psychologists use to overcome
      procrastination is called a “commitment device.” Commitment devices
      can help you stop procrastinating by designing your future actions
      ahead of time.

      For example, you can curb your future eating habits by
      purchasing food in individual packages rather than in the bulk
      size. You can stop wasting time on your phone by deleting games or
      social media apps. (You could also block them on your
      computer.)

      Similarly, you can reduce the likelihood of mindless channel
      surfing by hiding your TV in a closet and only taking it out on big
      game days. You can voluntarily ask to be added to the banned list
      at casinos and online gambling sites to prevent future gambling
      sprees. You can build an emergency fund by setting up an automatic
      transfer of funds to your savings account. These are all examples
      of commitment devices that help reduce the odds of
      procrastination.

      Option 4: Make the Task More Achievable

      As we have already covered, the friction that causes
      procrastination is usually centered around starting a behavior.
      Once you begin, it’s often less painful to keep working. This is
      one good reason toreduce the size of your
      habits because if your habits are small and easy to start, then
      you will be less likely to procrastinate.

      One of my favorite ways to make habits easier is to use The 2-Minute
      Rule, which states, “When you start a new habit, it should take
      less than two minutes to do.” The idea is to make it as easy as
      possible to get started and then trust that momentum will carry you
      further into the task after you begin. Once you start doing
      something, it’s easier to continue doing it. The 2–Minute Rule
      overcomes procrastination and laziness by making it so easy to
      start taking action that you can’t say no.

      Another great way to make tasks more achievable is to break them
      down. For example, consider the remarkable productivity of the
      famous writer Anthony Trollope. He published 47 novels, 18 works of
      non-fiction, 12 short stories, 2 plays, and an assortment of
      articles and letters. How did he do it? Instead of measuring his
      progress based on the completion of chapters or books, Trollope
      measured his progress in 15-minute increments. He set a goal of 250
      words every 15 minutes and he continued this pattern for three
      hours each day. This approach allowed him to enjoy feelings of
      satisfaction and accomplishment every 15 minutes while continuing
      to work on the large task of writing a book.

      Making your tasks more achievable is important for two
      reasons.

      
      	Small measures of progress help to maintain momentum over the
      long-run, which means you’re more likely to finish large
      tasks.

      	The faster you complete a productive task, the more quickly
      your day develops an attitude of productivity and
      effectiveness.

      

      I have found this second point, the speed with which you
      complete your first task of the day, to be of particular importance
      for overcoming procrastination and maintaining a high productive
      output day after day.

      Being Consistent: How to Kick the Procrastination
      Habit

      Alright, we’ve covered a variety of strategies for beating
      procrastination on a daily basis. Now, let’s discuss some ways to
      make productivity a long-term habit and prevent procrastination
      from creeping back into our lives.
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      The Daily Routine Experts Recommend for Peak Productivity

      One reason it is so easy to slip back into procrastination time
      after time is because we don’t have a clear system for deciding
      what is important and what we should work on first. (This is yet
      another example of the system often being more
      important than the goal.)

      One of the best productivity systems I have found is also one of
      the most simple. It’s called The Ivy Lee Method and it has
      six steps:

      
      	At the end of each work day, write down the six most important
      things you need to accomplish tomorrow. Do not write down more than
      six tasks.

      	Prioritize those six items in order of their true
      importance.

      	When you arrive tomorrow, concentrate only on the first task.
      Work until the first task is finished before moving on to the
      second task.

      	Approach the rest of your list in the same fashion. At the end
      of the day, move any unfinished items to a new list of six tasks
      for the following day.

      	Repeat this process every working day.

      

      Here’s what makes it so effective:

      It’s simple enough to actually work.The
      primary critique of methods like this one is that they are too
      basic. They don’t account for all of the complexities and nuances
      of life. What happens if an emergency pops up? What about using the
      latest technology to our fullest advantage? In my experience,
      complexity is often a weakness because it makes it harder
      toget back
      on track. Yes, emergencies and unexpected distractions will
      arise. Ignore them as much as possible, deal with them when you
      must, and get back to your prioritized to-do list as soon as
      possible. Use simple rules to guide complex behavior.

      It forces you to make tough decisions.I
      don’t believe there is anything magical about Lee’s number of six
      important tasks per day. It could just as easily be five tasks per
      day. However, I do think there is something magical about imposing
      limits upon yourself. I find that the single best thing to do when
      you have too many ideas (or when you’re overwhelmed by everything
      you need to get done) is toprune your ideasand trim
      away everything that isn’t absolutely necessary.Constraints can make you
      better. Lee’s method is similar toWarren Buffett’s 25-5
      Rule, which requires you to focus on just five critical tasks
      and ignore everything else. Basically,if you
      commit to nothing, you’ll be distracted by everything.

      It removes the friction of starting.The
      biggest hurdle to finishing most tasks is starting them. (Getting
      off the couch can be tough, but once you actually start running it
      is much easier to finish your workout.) Lee’s method forces you to
      decide on your first task the night before you go to work. This
      strategy has been incredibly useful for me: as a writer, I can
      waste three or four hours debating what I should write about on a
      given day. If I decide the night before, however, I can wake up and
      start writing immediately. It’s simple, but it works. In the
      beginning,getting startedis
      just as important as succeeding at all.

      It requires you to single-task.Modern
      society loves multi-tasking.The myth of
      multi-taskingis that being busy is synonymous with being
      better. The exact opposite is true. Having fewer priorities leads
      to better work. Study world-class experts in nearly any
      field—athletes, artists, scientists, teachers, CEOs—and you’ll
      discover one characteristic runs through all of them: focus. The
      reason is simple. You can’t be great at one task if you’re
      constantly dividing your time ten different ways.Mastery requires focus and
      consistency.

      Regardless of what method you use, the bottom line is
      this:Do the most important thing first each day and let the
      momentum of the first task carry you into the next one.
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      How to Avoid Chronic Procrastination With Visual Cues

      [image: procrastination]

      Another way to overcome the trap of chronic procrastination is
      to use visual cues to trigger your habits and
      measure your
      progress.

      A visual cue is something you can see (a visual reminder) that
      prompts you to take action. Here’s why they are important for
      beating procrastination:

      Visual cues remind you to start a behavior. We
      often lie to ourselves about our ability to remember to perform a
      new habit. (“I’m going to start eating healthier. For real this
      time.”) A few days later, however, the motivation fades and
      the busyness of life begins to take over again. Hoping you will
      simply remember to do a new habit is usually a recipe for failure.
      This is why a visual stimulus can be so useful. It is much easier
      to stick with good habits when your environment
      nudges you in the right direction.

      Visual cues display your progress on a
      behavior. Everyone knows consistency is an essential
      component of success, but few people actually measure how consistent
      they are in real life. Having a visual cue—like a calendar that
      tracks your progress—avoids that pitfall because it is a built-in
      measuring system. One look at your calendar and you immediately
      have a measure of your progress.

      Visual cues can have an additive effect on
      motivation. As the visual evidence of your progress
      mounts, it is natural to become more motivated to continue the
      habit. The more visual progress you see, the more motivated you
      will become to finish the task. There are a variety of popular
      behavioral economics studies that refer to this as the Endowed Progress
      Effect. Seeing your previous progress is a great way to trigger
      your next productive action.

      Two of my favorite strategies that use visual cues are The Paper Clip Strategy,
      which is helpful for beating procrastination day-after-day, and
      The
      Seinfeld Strategy, which is great for maintaining consistency
      over longer periods of time.

      Where to Go From Here

      I hope you found this short guide on procrastination useful. If
      you’re looking for more ideas on how to stop procrastinating and
      take action, then check out my full list of procrastination
      articles below.

      All Procrastination Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on
      procrastination. Enjoy!


      Best Articles on Related Topics

      Or,browse my
      best articles.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Akrasia Effect: Why We Don’t Follow Through on What We Set
      Out to Do and What to Do About It

      
      This article is an excerpt fromAtomic
      Habits.

      In the summer of 1830, Victor Hugo was
      facing an impossible deadline. Twelve months earlier, the French
      author had promised his publisher a new book. But instead of
      writing, he spent that year pursuing other projects, entertaining
      guests, and delaying his work. Frustrated, Hugo’s publisher
      responded by setting a deadline less than six months away. The book
      had to be finished by February 1831.

      Hugo concocted a strange plan to beat his
      procrastination. He collected all of his clothes and asked an
      assistant to lock them away in a large chest. He was left with
      nothing to wear except a large shawl. Lacking any suitable clothing
      to go outdoors, he remained in his study and wrote furiously during
      the fall and winter of 1830. The Hunchback of Notre Dame was
      published two weeks early on January 14, 1831.
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      The Ancient Problem of Akrasia

      Human beings have been procrastinating for centuries. Even
      prolific artists like Victor Hugo are not immune to the
      distractions of daily life. The problem is so timeless, in fact,
      that ancient Greek philosophers like Socrates and Aristotle
      developed a word to describe this type of behavior:
      Akrasia.

      Akrasia is the state of acting against your better
      judgment. It is when you do one thing even though you know you
      should do something else. Loosely translated, you could say that
      akrasia is procrastination or a lack of self-control.
      Akrasia is what prevents you from following through on
      what you set out to do.

      Why would Victor Hugo commit to writing a book and then put it
      off for over a year? Why do we make plans, set deadlines, and
      commit to goals, but then fail to follow through on them?

      Why We Make Plans, But Don’t Take Action

      One explanation for why akrasia rules our lives and
      procrastination pulls us in has to do with a behavioral economics
      term called “time inconsistency.” Time inconsistency refers to the
      tendency of the human brain to value immediate rewards more highly
      than future rewards.

      When you make plans for yourself — like setting a goal to lose
      weight or write a book or learn a language — you are actually
      making plans for your future self. You are envisioning what you
      want your life to be like in the future and when you think about
      the future it is easy for your brain to see the value in taking
      actions with long-term benefits.

      When the time comes to make a decision, however, you are no
      longer making a choice for your future self. Now you are in the
      moment and your brain is thinking about the present self. And
      researchers have discovered that the present self really likes
      instant gratification, not long-term payoff. This is one reason why
      you might go to bed feeling motivated to make a change in your
      life, but when you wake up you find yourself falling into old
      patterns. Your brain values long-term benefits when they are in the
      future, but it values immediate gratification when it comes to the
      present moment.

      This is one reason why the ability to delay
      gratification is such a great predictor of success in life.
      Understanding how to resist the pull of instant gratification—at
      least occasionally, if not consistently—can help you bridge the gap
      between where you are and where you want to be.

      The Framework You Need to Beat
      Procrastination

      Here are three ways to overcome akrasia, beat procrastination,
      and follow through on what you set out to do.

      Strategy 1: Design your future actions.

      When Victor Hugo locked his clothes away so he could focus on
      writing, he was creating what psychologists refer to as a
      “commitment device.” A commitment device is a choice you make in
      the present that controls your actions in the future. It is a way
      to lock in future behavior, bind you to good habits, and restrict
      you from bad ones.

      There are many ways to create a commitment
      device. You can reduce overeating by purchasing food in individual
      packages rather than in bulk size. You can voluntarily ask to be
      added to the banned list at casinos and online poker sites to
      prevent future gambling sprees. I’ve even heard of athletes who
      have to “make weight” for a competition choosing to leave their
      wallets at home during the week before weigh-in so they won’t be
      tempted to buy fast food.

      The circumstances differ, but the message is the same:
      commitment devices can help you design your future actions. Find
      ways to automate your behavior beforehand rather than relying on
      willpower in the moment. Be the architect of your future actions,
      not the victim of them.

      Strategy 2: Reduce the friction of
      starting.

      The guilt and frustration of procrastinating is usually worse
      than the pain of doing the work. In the words of Eliezer Yudkowsky,
      “On a moment-to-moment basis, being in the middle of doing the work
      is usually less painful than being in the middle of
      procrastinating.”

      So why do we still procrastinate? Because it’s not being
      in the work that is hard, it’s starting the work.
      The friction that prevents us from taking action is usually
      centered around starting the behavior. Once you begin, it’s often
      less painful to do the work. This is why it is often more important
      to build the habit
      of getting started when you’re beginning a new behavior than it
      is to worry about whether or not you are successful at the new
      habit.

      You have to constantly reduce the size of your
      habits. Put all of your effort and energy into building a ritual and make
      it as easy as possible to get started. Don’t worry about the
      results until you’ve mastered the art of showing up.

      Strategy 3: Utilize implementation
      intentions.

      An implementation intention is when you state your intention to
      implement a particular behavior at a specific time in the future.
      For example, “I will exercise for at least 30 minutes on [DATE] in
      [PLACE] at [TIME].”

      There are hundreds of successful studies showing how
      implementation intentions positively impact everything from
      exercise habits to flu shots. In the flu shot study, researchers
      looked at a group of 3,272 employees at a Midwestern company and
      found that employees who wrote down the specific date and time they
      planned to get their flu shot were significantly more likely to
      follow through weeks later.

      It seems simple to say that scheduling things ahead of time can
      make a difference, but as I have covered previously, implementation
      intentions can make you 2x to 3x more
      likely to perform an action in the future.

      Fighting Akrasia

      Our brains prefer instant rewards to long-term payoffs. It’s
      simply a consequence of how our minds work. Given this tendency, we
      often have to resort to crazy strategies to get things done—like
      Victor Hugo locking up all of his clothes so he could write a book.
      But I believe it is worth it to spend time building these
      commitment devices if your goals are important to you.

      Aristotle coined the term enkrateia as the antonym of
      akrasia. While akrasia refers to our tendency to
      fall victim to procrastination, enkrateia means to be “in
      power over oneself.” Designing your future actions, reducing the
      friction of starting good behaviors, and using implementation
      intentions are simple steps that you can take to make it easier to
      live a life of enkrateia rather than one of
      akrasia.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 14 of my
      bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The 15-Minute Routine Anthony Trollope Used to Write 40+
      Books

      
      Beginning with his first novel in 1847, Anthony Trollope wrote
      at an incredible pace. Over the next 38 years, he published 47
      novels, 18 works of non-fiction, 12 short stories, 2 plays, and an
      assortment of articles and letters.

      Trollope achieved his incredible productivity by writing in
      15-minute intervals for three hours per day.

      His strategy is explained in Mason Currey’s book, Daily Rituals
      (audiobook):
      

      “It had at this time become my custom,—and is still my
      custom, though of late I have become a little lenient of myself—to
      write with my watch before me, and to require of myself 250 words
      every quarter of an hour…

      This division of time allowed me to produce over ten pages
      of an ordinary novel volume a day, and if kept up through ten
      months, would have given as its results three novels of three
      volumes each in the year…”

      —Anthony Trollope

      Trollope’s approach may seem simple on the surface, but there is
      more going on here than it may appear at first glance.

      Let’s break down why this strategy allowed the author to be so
      productive and how we can use it in our own lives.

      [image: Anthony Trollope]
      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      The Problem With Big Projects

      When it comes to getting things done, I have experienced the
      best results when I rank
      my priorities based on their true importance and do the most important
      thing first. Whenever possible, I believe this is the best
      strategy because it forces you to direct your energy to the tasks
      of highest value.

      There is one common problem with this approach:

      After ranking your priorities for the day, if the number one
      task is a really big project then it can leave you feeling
      frustrated because it takes a long time to finish.

      For example, last week I was working on a project that took two
      days to complete. On Tuesday morning, when I began the task, I knew
      I wouldn’t be able to finish it that day. Even though I knew I
      would work all day without completing the task, I still found
      myself feeling frustrated by mid-afternoon. It was 4 p.m. and I had
      spent all day working on the most important task, yet the only
      thing I had to show for my work was an unfinished project. My to-do
      list was just as long as it was in the morning, even though I was
      spending my time in the correct way.

      I was doing the right thing, but it can still be disheartening
      to be stuck on Task #1 when you’ve been working all day. These
      feelings of frustration are a possible downside of the prioritized
      to-do list.

      Anthony Trollope, however, developed a solution to this common
      problem.

      Tiny Milestones, More Momentum

      Anthony Trollope was in the business of writing books and
      writing a book is a big project. It is not the type of task that
      you can complete in a day. In some cases, merely writing a chapter
      is too big a task for a single day.

      However, instead of measuring his progress based on the
      completion of chapters or books, Trollope measured his progress in
      15-minute increments. This approach allowed him to enjoy feelings
      of satisfaction and accomplishment very quickly while continuing to
      work on the large task of writing a book.

      This is a big deal for two reasons:

      
      	Small
      measures of progress help to maintain momentum over the
      long-run, which means you’re more likely to finish large
      tasks.

      	The faster you
      complete a productive task, the more quickly your day develops an
      attitude of productivity and effectiveness.

      

      I have found this second point, the speed with which you
      complete your first task of the day, to be of particular importance
      for maintaining a high productive output day after day.

      Speed to Completion

      Anthony Trollope didn’t have to wait three months to feel a
      sense of accomplishment from completing his book nor did he have to
      wait three days until he finished a chapter. Every fifteen minutes
      he could check his progress. If he wrote 250 words, he could
      mentally check that time block off his list and feel a sense of
      immediate accomplishment.

      Trollope’s 15-minute writing block was a well-designed progress
      meter that allowed Trollope to “get to finished” faster while still
      working on a big task. He received the long-term value of working
      on the most important things and the immediate payoff of finishing
      each little time block quickly.

      You can employ a similar strategy for tasks besides writing, of
      course. For example, rather than measuring his progress on a bigger
      task like monthly revenue, Trent Dyrsmid tracked each sales call he
      made with a paper
      clip.

      The basic idea is to design a way to get rapid feedback while
      working on bigger projects. The faster we get feedback that we are
      moving in the right direction, the more likely we are to continue
      moving that way.

      Work for the long-term. Measure your progress for the
      short-term.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Ivy Lee Method: The Daily Routine Experts Recommend for
      Peak Productivity

      
      By 1918, Charles M. Schwab was one of the richest men in the
      world.

      

      Schwab was the president of the Bethlehem Steel Corporation, the
      largest shipbuilder and the second-largest steel producer in
      America at the time. The famous inventor Thomas Edison once
      referred to Schwab as the “master hustler.” He was constantly
      seeking an edge over the competition.

      One day in 1918, in his quest to increase the efficiency of his
      team and discover better ways to get things done, Schwab arranged a
      meeting with a highly-respected productivity consultant named Ivy
      Lee.

      Lee was a successful businessman in his own right and is widely
      remembered as a pioneer in the field of public relations. As the
      story goes, Schwab brought Lee into his office and said, “Show me a
      way to get more things done.”

      “Give me 15 minutes with each of your executives,” Lee
      replied.

      “How much will it cost me,” Schwab asked.

      “Nothing,” Lee said. “Unless it works. After three months, you
      can send me a check for whatever you feel it’s worth to you.”

      The Ivy Lee Method

      During his 15 minutes with each executive, Ivy Lee explained his
      simple daily routine for achieving peak productivity:

      
      	At the end of each work day, write down the six most important
      things you need to accomplish tomorrow. Do not write down more than
      six tasks.

      	Prioritize those six items in order of their true
      importance.

      	When you arrive tomorrow, concentrate only on the first task.
      Work until the first task is finished before moving on to the
      second task.

      	Approach the rest of your list in the same fashion. At the end
      of the day, move any unfinished items to a new list of six tasks
      for the following day.

      	Repeat this process every working day.

      

      The strategy sounded simple, but Schwab and his executive team
      at Bethlehem Steel gave it a try. After three months, Schwab was so
      delighted with the progress his company had made that he called Lee
      into his office and wrote him a check for $25,000.

      A $25,000 check written in 1918 is the equivalent of a $400,000
      check in 2015.

      The Ivy Lee Method of prioritizing your to-do list seems
      stupidly simple. How could something this simple be worth so
      much?

      What makes it so effective?
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      On Managing Priorities Well

      Ivy Lee’s productivity method utilizes many of the concepts I
      have written about previously.

      Here’s what makes it so effective:

      It’s simple enough to actually work. The
      primary critique of methods like this one is that they are too
      basic. They don’t account for all of the complexities and nuances
      of life. What happens if an emergency pops up? What about using the
      latest technology to our fullest advantage? In my experience,
      complexity is often a weakness because it makes it harder to
      get back on
      track. Yes, emergencies and unexpected distractions will arise.
      Ignore them as much as possible, deal with them when you must, and
      get back to your prioritized to-do list as soon as possible. Use
      simple rules to guide complex behavior.

      It forces you to make tough decisions. I don’t
      believe there is anything magical about Lee’s number of six
      important tasks per day. It could just as easily be five tasks per
      day. However, I do think there is something magical about imposing
      limits upon yourself. I find that the single best thing to do when
      you have too many ideas (or when you’re overwhelmed by everything
      you need to get done) is to prune your ideas and trim away
      everything that isn’t absolutely necessary. Constraints can make you
      better. Lee’s method is similar to Warren Buffett’s 25-5
      Rule, which requires you to focus on just 5 critical tasks and
      ignore everything else. Basically, if you
      commit to nothing, you’ll be distracted by everything.

      It removes the friction of starting. The
      biggest hurdle to finishing most tasks is starting them. (Getting
      off the couch can be tough, but once you actually start running it
      is much easier to finish your workout.) Lee’s method forces you to
      decide on your first task the night before you go to work. This
      strategy has been incredibly useful for me: as a writer, I can
      waste three or four hours debating what I should write about on a
      given day. If I decide the night before, however, I can wake up and
      start writing immediately. It’s simple, but it works. In the
      beginning, getting
      started is just as important as succeeding at all.

      It requires you to single-task. Modern society
      loves multi-tasking. The myth of
      multi-tasking is that being busy is synonymous with being
      better. The exact opposite is true. Having fewer priorities leads
      to better work. Study world-class experts in nearly any
      field—athletes, artists, scientists, teachers, CEOs—and you’ll
      discover one characteristic runs through all of them: focus. The
      reason is simple. You can’t be great at one task if you’re
      constantly dividing your time ten different ways. Mastery requires focus and
      consistency.

      The bottom line? Do the most important
      thing first each day. It’s the only productivity trick you
      need.

      If you want to learn more about the routines and habits of
      Olympic gold medalists, award-winning artists, business leaders,
      life-saving physicians, and star comedians, check out my
      bookAtomic
      Habits.

      

    

  
    

    
      Two Harvard Professors Reveal One Reason Our Brains Love to
      Procrastinate

      
      Sometime around 2006, two Harvard professors began to study why
      we procrastinate. Why do we avoid doing the things we know we
      should do, even when it’s clear that they are good for us?

      To answer this question, the two professors — Todd Rogers and
      Max Bazerman — conducted 
      a study where participants were asked whether they would agree
      to enroll in a savings plan that automatically placed two percent
      of their paycheck in a savings account.

      Nearly every participant agreed that saving money was a good
      idea, but their behavior said otherwise:

      
      	One version of the question asked participants to enroll in the
      savings plan as soon as possible. In this scenario, only 30 percent
      of people said they would agree to enroll in the plan.

      	In another version of the question, participants were asked to
      enroll in a savings plan in the distant future (like a year from
      today). In this scenario, 77 percent of people said they would
      agree to enroll in the plan.

      

      Why did the timeline alter their responses so much?

      As it turns out, this little experiment can tell us a lot about
      why we procrastinate on behaviors that we know we should do.
      

      Why We Procrastinate: Present You vs. Future
      You

      We have a tendency to care too much about our present selves and
      not enough about our future selves. We like to enjoy immediate
      benefits in the present, especially if the costs of our choices
      don’t become apparent until far in the future.

      For example:

      
      	The payoff of eating a donut is immediate (sugar!) and the cost
      of skipping workouts won’t show up until you’ve skipped for
      months.

      	The payoff of spending money today is immediate (new iPhone!)
      and the cost of forgetting to save for retirement won’t show up
      until you’re years behind.

      	The payoff of unhindered fossil fuel usage is immediate (more
      energy! more heat! more electricity!) and the cost of climate
      change won’t reveal itself until decades of damage have been
      done.

      

      However, when we consider these problems in the distant future,
      our choices usually change. In one year, would you rather be
      overweight and eating donuts or healthy and exercising
      consistently? In the long-run the choice is easy, but when it comes
      time to make the choice today, in this very moment, we discount the
      long-term costs and overvalue the immediate benefits of
      unproductive behaviors.

      Behavioral economists refer to this concept “time inconsistency”
      because when we think about the future we want to make choices that
      lead to long-term benefits (“Yes, I’ll save more!”), but when we
      think about today, we want to make choices that lead to short-term
      benefits (“I’ll spend it right now.”).

      I like to call this the Present You vs. Future You problem.
      Future You knows you should do things that lead to the highest
      benefit in the long-term, but Present You tends to overvalue things
      that lead to immediate benefit right now.

      Alright, so we know why we procrastinate. What can we do about
      all of this?

      The Answer to Inconsistency

      If you want to beat procrastination and make better long-term
      choices, then you have to find a way to make your present self act
      in the best interest of your future self.

      You have three primary options:

      
      	Make the rewards of long-term behavior more immediate.

      	Make the costs of procrastination more immediate.

      	Remove procrastination triggers from your environment.

      

      Let’s break down each one.

      1. Make the rewards of long-term behavior more
      immediate. The reason why we procrastinate is because our
      mind wants an immediate benefit. If you can find a way to make the
      benefits of good long-term choices more immediate, then it becomes
      easier to avoid procrastination. One way to do this is to simply
      imagine the benefits your future self will enjoy. Visualize what
      your life will be like if you lose those 30 pounds. Think about why
      saving money now is important to your future. Pull the future
      payoff into the present moment in your mind’s eye.

      2. Make the costs of procrastination more
      immediate. There are many ways to force you to pay the
      costs of procrastination sooner rather than later. For example, if
      you are exercising alone, skipping your workout next week won’t
      impact your life much at all. Your health won’t deteriorate
      immediately because you missed that one workout. The cost of
      procrastinating on exercise only becomes painful after weeks and
      months of lazy behavior. However, if you pre-commit to working out
      with a friend at 7 a.m. next Monday, then the cost of skipping your
      workout becomes more immediate. Miss this one workout and you look
      like a jerk.

      Here are some other ways to make procrastination more
      costly:

      
      	Set a public
      deadline for your behavior. (“I am going to publish a new
      article every Monday.”)

      	Place an expensive bet on your behavior. (“For each workout I
      miss, I will pay my friend $50.)

      	Make a physical consequence for your behavior. (“For each dish
      I leave unwashed in the sink, I have to do 25 pushups.”)

      

      3. Remove procrastination triggers from your
      environment. The most powerful way to change your behavior
      is to change your environment. It doesn’t take much guesswork to
      figure out why this is true. In a normal situation, you might
      choose to eat a cookie rather than eat vegetables. What if the
      cookie wasn’t there to begin with? It is much easier to make the
      right choice if you’re surrounded by better choices. Remove the
      distractions from your environment and create a space with better
      choice
      architecture.

      Want to take it a step further? You can add triggers to your
      environment that prompt the good behaviors. Check out the Paper Clip Strategy as an
      example.

      The Way Forward

      
      “We’ll increasingly be defined by what we say no to.”

      -Paul Graham

      

      Each day, we are faced with hundreds of tiny decisions. The
      option to either take the easy way out and jump at instant
      gratification or to say no to temptation and commit to a long-term
      behavior.

      These daily choices end up defining our reality. It is
      increasingly the distractions we avoid that define our capacity for
      success.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Procrastinating and Boost Your Willpower by Using
      “Temptation Bundling"

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Ronan Byrne, an electrical engineering student in Dublin,
      Ireland, enjoyed watching Netflix, but he also knew that he should
      exercise more often than he did. Putting his engineering skills to
      use, Byrne hacked his stationary bike and connected it to his
      laptop and television. Then he wrote a computer program that would
      allow Netflix to run only if he was cycling at a certain
      speed. If he slowed down for too long, whatever show he was
      watching would pause until he started pedaling again. He was, in
      the words of one fan, “eliminating obesity one Netflix binge at a
      time.”

      He was also employing temptation bundling to make his exercise
      habit more attractive. Temptation bundling works by linking an
      action you want to do with an action you need do. In Byrne’s case,
      he bundled watching Netflix (the thing he wanted to do) with riding
      his stationary bike (the thing he needed to do).

      Businesses are masters at temptation bundling. For instance,
      when the American Broadcasting Company, more commonly known as ABC,
      launched its Thursday night television lineup for the 2014–2015
      season, they promoted temptation bundling on a massive scale.

      Every Thursday, the company would air three shows created by
      screenwriter Shonda Rhimes—Grey’s Anatomy, Scandal, and How to Get
      Away with Murder. They branded it as “TGIT on ABC” (TGIT stands for
      Thank God It’s Thursday). In addition to promoting the shows, ABC
      encouraged viewers to make popcorn, drink red wine, and enjoy the
      evening.

      Andrew Kubitz, head of scheduling for ABC, described the idea
      behind the campaign: “We see Thursday night as a viewership
      opportunity, with either couples or women by themselves who want to
      sit down and escape and have fun and drink their red wine and have
      some popcorn.” The brilliance of this strategy is that ABC was
      associating the thing they needed viewers to do (watch
      their shows) with activities their viewers already wanted
      to do (relax, drink wine, and eat popcorn).

      Over time, people began to connect watching ABC with feeling
      relaxed and entertained. If you drink red wine and eat popcorn at 8
      p.m. every Thursday, then eventually “8 p.m. on Thursday” means
      relaxation and entertainment. The reward gets associated with the
      cue, and the habit of turning on the television becomes more
      attractive.

      You’re more likely to find a behavior attractive if you get to
      do one of your favorite things at the same time. Perhaps you want
      to hear about the latest celebrity gossip, but you need to get in
      shape. Using temptation bundling, you could only read the tabloids
      and watch reality shows at the gym. Maybe you want to get a
      pedicure, but you need to clean out your email inbox. Solution:
      only get a pedicure while processing overdue work emails.

      Temptation bundling is one way to apply a psychology theory
      known as Premack’s Principle. Named after the work of professor
      David Premack, the principle states that “more probable behaviors
      will reinforce less probable behaviors.” In other words, even if
      you don’t really want to process overdue work emails you’ll become
      conditioned to do it if it means you get to do something you really
      want to do along the way.

      How to Create Your Temptation Bundle

      There is a simple exercise you can use to boost your willpower
      and figure out your own temptation bundling strategy.

      You’re going to create a two-column list:

      
      	In column one, write down the pleasures you enjoy and the
      temptations that you want to do.

      	In column two, write down the tasks and behaviors you should be
      doing, but often procrastinate on.

      

      Take your time and write down as many behaviors as possible.
      Then, browse your list and see if you can link one of your
      instantly gratifying “want” behaviors with something you “should”
      be doing.

      Here are a few common examples of temptation bundling:

      
      	Only listen to audiobooks or podcasts you love while
      exercising.

      	Only get a pedicure while processing overdue work emails.

      	Only watch your favorite show while ironing or doing household
      chores.

      	Only eat at your favorite restaurant when conducting your
      monthly meeting with a difficult colleague.
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      You can even combine temptation bundling with habit stacking to
      create a set of rules to guide your behavior.

      The habit stacking + temptation bundling formula is:

      
      	After [CURRENT HABIT], I will [HABIT I NEED].

      	After [HABIT I NEED], I will [HABIT I WANT].

      

      If you want to read the news, but you need to express more
      gratitude:

      
      	After I get my morning coffee, I will say one thing I’m
      grateful for that happened yesterday (need).

      	After I say one thing I’m grateful for, I will read the news
      (want).

      

      If you want to watch sports, but you need to make sales
      calls:

      
      	After I get back from my lunch break, I will call three
      potential clients (need).

      	After I call three potential clients, I will check ESPN
      (want).

      

      If you want to check Facebook, but you need to exercise
      more:

      
      	After I pull out my phone, I will do ten burpees (need).

      	After I do ten burpees, I will check Facebook (want).

      

      The hope is that eventually you’ll look forward to calling three
      clients or doing ten burpees because it means you get to check
      Facebook or read the latest sports news. Doing the thing you need
      to do means you get to do the thing you want to do.

      Always Important, Never Urgent

      There are many factors that contribute to success, but you can
      make a strong argument that consistently accomplishing tasks which
      are important, but not urgent is the one ability that separates top
      performers from everyone else.

      Consider how many tasks are important to our progress, but not
      urgent in our daily lives.

      
      	Getting a workout in will never feel like an urgent task on any
      particular day, but exercising consistently will change your health
      and your life.

      	Cleaning your office space or kitchen will rarely feel like an
      immediate need, but reducing clutter can clear your mind and reduce
      chronic stress.

      	Practicing the fundamentals of your craft is often boring, but
      when you master these core skills you begin to separate yourself
      from your competitors.

      

      The tasks that
      are important are rarely urgent.

      Temptation bundling offers a simple way to accomplish these
      tasks that are always important, but never feel urgent. By using
      your guilty pleasures pull you in, you make it easier to follow
      through on more difficult habits that pay off in the long-run.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 8of my New
      York Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      Never Check Email Before Noon (And Other Thoughts on Doing Your
      Best Work)

      
      Dana Vollmer did not have an easy road to the Olympics.

      Vollmer is an olympic swimmer, but it wasn’t just the grueling
      practice schedule that made her journey to the top difficult. At
      the age of 15, Vollmer discovered that she had a heart disorder
      known as long QT syndrome. She had heart surgery later that year,
      but the operation didn’t eliminate the risk of heart failure. (Even
      today, her mother watches swim meets from the stands with a
      defibrillator between her feet.)

      When Vollmer finally qualified for the Women’s 100m butterfly at
      the 2012 Olympics in London, it was her heart that got all of the
      attention. Little did she know that her head was about to be the
      problem.

      

      Avoiding Drag

      As soon as Vollmer entered the pool in the 100m Final, her swim
      cap came off.

      Professional swimmers wear latex swim caps that tightly cover
      their head to reduce drag in the water. Nearly every swimmer wears
      them, but swim caps are especially important for female swimmers.
      If a female swimmer loses her swim cap and her hair flows out into
      the water, then it can significantly increase the drag that she
      must swim against during the race. In a highly competitive race
      like an olympic final, this additional drag force can be the
      difference between winning and losing.

      This is why nearly all professional swimmers wear not just one,
      but two swim caps. That’s exactly what Vollmer did. Although her
      top swim cap flipped off, her second cap stayed in place allowing
      her to not only avoid disaster, but also win the gold medal and set
      a new world record in the process.
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      Now, let’s get to the real fun. What does wearing swim caps have
      to do with living a better life?

      Physical Drag vs. Mental Drag

      Imagine that your brain is a computer. At the beginning of the
      day, your brain powers up and you have 100 percent of your computer
      memory available to use on your life. The only problem is that
      every time you add a task to your to-do list, a little bit of your
      computer memory goes toward that task.

      If you open your email in the morning and see three messages
      that you need to respond to later on, there goes three percent of
      your computer memory. If you have to remember to take your child to
      practice after school or pick up the dry cleaning or go to the
      grocery store, there goes a little bit more memory. The more tasks
      that are left unfinished, the more memory gets used up remembering,
      thinking, worrying, and planning for those tasks.

      Here’s the punchline: If your brain is constantly filled with
      all of these secondary tasks, how much memory do you have left over
      to do meaningful, creative work? 70 percent? 50 percent? Even
      less?

      Trying to do your best work with a distracted brain is like
      trying to swim for a gold medal without a swim cap. Divided
      attention is like a thick head of hair creating a constant drag in
      your mental waters. Split your attention in too
      many directions and you’ll be paralyzed.

      Swimmers realize that if they want to perform at their best,
      they need to get out of their own way. They need to cover the
      object that creates drag—their hair—for the race. Does this mean
      that their hair is bad? No, of course not. Similarly, there is
      nothing “bad” about your daily to-do list, handling your family
      responsibilities, or taking care of the emergencies that pop up
      throughout life. It’s just that when you want to perform at your
      best, you have to make a deliberate choice to tuck those things
      away for a few moments.

      How can we expect to do our best creative work if we are
      constantly fighting mental drag?

      How to Reduce the Drag Forces That Hold You
      Back

      I don’t consider myself to be an expert in peak performance. I’m
      working through these issues just like you are. We’re on this
      journey together. But I have taken a few steps to give myself a
      better chance of hitting the bullseye in my own creative work, and
      I’m happy to share those with you…

      Manage your energy, not your time. I have
      noticed that my creative energy is highest in the morning. That’s
      when I’m fresh. That’s when I do my best writing. That’s when I
      make the best strategic decisions about my business. So, what do I
      do? I schedule creative tasks for the morning. All other business
      tasks are taken care of in the afternoon. This includes doing
      interviews, responding to emails, phone calls and Skype chats, data
      analysis and number crunching. Nearly every productivity strategy
      obsesses over managing your time better, but time is useless if you
      don’t have the energy you need to complete the task you are working
      on.

      Never check email before noon. If I don’t check
      email at the beginning of the day, then I am able to spend the
      morning pursuing my own agenda rather than reacting to everybody
      else’s agenda. That’s a huge win because I’m not wasting mental
      energy thinking about all the messages in my inbox. I realize that
      waiting until the afternoon isn’t feasible for many people, but I’d
      like to offer a challenge. Can you wait until 10AM? What about 9AM?
      8:30AM? Don’t get wrapped up in the exact time frame. The point of
      this strategy is to allow yourself some time during your morning
      where you can work on what is most important to you without letting
      the rest of the world dictate your mental state.

      Leave your phone in another room. I usually
      don’t see my phone for the first few hours of the day. It is much
      easier to do focused work when you don’t have any text messages,
      phone calls, or alerts interrupting your focus.

      Work in full-screen mode. Nearly every
      application on my computer is in full-screen mode. If I’m reading
      an article on the web, my browser takes up the whole screen. If I’m
      writing in Evernote, I’m working in full-screen mode. If I’m
      editing a picture in Photoshop, it is the only thing I can see. I
      have set up my desktop so that the menu bar disappears
      automatically. When I am working, I can’t see the time, the icons
      of other applications, or any other distractions on the screen.
      It’s funny how big of a difference this makes. If you can see an
      icon on your screen, then you will be reminded to click on it
      occasionally. However, if you remove the visual cue then the urge
      to be distracted subsides in a few minutes.

      Remove all tasks that could distract from early morning
      focus. I love doing the most
      important thing first each day because the urgencies of the day
      have not crept in yet. I have gone a little far in this regard in
      that I have even pushed my first meal off until about noon each
      day. I have been intermittent fasting for three years now
      (here are
      some lessons learned), which means that I typically eat most of
      my meals between 12PM and 8PM. The result is that I get some
      additional time in the morning to do focused creative work rather
      than cook breakfast.

      Creative Work First

      The single most important change you can make in your
      working habits is to switch to creative work first, reactive work
      second. This means blocking off a large chunk of time every day for
      creative work on your own priorities, with the phone and e-mail
      off.

      –Mark McGuinness, Manage Your
      Day-to-Day

      The best way to avoid mental drag is to give yourself the time
      and space to do important work before distractions can creep into
      your day.

      Creating meaningful work is hard, even in optimal circumstances.
      Put on a swim cap and tuck your distractions away for a few
      moments. Give yourself the opportunity to perform at your best.

      

    

  
    

    
      3 Simple Ways to Make Exercise a Habit

      
      A lot of people want to know how to get motivated to work out
      and build an exercise habit that sticks. (A 2012 survey analyzed
      the top ten habits of thousands of people and found that exercise
      was number one by a long shot. )

      Of course, wanting to make exercise a habit and actually doing
      it are two different things. Changing your behavior is difficult.
      Living a new type of lifestyle is hard. This is especially
      true when you throw in very personal feelings about body image and
      self-worth.

      But there are some strategies that can make it easier to stick
      with an exercise habit.

      I have been using the three strategies below to build my
      personal exercise routine, which I have stuck to for two years
      without skipping a workout. While I don’t claim to have all the
      answers, I’m happy to share what I’ve learned so far and how I have
      successfully made exercise a habit that I am excited to do each
      week.

      Now, here are 3 simple ways to get motivated to work out and
      make exercise a habit.

      

      1. Develop a ritual to make starting easier.

      Habits are behaviors that you repeat over and over again, which
      means they are also behaviors that you start over and over again.
      In other words, if you don’t consistently get started, then you
      won’t have a habit. In many ways, building new habits is simply an
      exercise in getting started time after time.

      This means that if you can find a way to make getting started
      easier, then you can find a way to make building a habit easier.
      This is why rituals and routines are so important. If you can
      develop a ritual that makes starting your workout mindless and
      automatic, then it will be much easier to follow through.

      Twyla Tharp’s hailing the cab ritual is
      a good example. You can start building your own ritual by stacking your exercise
      habit on top of a current habit or by setting a schedule for
      yourself. For example, you could set your intention to exercise by
      filling out this sentence:

      
      During the next week, I will exercise on [DAY] at [TIME OF DAY]
      at/in [PLACE].

      

      One research study showed that people who filled out this
      sentence above were 2 to 3 times more likely to exercise over the
      long run. This is a psychology concept called implementation
      intentions, and there are hundreds of studies to back it
      up.

      2. Start with an exercise that is ridiculously
      small.

      The best way to make exercise a habit is to start with an
      exercise that is so easy that you can do it even when you are
      running low on willpower and can’t get
      motivated to work out. In the words of Leo Babauta, start with
      something that is so easy you can’t say no.

      [image: start small habits to get motivated to work out]

      Here’s one strategy that you can use in the beginning: The 2-Minute
      Rule.

      It’s very simple: focus on finding a way to get started in just
      2 minutes rather than worrying about your entire workout.

      Struggling to find motivation to go for a run? Just fill up your
      water bottle and put on your running shoes. That’s all you have to
      do to consider today’s workout a success. Often, this little 2
      minute start will be enough to get your motivation flowing and help
      you finish the task.

      3. Focus on the habit first and the results
      later.

      The typical approach to diet and exercise is to focus on results
      first. Most people start with some type of goal. “I want to lose 20
      pounds in the next 4 months.” Or, “I want to squat 50 pounds more
      six months from now.”

      I think this is the wrong approach. It’s better to focus on
      the system rather than the goal.

      What matters most in the beginning is establishing a new normal
      and building a new routine that you will stick to; not the results
      that you get. In other words, in the first 6 months, it is more
      important to not miss workouts than it is to make progress. Once
      you become the type of person who doesn’t miss workouts, then you
      can worry about making progress and improving.

      One way to do this is to set an upper limit on your
      behavior.

      One member of our community, Mitch, set a rule for himself where
      he couldn’t stay in the gym for more than 5 minutes at the
      beginning. He had to go every day, but he wasn’t allowed to stay
      for 6 minutes. He was focused on building the habit of not missing
      workouts. After doing that for a month or two, he had established a
      routine of going to the gym and he started to focus on doing more
      difficult workouts. Today, Mitch is over 100 pounds lighter.
      (Which, to be fair, is not just the result of exercise, but also
      diet and lifestyle changes.)

      Once you build the habit of exercise, you can find thousands of
      ways to improve. Without the habit, every strategy is useless.

      Build the habit first, worry about the results later.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Physics of Productivity: Newton's Laws of Getting Stuff
      Done

      
      In 1687, Sir Isaac Newton published his groundbreaking book,
      The Principia:
      Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy, which described
      his three laws of motion. In the process, Newton laid the
      foundation for classical mechanics and redefined the way the world
      looked at physics and science.

      What most people don’t know, however, is that Newton’s three
      laws of motion can be used as an interesting analogy for increasing
      your productivity, simplifying your work, and improving your
      life.

      Allow me to present this analogy as Newton’s Laws of
      Productivity.

      

      Newton’s First Law of Productivity

      First Law of Motion: An object either
      remains at rest or continues to move at a constant velocity, unless
      acted upon by an external force. (i.e. Objects in motion tend to
      stay in motion. Objects at rest tend to stay at rest.)

      In many ways, procrastination is a
      fundamental law of the universe. It’s Newton’s first law applied to
      productivity. Objects at rest tend to stay at rest.

      The good news? It works the other way too. Objects in motion
      tend to stay in motion. When it comes to being productive, this
      means one thing: the most important thing is to find a way to
      get started. Once you
      get started, it is much easier to stay in motion.

      [image: boost your productivity with the physics of productivity first law]

      So, what’s the best way to get started when you are stuck
      procrastinating?

      In my experience, the best rule of thumb for getting started is
      the 2-Minute
      Rule.

      Here’s the 2-Minute Rule adjusted for productivity: To
      overcome procrastination, find a way to start your task in less
      than two minutes.

      Notice that you don’t have to finish your task. In fact, you
      don’t even have to work on the primary task. However, thanks to
      Newton’s first law, you’ll often find that once you start this
      little 2-minute task, it is much easier to keep moving.

      Here are some examples…

      
      	Right now, you may not feel like going for a run. But if you
      put your running shoes on and fill up your water bottle that small
      start might be enough to get you out the door.

      	Right now, you might be staring at a blank screen and
      struggling to write your report. But if you write random sentences
      for just two minutes, then you may find that useful sentences start
      to roll off your fingers.

      	Right now, you might have a creative block and be struggling to
      draw something. But if you draw a random line on a sheet of paper
      and turn it into a dog, then you might get your creative juices
      flowing.

      

      Motivation often
      comes after starting. Find a way to start small. Objects in motion
      tend to stay in motion.

      Newton’s Second Law of Productivity

      Second Law of Motion: F=ma. The vector sum
      of the forces on an object is equal to the mass of that object
      multiplied by the acceleration vector of the object. (i.e. Force
      equals mass times acceleration.)

      Let’s break down this equation, F=ma, and how it can apply to
      productivity.

      There is one important thing to note in this equation. The
      force, F, is a vector. Vectors involve both magnitude (how much
      work you are putting in) and direction (where that work is
      focused). In other words, if you want to get an object accelerating
      in a particular direction, then the size of the force you apply and
      the direction of that force will both make a difference.

      Guess what? It’s the same story for getting things done in your
      life.

      If you want to be productive, it’s not merely about how hard you
      work (magnitude), it’s also about where that work is applied
      (direction). This is true of big life decisions and small daily
      decisions.

      For example, you could apply the same skill set in different
      directions and get very different results.

      [image: boost your productivity with the physics of productivity first law]Life
      is a game. This is your strategy guide.
      To put it simply, you only have a certain amount of force to
      provide to your work and where you place that force is just as
      important as how hard you work.

      Newton’s Third Law of Productivity

      Third Law of Motion: When one body exerts a
      force on a second body, the second body simultaneously exerts a
      force equal in magnitude and opposite in direction on the first
      body. (i.e. Equal and opposite forces.)

      We all have an average speed that we
      tend to perform at in life. Your typical levels of productivity and
      efficiency are often a balance of the productive and unproductive
      forces in your life — a lot like Newton’s equal and opposite
      forces.

      There are productive forces in our lives like focus, positivity, and
      motivation. There
      are also unproductive forces like stress, lack of
      sleep, and trying to juggle too many tasks at once.

      [image: boost your productivity with the physics of productivity third law]

      If we want to become more effective and more productive, then we
      have two choices.

      The first option is to add more productive force. This is the
      “power through it” option. We gut it out, drink another cup of
      coffee, and work harder. This is why people take drugs that help
      them focus or watch a motivational video to pump themselves up.
      It’s all an effort to increase your productive force and overpower
      the unproductive forces we face.

      [image: boost your productivity with the physics of productivity third law]

      Obviously, you can only do this for so long before you burn out,
      but for a brief moment the “power through it” strategy can work
      well.

      The second option is to eliminate the opposing forces. Simplify your
      life, learn how to say no,
      change your environment,
      reduce the number of responsibilities that you take on, and
      otherwise eliminate the forces that are holding you back.

      [image: boost your productivity with the physics of productivity third law]

      If you reduce the unproductive forces in your life, your
      productivity will glide forward naturally. It’s like you magically
      remove the hand that has been holding you back. (As I like to say,
      if you eliminated all of the things distracting you from being
      productive, you wouldn’t need tips on how to become more
      productive.)

      Most people try to power through and hammer their way past the
      barriers. The problem with this strategy is that you’re still
      dealing with the other force. I find it to be much less stressful
      to cut out the opposing forces and let your productivity naturally
      flow forward.

      Newton’s Laws of Productivity

      Newton’s laws of motion reveal insights that tell you pretty
      much everything you need to know about how to be productive.

      
      	Objects in motion tend to stay in motion. Find a way to get
      started in less than 2 minutes.

      	It’s not just about working hard, it’s also about working on
      the right things. You have a limited amount of force and where you
      apply it matters.

      	Your productivity is a balance of opposing forces. If you want
      to be more productive, you can either power through the barriers or
      remove the opposing forces. The second option seems to be less
      stressful.

      

      

    

  
    

    
      The Only Productivity Tip You'll Ever Need

      
      Ernest Hemingway woke each morning and began writing straight
      away.

      He described his daily routine by saying, “When I am working on
      a book or a story I write every morning as soon after first light
      as possible. There is no one to disturb you and it is cool or cold
      and you come to your work and warm as you write.”

      Hemingway’s routine — along with hundreds of other prolific
      authors, artists, and scientists mentioned in Mason Currey’s book,
      Daily Rituals:
      How Artists Work (audiobook) —
      hints at the most productive strategy I have found for getting
      things done and making daily progress in the areas that are
      important to you.

      Let’s talk about the only productivity tip you’ll ever need, why
      it works, and what holds us back from using it consistently.

      Productivity, Simplified

      No need to draw this out. This productivity tip is
      straightforward: Do the most important thing first each day.

      Sounds simple. No one does it.

      Just like Hemingway, who produced a remarkable volume of
      high-caliber work during his career, you can make surprising
      progress each day if you simply do the most important thing
      first.

      Why It Works

      We often assume that productivity means getting more things done
      each day. Wrong. Productivity is getting important things done
      consistently. And no matter what you are working on, there are only
      a few things that are truly important.

      Being productive is about maintaining a steady, average speed on
      a few things, not maximum speed on everything.

      That’s why this strategy is effective. If you do the most
      important thing first each day, then you’ll always get something
      important done. I don’t know about you, but this is a big deal for
      me. There are many days when I waste hours crossing off the 4th,
      5th, or 6th most important tasks on my to-do list and never get
      around to doing the most important thing.

      As you’ll see below, there is no reason you have to apply this
      strategy in the morning, but I think starting your day with the
      most important task does offer some additional benefits over other
      times.

      First, willpower tends
      to be higher earlier in the day. That means you’ll be able to
      provide your best energy and effort to your most important
      task.

      Second, in my experience, the deeper I get into the day, the
      more likely it is that unexpected tasks will creep into my schedule
      and the less likely it is that I’ll spend my time as I had planned.
      Doing the most important thing first each day helps avoid that.

      Finally, the human mind seems to dislike unfinished projects.
      They create an unresolved tension and internal stress. When we
      start something, we want to finish it. You are more likely to
      finish a task after starting it, so start the important tasks as
      soon as possible. (Just another reason why getting started is more
      important than succeeding.)

      Why We Don’t Do It

      Most people spend most of their time responding to someone
      else’s agenda than their own.

      I think this is partially a result of how we are raised by
      society. In school, we are given assignments and told when to take
      our tests. At work, we are assigned due dates and given
      expectations from our superiors. At home, we have tasks or chores
      to perform to care for our kids and our partners. After a few
      decades of this, it can become very easy to spend your day reacting
      to the stimuli that surround you. We learn to take action as a
      reaction to the expectations, orders, or needs of someone else.

      So naturally, when it comes time to start our day, it doesn’t
      seem strange to open our email inbox, check our phone, and look for
      our latest marching orders.

      I think this is a mistake. The tasks assigned to us by others
      might seem urgent, but what is urgent is seldom
      important. The important tasks in our lives are the ones that
      move our hopes, our dreams, our creations, and our businesses
      forward.

      Does that mean that we should ignore our responsibilities as
      parents or employees or citizens? Of course not. But we all need a
      time and space in our days to respond to our own agenda, not
      someone else’s.

      Not a Morning Person?

      Does the word morning make you mourn? Does the morning sun
      remind you of The Eye of Sauron? Can you think of nothing worse
      than rays of golden sunshine streaming softly onto your pillow?

      No worries, night owls.

      As I scanned the daily habits of hundreds of authors, artists,
      and musicians in Daily Rituals
      (audiobook), I
      noticed an important trend: There was no trend.

      There is no one way to be successful. There are just as many
      night owls producing fabulous work as there are early birds. But no
      matter what their particular routine looked like, every productive
      artist embraced the idea of protecting a sacred time each day when
      they could work on their own agenda.

      I find morning to work best. Your mileage may vary.

      The phrase “Do the most important thing first each day” is just
      a simple way of saying, “Give yourself a time and space to work on
      what is important to you each day.”

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits,which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Eliminate Procrastination (The Surprising Strategy One
      Man Used)

      
      In 2009, Fred Stutzman was a graduate student at
      the University of North Carolina and he was trying to
      grind out some important work on his thesis.

      But there was a problem.

      His favorite coffee shop, which had previously been a quiet
      sanctuary where he could escape distraction and get work done, had
      just added a new and very dangerous feature.

      Wireless internet.

      Now Stutzman found himself constantly distracted by the endless
      supply of entertainment and social media on the web — even if he
      really wanted to get something done. He tried disconnecting from
      the internet, but it wasn’t that simple. He was always clicking it
      back on to “take a break.” He was constantly fighting the urge to
      check his messages and updates.

      Thankfully, Stutzman happened to be a programmer studying
      Information Science. When he went home that night, he decided to
      create a software program that would solve his problem.

      The program was simple. You turned the application on, told it
      how long you wanted to focus, and it prevented your computer from
      going online for that amount of time. If you wanted to get back on
      before your time was up, you had to turn your computer completely
      off and reboot.

      The program was called Freedom and not long after Stutzman
      created it, the application went viral. It was picked up by NPR,
      The Economist, The New York Times, Oprah Magazine, Time, and nearly
      every major news outlet you can imagine. More than 500,000 people
      downloaded it.

      It seems that many people were struggling with online procrastination.

      Why did Freedom work so well? And what can it teach us about
      sticking to better
      habits and mastering
      our willpower?

      The Power of Decision Elimination

      Making decisions over and over again will drain your willpower.
      This is true even if it’s the same, tiny decision — like constantly
      resisting the urge to check your email. (Another example:
      continually trying to follow a new, strict diet.)

      You might be able to resist for 5 minutes or an hour or maybe
      even a week, but eventually, your willpower will begin to fade and
      you’ll give in. This is known as decision fatigue and in a previous
      article I discussed how it has a measurable impact on your
      willpower and the choices you make throughout any given day.

      The Freedom app that Stutzman designed is effective not only
      because it prevents you from reaching the web, but also because it
      reduces decision fatigue. It eliminates your options and, as a
      result, doing the right thing becomes much easier. In other words,
      the application places a constraint on your behavior.

      This brings us to an important point: constraints can make it easier
      to stick to good habits by eliminating the number of decisions you
      need to make to move forward.

      Constraints are a Good Thing

      People often say that they want options. When it comes to
      getting things done, however, options aren’t always a good thing.
      When everything is a possibility, it actually becomes harder to
      make the right choice (or any choice at all). This is the paradox
      of choice.

      Meanwhile, when we place a constraint on ourselves, it can
      become much easier to get something done. This is especially true
      if it is a constraint that forces us to start small.

      
      	If you want to start exercising, set a rule for yourself where
      you are not allowed to exercise for more than 5 minutes. You have
      to stop exercising after 5 minutes. I talked with a reader named
      Mitch who used this strategy to make his first six weeks of
      exercise very easy and then gradually built up to doing more. He
      ended up losing over 100 pounds. (Nice work, Mitch!)

      	If you want to become more creative, you can use constraints to
      drive your creativity. For example, you could write a book by only
      using 50 different words. This is the strategy Dr. Seuss used to
      write Green Eggs and
      Ham. (Full story here.)

      	If you want to eat more vegetables, you could limit yourself to
      only one type of vegetable this week. By limiting the number of
      choices you have to make, it’s more likely that you’ll actually eat
      something healthy rather than get overwhelmed trying to figure out
      all of the details of the perfect diet.

      

      We often think that we want an open road and the ability to
      choose any direction for ourselves. But sometimes, what we need is
      a tunnel that can reduce our choices and send us in a focused
      direction.

      How can you eliminate the need to make the same decisions over
      and over again? How can you use constraints to drive your habits
      forward — even if it’s in a very small way?

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Power of Imperfect Starts

      
      When you have a goal — whether it’s starting a business or
      eating healthier or traveling the world — it’s easy to look at
      someone who is already doing it and then try to reverse engineer
      their strategy.

      In some cases, this is really useful. Learning from the
      experiences of successful people is a great way to accelerate your
      own learning curve.

      But it’s equally important to remember that the systems, habits,
      and strategies that successful people are using today are probably
      not the same ones they were using when they began their
      journey.

      What is optimal for them right now isn’t necessarily needed for
      you to get started. There is a difference between the two.

      Let me explain.

      What is Optimal vs. What is Needed

      
      If you set your bar at “amazing,” it’s awfully difficult to
      start.

      —Seth Godin

      

      Learning from others is great and I do it all the time
      myself.

      But comparing your current situation to someone who is already
      successful can often make you feel like you lack the required
      resources to get started at all. If you look at their optimal
      setup, it can be really easy to convince yourself that you need to
      buy new things or learn new skills or meet new people before you
      can even take the first step toward your goals.

      And usually, that’s not true. Here are some examples.

      Traveling the world. Every time I travel, I see
      so many backpackers who have spent a fortune on gear: rainproof
      bags, moisture-wicking clothes, special shoes. Now I’m not saying
      gear is useless. Great gear can make
      your life much easier on the road, but it’s not required. You don’t
      need new shoes to start running. You don’t need new cooking bowls
      to start eating
      healthy. And you don’t need a new backpack to start traveling.
      Those things might be optimal, but they are not needed in the
      beginning.

      Starting a business. When you’re an
      entrepreneur, it’s so easy to get obsessed with optimal. This is
      especially true at the start. I can remember being convinced that
      my first website would not succeed without a great logo. After all,
      every popular website I looked at had a professional logo. I’ve
      since learned my lesson. Now my “logo” is just my name and this is
      the most popular website I’ve built.

      Eating healthy. Maybe the optimal diet would
      involve buying beef that is only grass-fed or vegetables that are
      only organic or some other super-healthy food strategy. But if
      you’re just trying to make strides in the right direction, why get
      bogged down in the details? Start small and simply buy another
      vegetable this week — whether it’s organic or not. There will be
      plenty of time for optimization later.

      Avoiding by Optimizing

      Claiming that you need to “learn more” or “get all of your ducks
      in a row” can often
      be a crutch that prevents you from moving forward on the stuff
      that actually matters.

      
      	You can complain that your golf game is suffering because you
      need new clubs, but the truth is you probably just need two years
      of practice.

      	You can argue that it’s hard to travel light without the right
      backpack, but the truth is you could make it work with what you
      have now.

      	You can point out how your business mentor is successful
      because they use XYZ software, but they probably got started
      without it.

      

      Obsessing about the ultimate strategy or the ultimate diet or
      the ultimate golf club can be a clever way to prevent yourself from
      doing hard work.

      As regular readers know, I’m all for optimizing and improvement.
      One percent gains fill
      me with joy. Small habits
      leave me smitten. Disturbing
      levels of consistency make my heart flutter. But don’t let
      visions of what is optimal prevent you from getting started in the
      first place.

      An imperfect start can always be improved, but obsessing over a
      perfect plan will never take you anywhere on its own.

      

    

  
    

    
      What to Do When You Want to Build Better Habits But Can't Get
      Started

      
      It was 1978.

      In the years that would follow, Dean Hovey would meet with Steve
      Jobs and design the first mouse for Apple Computer. But today, he
      was a junior at Stanford University, majoring in Product Design,
      and he was sitting in drawing class.

      His professor, Jan Molenkamp, asked if Dean could draw the roof
      of Stanford’s famous Hoover Tower from memory. “Without looking,
      can you draw Hoover Tower’s roof? Can you recall its shape, color,
      and texture?”

      Hovey was surprised. He wasn’t sure what to draw. Years later,
      he would write…

      
      For the past three years, I had been a student at the University
      and ridden my bicycle or walked by Hoover Tower hundreds of times.
      Yet I couldn’t confidently state the roof’s shape or its color, or
      composition. While I’d seen it a hundred times — I really hadn’t.
      (Source)

      

      Even though Hoover Tower was part of Dean’s daily life, he
      wasn’t really aware of it.

      I find that our habits often work the same way. We fall into
      certain patterns and routines — sometimes good, sometimes bad —
      without really being aware of the factors that are driving our
      choices and actions.

      More importantly, just as Dean Hovey couldn’t draw the tower
      without first being aware of it, you and I can’t master our habits without first
      being aware of the decisions and actions we are taking on a daily
      basis. Awareness is the first and most critical piece for building
      good habits and breaking bad ones. Without awareness, even the most
      intelligent and talented people can struggle to make the right
      decisions on a consistent basis.

      This may have you wondering…

      What can you do to raise your
      levels of awareness? How can you change your bad
      habits if you’re not aware of them in the first place?

      Again, I don’t claim to have all the answers, but here is one
      tactic that has worked for me…

      

      To Build Better Habits, Measure Something

      
      What gets measured, gets managed.

      —Peter Drucker

      

      If you’re serious about making change, then you can’t sit around
      and hope to magically become aware of the important things.
      Instead, you need to make an active effort to measure and track
      what you’re doing and how you’re doing it.

      This is much simpler than you might think and it’s also one of
      the best ways to kickstart new behaviors. Here are a few
      examples…

      Exercise — I have a good streak going with
      weightlifting right now. I’ve trained at least once per week for
      over a year (which includes travel to Istanbul,
      Moscow,
      Italy,
      South
      Carolina, Portland, and a handful of other places). And for the
      last four months in particular, I have been in the gym at least 3
      times per week.

      It all started when I began tracking my pushup workouts. That
      simple action prompted me to track the rest of my training with a
      more watchful eye. It sounds so simple, but writing down how many
      days I was training each week helped me get my butt in the gym more
      consistently. (And along the way, I doubled the amount of pushups I
      could do.)

      Further reading: 6 Truths About
      Exercise That Nobody Wants to Believe

      Writing — Before November 2012, I
      thought that I was writing consistently, but I wasn’t.
      Eventually, I decided to measure my writing output and realized
      that I was unpredictable and erratic. I wrote when I felt motivated
      or inspired, which turned out to be about once every three
      weeks.

      After becoming aware of how inconsistent I was, I decided to set
      up a Monday and Thursday publishing schedule. It’s been 10 months
      now and I haven’t missed a week. (You can look back in the
      archives and see every article I’ve written.) My Monday and
      Thursday posts might look like an old habit now, but the only
      reason I started writing on this schedule is because I measured my
      output and discovered my inconsistency.

      Further reading: The Difference
      Between Professionals and Amateurs and What is Your Average
      Speed?

      Money and Business — According to many
      historians, John Rockefeller was the richest man in the history of
      the world. Recently, I read about his life and learned that
      Rockefeller was known for tracking every single penny across his
      massive empire. After reading about Rockefeller’s strategies, I was
      inspired to track my own finances even more closely.

      What happened? I quickly became more aware of my finances and
      discovered a handful of places where I could cut costs and increase
      earnings. Furthermore, my increased tracking and measurement has
      helped me learn about things like tax efficiency and asset
      allocation, which I had previously thought very little about.

      Notice that in each example above, I didn’t start by worrying
      about all the improvements I needed to make. I simply started by
      becoming more aware of my behavior. I tracked and measured. And by
      paying attention to what I was doing and how I was spending my
      time, ideas for improving my habits naturally presented
      themselves.

      Your Challenge

      
      It is all about paying attention.

      —Dean Hovey

      

      Nothing happens before awareness. If you aren’t aware of your
      decisions, then you can’t do anything to improve them — no matter
      how smart you are.

      With that in mind, I’d like to challenge you to measure something in
      your life for the next week.

      Pick something that is important to you and make an effort to be
      more aware of the things that drive your decisions and actions.
      Don’t worry about changing your whole life. Don’t judge yourself
      for not being as good as you want to be. Just pick one thing that’s
      important to you and measure it. Take stock of it. Be aware of
      it.

      Your awareness and your habits go hand-in-hand. The simple act
      of noticing what you do is the first step for improving how you do
      it. If you recognize how you’re spending your time, then the next
      step will often reveal itself.

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      5 Thoughts on Overcoming Fear and Self-Doubt

      
      I was lifting with the owner of my gym. She was doing clean and
      jerks. I was squatting.

      In between sets, I asked if she had ever competed in an Olympic
      weightlifting meet. “You should do one. They are a lot of fun and
      you’re definitely built to be a weightlifter.”

      “That’s what everyone tells me, but I don’t know,” she
      responded. “Competitions make me kind of nervous. I just think:
      what if I miss this lift and all of these people see it?”

      Let’s pause for a moment.

      Remember, this is someone who OWNS a gym. She misses lifts every
      single week and sees hundreds of other people do the same. And yet
      here she is, letting her fear of being judged prevent her from
      doing something that she’d like to do.

      This little conversation reminded me of why I hate “fear-based
      decision making” and got me thinking about the importance of
      overcoming fear. Let’s talk about how you can get past fear and
      self-doubt and do the things that you want to do.

      Fear-Based Decision Making

      Fear-based decision making is when you let your fears or worries
      dictate your actions (or, in most cases, your lack of action).

      For example…

      
      	“I’d love to visit Africa, but what if something bad happens
      while I’m there? I’ll go somewhere else instead.”

      	“I’d love to write a book, but what if people hate it? Maybe I
      should read more before I start writing.”

      	“I’d love to get in shape, but what if I look stupid at the
      gym? I need to lose some weight before I go.”

      

      The unfortunate result is that you don’t do the things that you
      say are important to you.

      Just to be clear, I’ve made this mistake many times myself. In
      fact, for two years I came up with all sorts of reasons for why I
      shouldn’t start this very website. I’ve also come up with excuses
      for not building businesses, not starting projects, not applying to
      schools, not applying to jobs, and on and on.

      In other words, this is a mistake that we all make. But, that
      doesn’t mean it’s alright to continue making it.

      5 Thoughts on Overcoming Fear and Self-Doubt

      After all of my mistakes, there are a few rules of thumb for
      overcoming fear…

      1. Don’t pick goals where the stakes are
      low.

      When the gym owner chooses to avoid competition and only miss
      lifts in her home gym, it’s a way of keeping the stakes low. But
      failing in a safe zone is just a clever way of holding yourself
      back.

      If you fail inside your comfort zone, it’s not really failure,
      it’s just maintaining the status quo. If you never feel
      uncomfortable, then you’re never trying anything new.

      In other words, feeling stupid is a good thing.

      2. Nobody is rooting for you to fail.

      Maybe you’ll succeed. Maybe you’ll fail. For the most part,
      nobody cares one way or the other.

      This is a good thing! The world is big and you are small, and
      that means you can chase your dreams with little worry for what
      people think.

      3. Just because you don’t like where you have to start
      from doesn’t mean you shouldn’t get started.

      I wish I was a better writer when I started writing. I wish I
      was a smarter entrepreneur when I started building businesses. I
      wish I was a better photographer when I picked up a camera. But
      more than anything, I’m glad I chose to start even
      though I wasn’t very good in the beginning.

      Feelings of fear and uncertainty have a way of making you feel
      unprepared.

      
      	“I should learn more before I take this test.”

      	“I should practice more before I compete.”

      	“I should get this degree before I start this business.”

      

      Here’s a tough question that forces you to consider the opposite
      side: How long will you put off what you’re capable of doing just
      to maintain what you’re currently doing?

      4. Stop making uncertain things, certain.

      Who says you’re going to fail? Just because someone else got
      rejected from that job doesn’t mean you will. Maybe the publisher
      hated your friend’s book, but that doesn’t mean they’ll hate yours.
      Maybe you tried to lose weight before, but that doesn’t mean you
      can’t lose it now.

      You’re not destined to “miss that lift.” In fact, maybe you’re
      destined to succeed.

      Stop acting like failure is certain. It’s not.

      5. The only real failure is not taking any action in the
      first place.

      We all deal with feelings of fear, uncertainty, and
      vulnerability. And unfortunately, most of us let those feelings
      dictate our actions. For this reason, the simple decision to act is
      often enough to separate you from most people. You don’t need to be
      great at what you do, you just need to be the one person who
      actually decides to do it.

      You can enjoy a lot of success by doing the things that most
      people make excuses to avoid.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Procrastinating on Your Goals by Using the
      “Seinfeld Strategy”

      
      Jerry Seinfeld is one of the most successful comedians of
      all‐time.

      He is regarded as one of the “Top 100 Comedians of All–Time” by
      Comedy Central. He was also the co–creator and co–writer of
      Seinfeld, the long–running sitcom which has received
      numerous awards and was claimed to have the “Top TV Episode of
      All–Time” as rated by TV Guide.

      According to Forbes magazine, Seinfeld reached his peak
      in earnings when he made $267 million dollars in 1998. (Yes, that
      was in one year. No, that’s not a typo.) A full 10 years later, in
      2008, Seinfeld was still pulling in a cool $85 million per
      year.

      By almost any measure of wealth, popularity, and critical
      acclaim, Jerry Seinfeld is among the most successful comedians,
      writers, and actors of his generation.

      However, what is most impressive about Seinfeld’s career isn’t
      the awards, the earnings, or the special moments — it’s the
      remarkable consistency of it all. Show after show, year after year,
      he performs, creates, and entertains at an incredibly high
      standard. Jerry Seinfeld produces with a level of consistency that
      most of us wish we could bring to our daily work.

      Compare his results to where you and I often find ourselves. We
      want to create, but struggle to do so. We want to exercise, but
      fail to find motivation. Wanting to achieve our goals, but — for
      some reason or another — we still procrastinate on them.

      What’s the difference? What strategies does Jerry Seinfeld use
      to beat procrastination and consistently produce quality work? What
      does he do each day that most people don’t?

      I’m not sure about all of his strategies, but I recently
      discovered a story that revealed one of the secrets behind
      Seinfeld’s incredible productivity, performance, and
      consistency.

      Let’s talk about that what he does and how you can use the
      “Seinfeld Strategy” to stop procrastinating and actually achieve
      your goals.

      

      [image: Learn how to stop procrastinating on your goals with the Seinfeld Strategy]

      The “Seinfeld Strategy”

      Brad Isaac was a young comedian starting out on the comedy
      circuit. One fateful night, he found himself in a club where Jerry
      Seinfeld was performing. In an interview on Lifehacker,
      Isaac shared what happened when he caught Seinfeld backstage and
      asked if he had “any tips for a young comic.”

      Here’s how Isaac described the interaction with Seinfeld…

      He said the way to be a better comic was to create better
      jokes and the way to create better jokes was to write every
      day.

      He told me to get a big wall calendar that has a whole year
      on one page and hang it on a prominent wall. The next step was to
      get a big red magic marker. He said for each day that I do my task
      of writing, I get to put a big red X over that day.

      “After a few days you’ll have a chain. Just keep at it and
      the chain will grow longer every day. You’ll like seeing that
      chain, especially when you get a few weeks under your belt. Your
      only job is to not break the chain.”

      You’ll notice that Seinfeld didn’t say a single thing about
      results.

      It didn’t matter if he was motivated or not. It didn’t matter if
      he was writing great jokes or not. It didn’t matter if what he was
      working on would ever make it into a show. All that mattered was
      “not breaking the chain.”

      And that’s one of the simple secrets behind Seinfeld’s
      remarkable productivity and consistency. For years, the comedian
      simply focused on “not breaking the chain.”

      Let’s talk about how to stop procrastinating by using the
      Seinfeld Strategy in your life…

      How to Stop Procrastinating

      Top performers in every field — athletes, musicians, CEOs,
      artists — they are all more consistent than their peers. They show
      up and deliver day after day while everyone else gets bogged down
      with the urgencies of daily life and fights a constant battle
      between procrastination and motivation.

      While most people get demotivated and off–track after a bad
      performance, a bad workout, or simply a bad day at work, top
      performers settle right back into their pattern the next day.

      The Seinfeld Strategy works because it helps to take the focus
      off of each individual performance and puts the emphasis on the
      process instead. It’s not about how you feel, how inspired you are,
      or how brilliant your work is that day. Instead, it’s just about
      “not breaking the chain.”

      All you have to do to apply this strategy to your own life is
      pick up a calendar (here’s an
      inexpensive one) and start your chain.

      A Word of Warning

      There is one caveat with the Seinfeld Strategy. You need to pick
      a task that is meaningful enough to make a difference, but simple
      enough that you can get it done.

      It would be wonderful if you could write 10 pages a day for your
      book, but that’s not a sustainable chain to build. Similarly, it
      sounds great in theory to be able to deadlift like a maniac every
      day, but in practice you’ll probably be overtrained and burnt
      out.

      So step one is to choose a task that is simple enough to be
      sustainable. At the same time, you have to make sure that your
      actions are meaningful enough to matter.

      For example, researching good jokes each day is simple, but
      you’re never going to write a joke by merely researching. That’s
      why the process of writing is a better choice. Writing can actually
      produce a meaningful result, even when it’s done in small
      doses.

      Similarly, doing 10 pushups per day could be simple and
      meaningful depending on your level of fitness. It will actually
      make you stronger. Meanwhile, reading a fitness book each day is
      simple, but it won’t actually get you in better shape.

      Choose tasks that are simple to maintain and capable of
      producing the outcome you want.

      Another way of saying this is to focus on actions and not
      motions, which is a concept that I explained in this article:
      The Mistake That Smart
      People Make

      Mastery Follows Consistency

      The central question that ties our community together — and what
      I try to write about every Monday and Thursday — is “how do you
      live a healthy life?” This includes not merely nutrition and
      exercise, but also exploration and adventure, art and creativity,
      and connection and community.

      But no matter what topic we’re talking about, they all require
      consistency. No matter what your definition is of a “healthy life,”
      you’ll have to battle procrastination to make it a reality.
      Hopefully, the Seinfeld Strategy helps to put that battle in
      perspective.

      Don’t break the chain on your workouts and you’ll find that you
      get fit rather quickly.

      Don’t break the chain in your business and you’ll find that
      results come much faster.

      Don’t break the chain in your artistic pursuits and you’ll find
      that you will produce creative work on a regular basis.

      So often, we assume that excellence requires a monumental effort
      and that our lofty goals demand incredible doses of willpower and motivation. But really, all
      we need is dedication to small, manageable tasks. Mastery follows
      consistency.

      P.S.

      For the last eight months I’ve written a new article every
      Monday and Thursday without missing a beat. Simply setting a
      schedule has helped me keep that pace and I plan to keep it as we
      move forward.

      But I also want to graduate my writing habits to the next level
      and start writing 1,000 words each day. Some of those words will
      turn into books and courses, and some of will continue to be my
      Monday and Thursday posts.

      My “1,000–words–per–day” chain is currently at 4. (I made it to
      5 last week before breaking it for a day.)

      You may have a couple false starts yourself, but eventually I’m
      hoping that both you and I can simply tell ourselves, “Don’t break
      the chain.”

      

    

  
    

    
      You Get 25,000 Mornings as an Adult: Here are 8 Ways to Not
      Waste Them

      
      You’ll wake up for about 25,000 mornings in your adult life,
      give or take a few.

      According to a 
      report from the World Health Organization, the average life
      expectancy in the United States is 79 years old. Most people in
      wealthy nations are hovering around the 80–year mark. Women in
      Japan are the highest, with an average life expectancy of 86
      years.

      If we use these average life expectancy numbers and assume that
      your adult life starts at 18 years old, then you’ve got about 68
      years as an adult. (86 – 18 = 68) Perhaps a little less on average.
      A little more if you’re lucky.

      (68 years as an adult) x (365 days each year) = 24,820 days.

      25,000 mornings.

      That’s what you get in your adult life. 25,000 times you get to
      open your eyes, face the day, and decide what to do next. I don’t
      know about you, but I’ve let a lot of those mornings slip by.

      Once I realized this, I started thinking about how I could
      develop a better morning routine. I still have a lot to learn, but
      here are some strategies that you can use to get the most out of
      your 25,000 mornings.

      8 Ways to Get the Most Out of Your Morning
      Routine

      Here are the strategies that I’ve found to be most effective for
      getting the most out of my morning ritual.

      1. Manage your energy, not your time. If you
      take a moment to think about it, you’ll probably realize that you
      are better at doing certain tasks at certain
      times. For example, my creative energy is highest in the
      morning, so that’s when I do my writing each day.

      By comparison, I block out my afternoons for interviews, phone
      calls, and emails. I don’t need my creative energy to be high for
      those tasks, so that’s the best time for me to get them done. And I
      tend to have my best workouts in the late afternoon or early
      evening, so that’s when I head to the gym.

      What type of energy do you have in the morning? What task is
      that energy best suited for?

      2. Prepare the night before. I don’t do this
      nearly as often as I should, but if you only do one thing each day
      then spend a few minutes each night organizing your to–do list for
      tomorrow. When I do it right, I’ll outline the article I’m going to
      write the next day and develop a short list of the most important
      items for me to accomplish. It takes 10 minutes that night and
      saves 3 hours the next day.

      3. Don’t open email until noon. Sounds simple.
      Nobody does it. It took me awhile to get over the urge to open my
      inbox, but eventually I realized that everything can wait a few
      hours. Nobody is going to email you about a true emergency (a death
      in the family, etc.), so leave your email alone for
      the first few hours of each day. Use the morning to do what’s
      important rather than responding to what is “urgent.”

      4. Turn your phone off and leave it in another
      room. Or on your colleagues desk. Or at the very least,
      put it somewhere that is out of sight. This eliminates the urge to
      check text messages, Facebook, Twitter, and so on. This simple
      strategy eliminates the likelihood of slipping into
      half-work where you waste time dividing your attention among
      meaningless tasks.

      5. Work in a cool place. Have you ever noticed
      how you feel groggy and sluggish in a hot room? Turning the
      temperature down or moving to a cooler place is an easy way to
      focus your mind and body. (Hat tip to Michael Hyatt for this
      one.)

      6. Sit up or stand up. Your mind needs oxygen
      to work properly. Your lungs need to be able to expand and contract
      to fill your body with oxygen. That sounds simple enough, but
      here’s the problem: most people sit hunched over while staring at a
      screen and typing.

      When you sit hunched over, your chest is in a collapsed position
      and your diaphragm is pressing against the bottom of your lungs,
      which hinders your ability to breathe easily and deeply. Sit up
      straight or stand up and you’ll find that you can breathe easier
      and more fully. As a result, your brain will get more oxygen and
      you’ll be able to concentrate better.

      (Small tip: When sitting, I usually place a pillow in the small
      of my back. This prevents my lower back from rounding, which keeps
      me more upright.)

      7. Eat as a reward for working hard. I practice
      intermittent fasting, which means that I eat my first meal around
      noon each day. I’ve been doing this for almost two years. There are
      plenty of health benefits, which I explained in great detail
      
      here, here,
      and here.

      But health is just one piece of the puzzle. I also fast because
      it allows me to get more out of my day. Take a moment to think
      about how much time people spend each day thinking, planning, and
      consuming food. By adopting intermittent fasting, I don’t waste an
      hour each morning figuring out what to eat for breakfast, cooking
      it, and cleaning up. Instead, I use my morning to work on things
      that are important to me. Then, I eat good food and big meals as a
      reward for working hard.

      8. Develop a “pre–game routine” to start your
      day. My morning routine starts by pouring a cold glass of
      water. Some people kick off their day with ten minutes of
      meditation. Similarly, you should have a sequence that starts your
      morning ritual. This tiny routine signals to your brain that it’s
      time to get into work mode or exercise mode or whatever mode you
      need to be in to accomplish your task. Additionally, a pre-game
      routine helps you overcome a lack of motivation and get things done
      even when you don’t feel like it.

      For more details about why this works, read this: How to Get
      Motivated.

      25,000 Mornings: The Power of a Morning
      Routine

      Just as it’s rare for anyone to experience overnight success,
      it’s also rare for our lives crumble to pieces in an instant. Most
      unproductive or unhealthy behaviors are the result of slow, gradual
      choices that add up to bad habits. A wasted morning here. An
      unproductive morning there.

      The good news is that exceptional results are also the result of
      consistent daily choices. Nowhere is this more true than with your
      morning routine. The way you start your day is often the way that
      you finish it.

      Take, for example, Jack LaLanne.
      He woke up each day at 4am and spent the first 90 minutes lifting
      weights. Then, he went for a swim or a run for the next 30 minutes.
      For more than 60 years, he spent each morning doing this routine.
      In addition to being one of the most influential people in fitness
      in the last 100 years, LaLanne also lived to the ripe old age of
      96.

      This is no coincidence. What you do each morning is an indicator
      of how you approach your entire day. It’s the choices that we
      repeatedly make that determine the life we live, the health we
      enjoy, and the work we create.

      You’ve got 25,000 mornings. What will you do with each one?

      

    

  
    

    
      The Difference Between Being "Not Wrong" and Being Right

      
      Most people are good at not failing.

      They’re good at trying new things (when there is very little
      downside). They’re good at pushing themselves (when no one will see
      them fail). They’re good at taking a stand (when a thousand other
      people have already done so).

      And to be fair, I’m just as guilty of these things as anyone
      else.

      But a problem arises when it becomes more important to “not
      fail” in your daily life than it is to succeed. Every time you
      choose to avoid failure, you train yourself to not take risks. You
      train yourself to pass on potential opportunity in favor of playing
      it safe. You train yourself to use the fear of failure as a driver
      for decision–making.

      If your tendency in any situation is to “not fail,” then you’ll
      find it hard to ever truly win because you’re teaching yourself
      that it’s better to make an easy choice that’s “not wrong” than a
      hard choice that’s right.

      Learning to Walk Again

      To get a better idea of what I mean, read this beautiful quote
      from Richard Saul Wurman…

      When I was a child, I once saw someone in a wheelchair. My
      mother told me that the person in the wheelchair had been in an
      accident and would recover, but would need to learn to walk again.
      That was a revelation to me because it seemed that once we’d
      learned to walk, that we’d always know how to walk.

      The notion of learning to walk has lingered in my mind, and
      I’ve contemplated the process of teaching someone to walk again. I
      realized that this process has a lot to do with thrusting a leg out
      into the terror of losing your balance, then regaining your
      equilibrium, moving you forward, then repeating with your other
      leg. Failure as loss of balance, the success of equilibrium, and
      you move forward. Terror of falling, confidence, regaining your
      balance — it’s a fascinating metaphor for life. Risk is half of the
      process of moving forward. The risk of failing is inherent in
      achieving a goal.

      There is nothing “wrong” with staying in the wheelchair. In
      fact, staying in the wheelchair is a great way to “not fail.”

      But maintaining the status quo and holding onto normal isn’t the
      same thing as succeeding.

      Now, I’m not advocating failure as if it’s something you should
      be searching for and accepting. I’m simply saying that it’s not
      something to fear. If you want to get up and walk, you have to be
      willing to fall down.

      We all have dreams and goals, but they can’t become a reality
      without vulnerability and uncertainty and discomfort. Learning to
      walk again is hard. So is getting in shape, eating healthy,
      building a business, writing a book, starting a tough conversation,
      getting a better job, and holding yourself to a higher
      standard.

      The Privilege of Being Wrong

      When you are truly living on the edge, walking on the moon,
      perhaps, or caught in the grip of extreme poverty — there’s no room
      at all for error. It’s a luxury you can’t afford.

      For the rest of us, though, there’s a cushion. Being wrong
      isn’t fatal, it’s merely something we’d prefer to avoid. We have
      the privilege of being wrong. Not being wrong on purpose, of
      course, but wrong as a cost on the way to being right.

      — Seth Godin

      You can spend your whole life developing the skill of not
      failing and making decisions that are not wrong. It’s easier and
      it’s safer. But, how long will you put off what you’re capable of
      doing just to maintain what you’re currently doing?

      The alternative is that you can challenge yourself by doing the
      things that most people make excuses to avoid. You can thrust your
      leg forward and battle to regain your balance. Sure, you’ll fall
      down along the way, but it’s the risk of falling down that makes
      the achievement worthwhile.

      The only real failure is not taking any action in the first
      place.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Stop Procrastinating by Using the "2-Minute Rule"

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      Recently, I’ve been following a simple rule that is helping me
      stop
      procrastinating and making it easier for me to stick to good habits at the
      same time.

      I want to share it with you today so that you can try it out and
      see how it works in your life.

      The best part? It’s a simple strategy that couldn’t be easier to
      use.

      Here’s what you need to know…

      How to Stop Procrastinating With the “2-Minute
      Rule”

      The Two-Minute Rule states “When you start a new habit, it
      should take less than two minutes to do.”

      You’ll find that nearly any habit can be scaled down into a
      two-minute version:

      
      	“Read before bed each night” becomes “Read one page.”

      	“Do thirty minutes of yoga” becomes “Take out my yoga
      mat.”

      	“Study for class” becomes “Open my notes.”

      	“Fold the laundry” becomes “Fold one pair of socks.”

      	“Run three miles” becomes “Tie my running shoes.”

      

      The idea is to make your habits as easy as
      possible to start. Anyone can meditate for one minute, read one
      page, or put one item of clothing away. And, as we have just
      discussed, this is a powerful strategy because once you’ve started
      doing the right thing, it is much easier to continue doing it. A
      new habit should not feel like a challenge. The actions that
      follow can be challenging, but the first
      two minutes should be easy. What you want is a “gateway habit” that
      naturally leads you down a more productive path.

      You can usually figure out the gateway habits
      that will lead to your desired outcome by mapping out your goals on
      a scale from “very easy” to “very hard.” For instance, running a
      marathon is very hard. Running a 5K is hard. Walking ten thousand
      steps is moderately difficult. Walking ten minutes is easy. And
      putting on your running shoes is very easy. Your goal might be to
      run a marathon, but your gateway habit is to put on your running
      shoes. That’s how you follow the Two-Minute Rule.

      Why the Two-Minute Rule Works

      People often think it’s weird to get hyped about reading one
      page or meditating for one minute or making one sales call. But the
      point is not to do one thing. The point is to master the habit of
      showing up. The truth is, a habit must be established before it can
      be improved. If you can’t learn the basic skill of showing up, then
      you have little hope of mastering the finer details. Instead of
      trying to engineer a perfect habit from the start, do the easy
      thing on a more consistent basis. You have to standardize before you can
      optimize.

      As you master the art of showing up, the first two minutes
      simply become a ritual at the beginning of a larger routine. This
      is not merely a hack to make habits easier but actually the ideal
      way to master a difficult skill. The more you ritualize the
      beginning of a process, the more likely it becomes that you can
      slip into the state of deep focus that is required to do great
      things. By doing the same warm-up before every workout, you make it
      easier to get into a state of peak performance. By following the
      same creative ritual, you make it easier to get into the hard work
      of creating. By developing a consistent power-down habit, you make
      it easier to get to bed at a reasonable time each night. You may
      not be able to automate the whole process, but you can make the
      first action mindless. Make it easy to start and the rest will
      follow.

      The Two-Minute Rule can seem like a trick to some people. You
      know that the real goal is to do more than just two minutes, so it
      may feel like you’re trying to fool yourself. Nobody is actually
      aspiring to read one page or do one push-up or open their notes.
      And if you know it’s a mental trick, why would you fall for it?

      If the Two-Minute Rule feels forced, try this: do it for two
      minutes and then stop. Go for a run, but you must stop after two
      minutes. Start meditating, but you must stop after two minutes.
      Study Arabic, but you must stop after two minutes. It’s not a
      strategy for starting, it’s the whole thing. Your habit can only
      last one hundred and twenty seconds.

      One of my readers used this strategy to lose over one hundred
      pounds. In the beginning, he went to the gym each day, but he told
      himself he wasn’t allowed to stay for more than five minutes. He
      would go to the gym, exercise for five minutes, and leave as soon
      as his time was up. After a few weeks, he looked around and
      thought, “Well, I’m always coming here anyway. I might as well
      start staying a little longer.” A few years later, the weight was
      gone.

      Strategies like this work for another reason too: they reinforce
      the identity you
      want to build. If you show up at the gym five days in a row—even if
      it’s just for two minutes—you are casting votes for your new
      identity. You’re not worried about getting in shape. You’re focused
      on becoming the type of person who doesn’t miss workouts. You’re
      taking the smallest action that confirms the type of person you want
      to be.

      We rarely think about change this way because everyone is
      consumed by the end goal. But one push-up is better than not
      exercising. One minute of guitar practice is better than none at
      all. One minute of reading is better than never picking up a book.
      It’s far better to do less than you hoped than to do nothing at
      all.

      Whenever you are struggling to stick with a
      habit, you can employ the Two-Minute Rule. It’s a simple way to
      make your habits easy.

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 13 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Start Working Out When You Don’t Know What You’re
      Doing

      
      What do you do when you’re trying to start a new workout
      routine?

      Maybe you’ve been training your entire life and just want a new
      exercise to keep things fresh. Or maybe you’re getting started with
      exercise for the first time and don’t know how to start working
      out. Either way, starting a new training routine is something we
      all deal with from time to time.

      For example, I recently added sprint training to my workout
      routine. There’s just one problem: I’ve never done sprint training
      before.

      In this post, I’ll outline the strategies I used to get started
      with a new training routine and show you how to start working
      out.

      

      1.Decide what you want to be good at
      doing.

      I’ve written previously about how important a sense of purpose
      can be, and that holds true for exercise and training as well.

      The more specific you are about what you want to become good at
      doing, the easier it is for you to train for success. In my case, I
      want to become good at 400m sprints. That’s a clear goal and it
      helps provide direction to me in the process.

      If you’re confused about how to start working out, then make a
      decision. It doesn’t even have to be the “best” decision. Just
      choose something that you want to become good at doing and start
      moving in that direction. There will be plenty of time for
      adjustments and optimization later.

      2. Ask someone who has been there.

      In the beginning, I had no idea what a typical sprint workout
      even looked like.

      How did I find out? I asked people who did know. Don’t be afraid
      to reach out and ask questions. Everybody is a beginner at some
      point. The people around you are your greatest asset.

      I went to my strength and conditioning coach from college, my
      old teammates who had done sprint training, and a friend who ran
      track competitively. I asked each of them for suggestions and
      programs for 400m sprint training and for general sprinting
      tips.

      My hope was that by asking five different people instead of just
      one, I would get a more well-rounded view. As expected, everyone
      pointed me towards different programs and routines.

      While all of this different information might seem conflicting
      and confusing at first, it’s important for the next step.

      3. Get the main idea, skip the details.

      This is where most people give up and never get going with their
      new routine. (Don’t worry. It’s happened to me as well.)

      Fitness is one of the worst industries if you’re looking for
      clear advice. It seems like everyone has a different way of doing
      things and they are all convinced that their way is the only
      way.

      As a result, it’s easy to stress out over the details of a new
      workout routine. Should I do 5 sets or 6 sets? Program A says I
      should rest for 90 seconds, but Program B says I should rest for 60
      seconds. This website says to workout on Monday, Wednesday, Friday,
      but my friend did it on Tuesday and Thursday. Which one is
      right?

      Let’s all take a deep breath.

      Here’s a little knowledge bomb for you: the details
      don’t matter in the beginning.

      You’ll have plenty of time to figure out technique, rest
      periods, volume, training schedules, yada yada yada. When you’re
      starting a new workout routine, the only thing that matters is
      getting started. Get the main idea, stick to the schedule, and the
      details will begin to fall into place.

      Here’s how I did it with my sprint training…

      I read each of the resources and workout programs that my
      friends sent me. Then, I wrote down the common ideas from each
      program.

      Here’s what they looked like…

      
      	run sprints that range from 200m to 500m

      	rest for 2 or 3 minutes between sets

      	run between 3 to 6 sprints per workout

      	do sprint workouts 2 or 3 times per week

      

      Did I leave out a lot of details? Yes. But with the main ideas
      above, I could go to the track and get my first sprint workout
      done.

      And in the beginning that’s the real goal: make it as simple as
      possible to get started.

      4. Go slow.

      Most of the time, when we decide to start a new workout routine
      it’s because we’re motivated to do it. It’s great to have motivation, but as I’ve
      mentioned before, it can be a double-edged sword.

      Why? First, because motivation fluctuates. This means you can’t
      rely on it. That’s why you want to build good habits instead of
      getting motivated.

      But secondly, motivation can fool you into biting off more than
      you can chew. (I wrote about why this is an issue, and how to avoid
      it, here.)

      In the beginning, you want to start slow. Remember, the goal is
      to get in the habit of doing the workouts, not to do intense
      workouts.

      Here’s how I started with my sprints…

      The first workout, I did 3 sprints of 200m at 50% intensity. It
      was easy and slow. I was simply trying to get my body used to
      running again.

      The second workout, I did 2 sprints of 400m with 3 minutes rest
      in between. Again, this wasn’t a particularly taxing workout.

      In the beginning, you want the workouts to be easy. This is true
      for the first 3 or 4 weeks. Your only goal is to stick to the
      schedule and build the capacity to do the workout. Performance
      doesn’t matter.

      It seems like this is the exact opposite of what most people do.
      The typical approach is to go from sitting on your couch to doing
      P90X for six days every week. With a switch like that, it’s no
      wonder that most people give up after a week.

      5. Don’t miss workouts.

      If I could summarize everything I’ve learned in 10 years of
      strength training it would come down to these three words:
      don’t miss workouts.

      If we’re being honest with ourselves, here’s what our workout
      calendar usually looks like:

      
      	Workout consistently for a month or two.

      	Get sick. Miss multiple workouts. Spend the next month getting
      back in shape.

      	Workout consistently for a month or two.

      	Schedule changes. Life gets crazy. Miss multiple workouts.
      Spend the next month getting back in shape.

      	Workout consistently for a month or two.

      	Travel. Vacation. Time off. Miss multiple workouts. Spend the
      next month getting back in shape.

      

      And on and on.

      Now there’s nothing wrong with your schedule changing or taking
      vacation, but you need to have a system to make it as easy as
      possible to get back on track.
      This is especially true when you’re just getting started with a new
      workout routine.

      When I started 
      my pushup routine, I managed to get 17 consecutive workouts in
      before I missed a day. And I got right back on track after that one
      day off. In total, I’ve done 93 pushup workouts over the last 8
      months.

      The individual impact of each workout has been very small, but
      the cumulative impact of sticking to that schedule has been huge.
      (I’ve doubled the amount of pushups that I can do.) And it all
      comes down to not missing workouts.

      I’m planning on applying this same strategy to my sprint
      workouts and I suggest you do the same.

      6. Pick an exercise and get started

      There are more exercises in the world than I care to count, but
      I think you can list the important ones on two hands.

      
      	Clean and Jerk

      	Snatch

      	Squat

      	Deadlift

      	Bench Press

      	Pushups

      	Pullups

      	Sprints

      

      Pick one that you would like to be good at and get started.

      Remember, you don’t need to worry about the details in the
      beginning. Just get the main idea, start slow, and don’t miss
      workouts.

      And now if you’ll excuse me, it’s time to hit the track.

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      3 Time Management Tips That Actually Work

      
      Time management can be tough. What is urgent in your life
      and what is important to your life are often very different
      things.

      This is especially true with your health, where the important
      issues almost never seem urgent even though your life ultimately
      hangs in the balance.

      
      	No, going to
      the gym today isn’t urgent, but it is important for your
      long–term health.

      	No, you won’t die from stress today, but if you don’t get it
      figured out soon, you might.

      	No, eating real,
      unprocessed foods isn’t required for you to stay alive right
      now, but will reduce your risk of cancer and disease.

      

      Is there anything we can do? If we all have 24 hours in a day,
      how do we actually use them more effectively?

      And most importantly, how can we manage our time to live
      healthier and happier, do the things that we know are important,
      and still handle the responsibilities that are urgent?

      I’m battling with that answer just like you are, but in my
      experience there are three time management tips that actually work
      in real life and will help you improve your health and
      productivity.
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      1. Eliminate half-work at all costs.

      In our age of constant distraction, it’s stupidly easy to split
      our attention between what we should be doing and what society
      bombards us with. Usually we’re balancing the needs of messages,
      emails, and to-do lists at the same time that we are trying to get
      something accomplished. It’s rare that we are fully engaged in the
      task at hand.

      I call this division of your time and energy “half-work.”

      Here are some examples of half-work…

      
      	You start writing a report, but stop randomly to check your
      phone for no reason or to open up Facebook or Twitter.

      	You try out a new workout routine. Two days later, you read
      about another “new” fitness program and try a little bit of that.
      You make little progress in either program and so you start
      searching for something better.

      	Your mind wanders to your email inbox while you’re on the phone
      with someone.

      

      Regardless of where and how you fall into the trap of half-work,
      the result is always the same: you’re never fully engaged in the
      task at hand, you rarely commit to a task for extended periods of
      time, and it takes you twice as long to accomplish half as
      much.

      Half-work is reason why you’re able to get more done on your
      last day before vacation (when you really focus) than you do in the
      2 weeks previous (when you’re constantly distracted).

      Like most people, I deal with this problem all of the time and
      the best way I’ve found to overcome it is to block out significant
      time to focus on one project and eliminate everything else.

      I pick one exercise and make it my only focus for the entire
      workout. (i.e. “Today is just for squats. Anything else is
      extra.”)

      I carve out a few hours (or even an entire work day) to deep
      dive on an important project. I’ll leave my phone in another room
      and shut down my email, Facebook, and Twitter.

      This complete elimination of distractions is the only way I know
      to get into deep, focused work and avoid fragmented sessions where
      you’re merely doing half-work.

      How much more could you achieve if you did the work you needed
      to do, the way you needed to do it, and eliminated the half-work,
      half-wandering that we fill most of our days with?

      2. Do the most important thing first.

      Disorder and chaos tend to increase as your day goes on. At the
      same time, the decisions and choices that you make throughout the
      day tend to drain your willpower. You’re less
      likely to make a good decision at the end of the day than you are
      at the beginning.

      I’ve found that this same trend holds true in my workouts as
      well. As the workout progresses, I have less and less willpower to
      finish sets, grind out reps, and perform difficult exercises.

      For all of those reasons, I do my best to make sure that if
      there is something important that I need to do, then I do it
      first.

      If I have an important article to write, I grab a glass of water
      and start typing as soon as I wake up. If there is a tough exercise
      that I need to do, then I do it at the beginning of each
      workout.

      If you do the most important thing first, then you’ll never have
      a day when you didn’t get something important done. By following
      this simple strategy, you will usually end up having a productive
      day, even if everything doesn’t go to plan. If you actually do the
      most important thing first each day, it is the only
      productivity tip you’ll ever need.

      3. Reduce the scope, but stick to the
      schedule.

      I’ve written previously about the importance of holding yourself to a
      schedule and not a deadline. There might be occasions when
      deadlines make sense, but I’m convinced that when it comes to doing
      important work over the long–term, following a schedule is much
      more effective.

      When it comes to the day-to-day grind, however, following a
      schedule is easier said than done. Ask anyone who plans to workout
      every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and they can tell you how hard
      it is to actually stick to their schedule every time without
      fail.

      To counteract the unplanned distractions that occur and overcome
      the tendency to be pulled off track, I’ve made a small shift in how
      I approach my schedule. My goal is to put the schedule first and
      not the scope, which is the opposite of how we usually approach our
      goals.

      For example, let’s say you woke up today with the intention of
      running 3 miles this afternoon. During the day, your schedule got
      crazy and time started to get away from you. Now you only have 20
      minutes to workout.

      At this point, you have two options.

      The first is to say, “I don’t have enough time to workout
      today,” and spend the little time you have left working on
      something else. This is what I would usually have done in the
      past.

      The second option is to reduce the scope, but stick to the
      schedule. Instead of running 3 miles, you run 1 mile or do five
      sprints or 30 jumping jacks. But you stick to the schedule and get
      a workout in no matter what. I have found far more long-term
      success using the this approach than the first.

      On a daily basis, the impact of doing five sprints isn’t that
      significant, especially when you had planned to run 3 miles. But
      the cumulative impact of always staying on schedule is huge. No
      matter what the circumstance and no matter how small the workout,
      you know you’re going to finish today’s task. That’s how little
      goals become lifetime habits.

      Finish something today, even if the scope is smaller than you
      anticipated.

      Time Management Tips That Actually Work

      There are thousands of time management apps and productivity
      gadgets. You’ll find more calendars, reminders, and task lists than
      you know what to do with. But in my experience, the most effective
      and practical time management tips are simple.

      When it comes to living a healthy and productive life, I do my
      best to focus on three time management tips…

      
      	Eliminate half-work and focus deeply.

      	Do the most important thing first.

      	Stick to your schedule and build the habit, no matter how small
      the accomplishment.

      

      How have you managed your time better and accomplished more at
      work, at home, or in the gym?

      

    

  
    

    
      The Magic of Committing to a Specific Goal

      
      In our noisy world of multitasking, always connected, and
      overstimulated work, it’s easy to live in a constant state of
      distraction.

      But it doesn’t have to be that way.

      Earlier this week, as I wrapped up a 5–day trip in San
      Francisco, I was reminded of the power of committing yourself to a
      single task.

      I woke up a few hours before sunrise, drove through the darkness
      and out of the city, hiked for 30 minutes to the top of a hill
      overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge, and snapped this photo…

      San Francisco Sunrise

      [image: san francisco california photos]
      As I stood there soaking in the early morning light, I was
      reminded of an important lesson that is dangerously easy to ignore:
      if you commit to a task rather than thinking about a desire, you
      get something done.

      The Dangerous Mistake We All Make

      When I arrived in San Francisco, I told myself, “Just take
      photos as you do other things.” My primary goal was to meet with
      friends and so I figured I could take pictures as we walked around
      the city. This resulted in exactly zero photos worth sharing.

      I had vague ideas like, “I’d like to do some street
      photography,” but I never went out with the intent of photographing
      something specific. Finally, on the last morning, I went out with
      the intent of capturing a specific picture and I ended up with
      something worth sharing.

      My mistake was that I assumed that because I wanted to take
      photos, I would end up getting a desirable result.

      How often do you do this in your own life?

      We think constantly about our vague desires without committing
      to a specific task. We go to the gym to “work out” without trying
      to become better at something specific. We want to “get stronger”
      without considering the exact muscle groups that we want to focus
      on. We wish that we were more creative, but never work on a
      particular project.

      Clarity Leads to Direction

      All of the broad questions we ask ourselves, like “What should I
      do with my life?” or “Will I ever find love?” or “Is there meaning
      to what I do?” … none of those questions make it clear about what
      you should do next.

      When you commit to a task, however, then the next step is
      obvious. You want to take a picture of the Golden Gate Bridge at
      sunrise? Next step: find a good spot. You’ve found a good spot?
      Next step: wake up early and drive there.

      If you only think about what you want, then you’ll end
      up confused or frustrated with luke warm results at best.

      Your choices will fall into place if you have a direction to
      move towards.

      Commitment to performing a specific task is often the only
      difference between our results and our desires.

      Begin It Now

      “Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to
      draw back. Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there
      is one elementary truth, the ignorance of which kills countless
      ideas and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits
      oneself, then Providence moves too. All sorts of things occur to
      help one that would never otherwise have occurred. A whole stream
      of events issues from the decision, raising in one’s favor all
      manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings and material
      assistance, which no man could have dreamed would have come his
      way. Whatever you can do, or dream you can do, begin it. Boldness
      has genius, power, and magic in it. Begin it now.”

      — W.H. Murray

      So often, we avoid staking our claim to a specific goal out of
      fear that we choose the wrong one. It’s as if we forget that we can
      always adjust our decisions later on.

      This is perhaps the most shocking thing about committing to a
      specific goal: if you box yourself in, then you’ll begin to break
      out and achieve something greater than you ever imagined.

      Commit to something and begin it now.

      Once you fully decide to start, the world will find ways to help
      you finish.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why Getting Started is More Important Than Succeeding

      
      In 1991, Lindsay Davenport played in her first professional
      tennis match. She was 15 years old.

      Over the next 20 years, Davenport would go on to have one of the
      greatest tennis careers in recent history. She won three different
      Grand Slam titles. She won the 1996 Olympic Gold Medal. She was
      ranked the Number 1 female tennis player in the world eight
      different times. In total, Davenport earned over $22 million in
      prize money throughout her career.

      I had the chance to meet Davenport at the 2012 US Open. Later
      that night, she fielded some questions from our group and I asked
      her this…

      

      “Lindsay, sports can teach people a lot of lessons. What lessons
      did you learn during your time as a professional tennis player that
      you didn’t learn as an amateur?”

      Full disclosure: I had a personal motive with this question. I
      played baseball in college, but not professionally. So I wanted to
      know, “What did I miss?”

      Davenport’s first response was to talk about how she had to grow
      up fast. She mentioned the power of the media and learning to live
      her life in front of a crowd.

      But then she shifted gears and talked about improving at her
      craft and the lessons of competition, hard work, and perseverance.
      Those things, she said, were learned long before she became a
      professional.

      In other words, to learn about what it’s like to live as a
      professional athlete, you need to be a professional athlete. But to
      learn the lessons of playing sports, you just need to play your
      sport.

      Excellence Isn’t Required for Growth

      Our world is becoming more and more obsessed with comparison and
      validation. The style of thinking that is becoming dangerously
      common is “If you can’t be number one or number two, then you might
      as well not play at all.”

      (This belief was actually celebrated in my MBA program, which
      may or may not surprise you.)

      But according to Davenport, you don’t need to be a professional
      to learn the most important lessons in sports. You just need to
      bust your butt as an athlete, regardless of the level you’re
      playing at. I’d say it’s that way in the rest of life as well.
      Mastering your craft isn’t nearly as important as pushing
      yourself.

      To put it another way, you’ll learn more from the process of
      pursuing excellence than from the products of achieving it.

      It’s More Important to Start, Than to Succeed

      
      I think a lot of what people call intelligence just boils down
      to curiosity.

      —Aaron Swartz

      

      What if the choice to be curious was all that was required to
      become smarter, stronger, and more skilled? What if the willingness
      to try something new, even if it felt uncomfortable, was all that
      it took to start the slow march towards greatness?

      
      	Are you curious enough to get in the gym and try it, even if
      you’ll look stupid?

      	Are you willing to be vulnerable and put your skin in the game
      to start your own business?

      	Are you eager enough to improve your work that you’ll battle
      through the frustration of producing something mediocre?

      

      It all boils down to this: Whether you’ll end up being the best
      or the worst, are you willing to start?

      The more I look at things this way, the more I believe that the
      
      willingness to start is the littlest thing in life that makes
      the biggest difference.

      Step onto the field. Stand up in the meeting. Raise your hand in
      class.

      Get under the bar. Walk up to the podium. Ask the first
      question.

      Take a risk, get started, and contribute something. To your
      team, to your family, to your job, to your community. Whether or
      not you end up being number one in the world is irrelevant. Most of
      the time, the value you provide isn’t nearly as important as
      pushing yourself to provide it. This is especially true at
      first.

      Having the courage to get started is more important than
      succeeding because the people who consistently get started are the
      only ones who can end up finishing anything.

      Get Started: Life Isn’t a Dress Rehearsal

      I often write about what it means to live a healthy life.

      I can’t think of any skill more critical to the active pursuit
      of a healthy life than the willingness to start. Everything that
      signifies a happy, healthy and fulfilled existence — strong
      relationships, vibrant creativity, valuable work, a physical
      lifestyle, etc. — it all requires a willingness to get started over
      and over again.

      Take note: being the best isn’t required to be happy or
      fulfilled, but being in the game is necessary.

      Life isn’t a dress rehearsal. Only one person lives in the
      spotlight, but everyone benefits from stepping on stage.

      Which stage will you step onto? What game will you play? How
      will you get started?

      P.S.If you want more practical ideas for how to build new
      habits (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Are You Living an Urgent Life or an Important Life?

      
      There are moments throughout our lives, and they happen almost
      every day, where we catch a glimpse of what we are capable of, a
      flicker of what we are destined to be, or a hint of what we desire
      to become.

      It could be a burst of inspiration for that book we always
      wanted to write. Or the yearning to finally lose the extra weight.
      Or the feeling of dissatisfaction with our job and an urge to build
      something of our own.

      These are important desires and they call to us all the time.
      But right before we answer their call, the urgency of life tends to
      get in the way. Your phone rings. Your car is low on gas. Your boss
      drops a tight deadline on you. And so we delay our dreams one more
      day for the sake of putting out another fire.

      How do we get past this? How do we start living the life that’s
      important to us instead of just responding to the everyday
      emergencies?

      The Next 10 Years of Your Life

      Think about this: you’re going to spend the next 10 years doing
      something.

      Too often that something is responding to what is urgent instead
      of pursuing what is important.

      Too often the need to make money (urgent) wins out over the
      desire to build something we’re proud of (important). Too often the
      urge to find a way to lose twenty pounds in six weeks (urgent) wins
      out over becoming the type of person who doesn’t miss workouts
      (important). Too often the craving to be noticed or appreciated
      (urgent) wins out over the ability to be present and satisfied
      (important).

      Sure, we all need money. And yes, there are times when the world
      requires us to put important things on hold so that we can get the
      rest of our crazy lives under control. Handling responsibilities is
      part of life. But how long will you delay what’s important to you
      just so that you can handle the next urgent thing in front of you?
      How long will you put off what you’re capable of doing
      just to maintain what you’re currently doing?

      Will you wait a year? Five years? Your whole life?

      Too often we live our lives based on what is urgent for us and
      not what is important to us. It’s dangerously easy to spend years
      constantly chasing the next urgent thing and never setting aside
      time to do what we know we should.

      How to Overcome the Urgency of Everyday Life

      If you want to start living an important life, then choose a
      clear direction for yourself. When you have the courage to say,
      “This is important to me and I’m going after it,” you don’t fall
      into the trap of living the life that other people expect you to
      live.

      For example…

      If I know that my unwavering goal is to finish this article,
      then that goal gives me direction and purpose. Whenever I have a
      free moment, I write another sentence. Whenever I get a new idea, I
      automatically think about how it relates to accomplishing my goal
      of finishing this article. My life is organized around
      accomplishing this specific, important task.

      We all have urgent tasks each day — a phone call we have to
      take, an email we need to respond to, a sick friend we have to help
      — but having a clear purpose and a specific goal allows you to get
      right back to what is important after you respond to the everyday
      emergencies. A specific goal gives you direction and prevents you
      from being sucked into a whirlwind of time–consuming, unimportant
      tasks.

      A specific goal is different than a desire, and that’s crucial
      to understand. Wanting to get in shape is a desire, doing 100
      pushups in a row is a specific goal. Wanting to start your own
      business is a desire, securing three paying clients is a specific
      goal. Wanting to write a book is a desire, finishing the first
      chapter is a specific goal.

      Live an Important Life

      Nothing worth working for will ever seem urgent. That’s the
      nature of important goals. They don’t demand attention right now.
      They require a sense of purpose, a clear direction, and consistency
      over the long haul.

      I propose that we stop letting the seeds of greatness slip
      through our fingers. I say that we abandon the frantic rush towards
      mediocre and start the slow march towards greatness.

      Pick one thing that’s important to you, set a specific goal for
      yourself, and get started today.

      Never leave your dreams unfulfilled.

      

    

  
    

    
      Successful People Start Before They Feel Ready

      
      In 1966, a dyslexic sixteen-year-old boy dropped out of school.
      With the help of a friend, he started a magazine for students and
      made money by selling advertisements to local businesses. With only
      a little bit of money to get started, he ran the operation out of
      the crypt inside a local church.

      Four years later, he was looking for ways to grow his small
      magazine and started selling mail order records to the students who
      bought the magazine. The records sold well enough that he built his
      first record store the next year. After two years of selling
      records, he decided to open his own record label and recording
      studio.

      He rented the recording studio out to local artists, including
      one named Mike Oldfield. In that small recording studio, Oldfield
      created his hit song, Tubular Bells, which became the
      record label’s first release. The song went on to sell over 5
      million copies.

      Over the next decade, the young boy grew his record label by
      adding bands like the Sex Pistols, Culture Club, and the Rolling
      Stones. Along the way, he continued starting companies: an airline
      business, then trains, then mobile phones, and on and on. Almost 50
      years later, there were over 400 companies under his
      direction.

      

      Today, that young boy who dropped out of school and kept starting
      things despite his inexperience and lack of knowledge is a
      billionaire. His name is Sir Richard Branson.

      How I Met Sir Richard Branson

      Two weeks ago, I walked into a conference room in Moscow, Russia
      and sat down ten feet from Branson. There were 100 other people
      around us, but it felt like we were having a conversation in my
      living room. He was smiling and laughing. His answers seemed
      unrehearsed and genuine.

      At one point, he told the story of how he started Virgin
      Airlines, a tale that seems to capture his entire approach to
      business and life. Here’s the version he told us, as best I can
      remember it:

      “I was in my late twenties, so I had a business, but nobody
      knew who I was at the time. I was headed to the Virgin Islands and
      I had a very pretty girl waiting for me, so I was, umm, determined
      to get there on time.

      At the airport, my final flight to the Virgin Islands was
      cancelled because of maintenance or something. It was the last
      flight out that night. I thought this was ridiculous, so I went and
      chartered a private airplane to take me to the Virgin Islands,
      which I did not have the money to do.

      Then, I picked up a small blackboard, wrote “Virgin
      Airlines. $29.” on it, and went over to the group of people who had
      been on the flight that was cancelled. I sold tickets for the rest
      of the seats on the plane, used their money to pay for the
      chartered plane, and we all went to the Virgin Islands that
      night.”

      —Richard Branson

      I took this photo right after he told that story. A few moments
      later I stood shoulder–to–shoulder with him (he’s about six feet
      tall) and thanked him for sharing some time with us.

      [image: Richard Branson talking on a panel in Moscow, Russia.]
      The Habits of Successful People

      After speaking with our group, Branson sat on a panel with
      industry experts to talk about the future of business. As everyone
      around him was filling the air with business buzzwords and talking
      about complex ideas for mapping out our future, Branson was saying
      things like: “Screw it, just get on and do it.” Which was closely
      followed by: “Why can’t we mine asteroids?”

      As I looked up at that panel, I realized that the person who
      sounded the most simplistic was also the only one who was a
      billionaire. Which prompted me to wonder, “What’s the difference
      between Branson and everyone else in the room?”

      Here’s what I think makes all the difference:

      Branson doesn’t merely say things like, “Screw it, just get on
      and do it.” He actually lives his life that way. He drops out of
      school and starts a business. He signs the Sex Pistols to his
      record label when everyone else says they are too controversial. He
      charters a plane when he doesn’t have the money.

      When everyone else balks or comes up with a good reason for why
      the time isn’t right, Branson gets started. He figures out
      how to stop
      procrastinating and take the first step — even if it seems
      outlandish.

      Start Now

      Branson is an extreme example, but we could all learn something
      from his approach.

      If you want to summarize the habits of successful people into
      one phrase, it’s this: successful people start before they feel
      ready.

      If there was ever someone who embodied the idea of starting
      before they felt ready to do so, it’s Branson. The very name of his
      business empire, Virgin, was chosen because when Branson and his
      partners started they were “virgins” when it came to business.

      Branson has started so many businesses, ventures, charities, and
      expeditions that it’s simply not possible for him to have felt
      prepared, qualified, and ready to start all of them. In fact, it’s
      unlikely that he was qualified or prepared to start any of them. He
      had never flown a plane and didn’t know anything about the
      engineering of planes, but he started an airline company anyway. He
      is a perfect example of why the “chosen ones” choose
      themselves.

      If you’re working on something important, then you’ll never feel
      ready. A side effect of doing challenging work is that you’re
      pulled by excitement and pushed by confusion at the same time.

      You’re bound to feel uncertain, unprepared, and unqualified. But
      let me assure you of this: what you have right now is enough. You
      can plan, delay, and revise all you want, but trust me, what you
      have now is enough to start. It doesn’t matter if you’re trying to
      start a business, lose weight, write a book, or achieve any number
      of goals… who you are, what you have, and what you know right
      now is good enough to get going.

      We all start in the same place: no money, no resources, no
      contacts, no experience. The difference is that some people — the
      winners — choose to start anyway.

      No matter where you are in the world and regardless of what
      you’re working on, I hope you’ll start before you feel ready.
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      Creativity: How to Unlock Your Hidden Creative Genius

      
      This page pulls together my most essential information about
      creativity. I’ll share how creativity works, how to find your
      hidden creative genius, and how to create meaningful work by
      learning how to make creative thinking a habit. I’ve tried to
      present the basics of everything you need to know to start
      mastering creativity, even if you don’t have much time.

      At the end of this page, you’ll find a complete list of all the
      articles I have written on creativity.[bookmark: What is Creativity?]

      What is Creativity?

      Let’s define creativity.

      The creative process is the act of making new connections
      between old ideas or recognizing relationships between concepts.
      Creative thinking is not about generating something new from a
      blank slate, but rather about taking what is already present and
      combining those bits and pieces in a way that has not been done
      previously.

      While being creative isn’t easy, nearly all great ideas follow a
      similar creative process.In 1940, an advertising executive
      named James Webb Young published a short guide titled, A
      Technique for Producing Ideas.

      Young believed the process of creative connection always
      occurred in five steps.

      The Creative Process

      
      	Gather new material. At first, you learn.
      During this stage you focus on 1) learning specific material
      directly related to your task and 2) learning general material by
      becoming fascinated with a wide range of concepts.

      	Thoroughly work over the materials in your
      mind. During this stage, you examine what you have learned
      by looking at the facts from different angles and experimenting
      with fitting various ideas together.

      	Step away from the problem. Next, you put the
      problem completely out of your mind and go do something else that
      excites you and energizes you.

      	Let your idea return to you. At some point,
      but only after you have stopped thinking about it, your idea will
      come back to you with a flash of insight and renewed energy.

      	Shape and develop your idea based on feedback.
      For any idea to succeed, you must release it out into the world,
      submit it to criticism, and adapt it as needed.

      

      Read more:For a More
      Creative Brain, Follow These 5 Steps

      Is There Such a Thing as ‘Naturally
      Creative’?

      While we often think of creativity as an event or as a natural
      skill that some people have and some don’t, researchactually
      suggests that both creativity and non-creativity are learned.

      According to psychology professor Barbara Kerr, “approximately
      22 percent of the variance [in creativity] is due to the influence
      of genes.” This discovery was made by studying the differences in
      creative thinking between sets of twins.All of this to say,
      claiming that“I’m just not the creative
      type”is a pretty weak excuse for avoiding creative
      thinking. Certainly, some people are primed to be more creative
      than others. However, nearly every person is born with some level
      of creative skill and the majority of our creative thinking
      abilities are trainable.

      Read more: Creativity Is a Process,
      Not an Event

      ThreeLessons on Creativity from Famous
      Creators

      
      	The 15-Minute
      Routine Anthony Trollope Used to Write 40+
      Books:Beginning with his first novel in 1847, Anthony
      Trollope wrote at an incredible pace. Over the next 38 years, he
      published 47 novels, 18 works of non-fiction, 12 short stories, 2
      plays, and an assortment of articles and letters.Let’s break
      down why Trollope’s simple strategy allowed the author to be so
      productive and how we can use it in our own lives.

      	The Weird Strategy
      Dr. Seuss Used to Create His Greatest Work: In 1960, the
      founder of Random House publishing firm challenged Dr. Seuss to
      write an entertaining children’s book using only 50 different
      words. The result was a little book called Green Eggs and
      Ham.Here’s what we can learn from Dr. Seuss…

      	How Creative Geniuses Come Up
      With Great Ideas: Best-selling author Markus Zusak estimated
      that he rewrote the first part of his popular book “The Book Thief”
      150 to 200 times. His work ethic and dedication tell us something
      crucial about how creative geniuses come up with great ideas.

      

      You can also check out creativity articles about Albert Einstein,
      Martha
      Graham, George R.R. Martin,
      and Maya
      Angelou.

      How to Be Creative

      Step 1:
      Give yourself permission to create junk

      In any creativeendeavor,you have to give yourself
      permission to create junk. There is no way around it. Sometimes you
      have to write 4 terrible pages just to discover that you wrote one
      good sentence in the second paragraph of the third page.

      Creating something useful and compelling is like being a gold
      miner. You have to sift through pounds of dirt and rock and silt
      just to find a speck of gold in the middle of it all. Bits and
      pieces of genius will find their way toyou,if you give
      yourself permission to let the muse flow.

      Read more:What Every Successful
      Person Knows, But Never Says

      Step 2:Create on a
      schedule

      No single act will uncover more creative genius than forcing
      yourself to create consistently. Practicing your craft over and
      over is the only way to become decent at it. The person who sits
      around theorizing about what a best-selling book looks like will
      never write it. Meanwhile, the writer who shows up every day and
      puts their butt in the chair and their hands on the keyboard — they
      are learning how to do the work.

      If you want to do your best creative work, then don’t leave it
      up to choice. Don’t wake up in the morning and think, “I hope I
      feel inspired to create something today.” You need to take the
      decision-making out of it. Set a schedule for your work. Genius
      arrives when you show up enough times to get the average ideas out
      of the way.

      Read more: The Difference
      Between Professionals and Amateurs

      Step 3: Finish something

      Finish something. Anything. Stop researching, planning, and
      preparing to do the work and just do the work. It doesn’t matter
      how good or how bad it is. You don’t need to set the world on fire
      with your first try. You just need to prove to yourself that you
      have what it takes to produce something.

      There are no artists, athletes, entrepreneurs, or scientists who
      became great by half-finishing their work. Stop debating what you
      should make and just make something.

      Read more: Why You
      Should Make Things

      Step 4: Stop judging
      your own work

      Everyone struggles to create great art. Even great artists.

      Anyone who creates something on a consistent basis will begin to
      judge their own work. I writenew articlesevery
      Monday and Thursday. After sticking to that publishing schedule for
      three months, I began to judge everything I created. I was
      convinced that I had gone through every decent idea I had
      available. Mymost popular
      articlecame 8 months later.

      It is natural to judge your work. It is natural to feel
      disappointed that your creation isn’t as wonderful as you hoped it
      would be, or that you’re not getting any better at your craft. But
      the key is to not let your discontent prevent you from continuing
      to do the work.

      You have to practice enough self-compassion to not let
      self-judgement take over. Sure, you care about your work, but don’t
      get so serious about it that you can’t laugh off your mistakes and
      continue to produce the thing you love. Don’t let judgment prevent
      delivery.

      Read more:It’s
      Not Your Job to Tell Yourself “No”

      Step 5: Hold yourself
      accountable

      Share your work publicly. It will hold you accountable to
      creating your best work. It will provide feedback for doing better
      work. And when you see others connect with what you create, it will
      inspire you and make you care more.

      Sometimes sharing your work means you have to deal with haters
      and critics. But more often than not, the only thing that happens
      is that you rally the people who believe the same things you
      believe, are excited about the same things you are excited about,
      or who support the work that you believe in — who wouldn’t want
      that?

      The world needs people who put creative work out into the world.
      What seems simple to you is often brilliant to someone else. But
      you’ll never know that unless you choose to share.

      Read more:Lessons on Sharing Your Gifts
      With the World From Someone Who Didn’t

      How to Find Your
      Creative Genius

      Finding your creative genius is easy: do the work, finish
      something, get feedback, find ways to improve, show up again
      tomorrow. Repeat for ten years. Or twenty. Or thirty.

      Inspiration only reveals itself after perspiration.

      Read more: How
      to Find Your Hidden Creative Genius

      Best Creativity Books

      Want more great books on creativity and business? Browse my full
      list of the best business
      books.

      All Creativity Articles

      This is a complete list of articles I have written on
      creativity. Enjoy!


      

    

  
    

    
      For a More Creative Brain, Follow These 5 Steps

      
      Nearly all great ideas follow a similar creative process and this
      article explains how this process works. Understanding this is
      important because creative thinking is one of the most useful
      skills you can possess. Nearly every problem you face in work and
      in life can benefit from innovative solutions, lateral thinking,
      and creative ideas.

      Anyone can learn to be creative by using these five steps.
      That’s not to say being creative is easy. Uncovering your creative
      genius requires
      courage and tons of
      practice. However, this five-step approach should help
      demystify the creative process and illuminate the path to more
      innovative thinking.

      To explain how this process works, let me tell you a short
      story.

      

      A Problem in Need of a Creative Solution

      In the 1870s, newspapers and printers faced a very specific and
      very costly problem. Photography was a new and exciting medium at
      the time. Readers wanted to see more pictures, but nobody could
      figure out how to print images quickly and cheaply.

      For example, if a newspaper wanted to print an image in the
      1870s, they had to commission an engraver to etch a copy of the
      photograph onto a steel plate by hand. These plates were used to
      press the image onto the page, but they often broke after just a
      few uses. This process of photoengraving, you can imagine, was
      remarkably time consuming and expensive.

      The man who invented a solution to this problem was named
      Frederic Eugene Ives. He went on to become a trailblazer in the
      field of photography and held over 70 patents by the end of his
      career. His story of creativity and innovation, which I will share
      now, is a useful case study for understanding the 5 key steps of
      the creative process.

      A Flash of Insight

      Ives got his start as a printer’s apprentice in Ithaca, New
      York. After two years of learning the ins and outs of the printing
      process, he began managing the photographic laboratory at nearby
      Cornell University. He spent the rest of the decade experimenting
      with new photography techniques and learning about cameras,
      printers, and optics.

      In 1881, Ives had a flash of insight regarding a better printing
      technique.

      “While operating my photostereotype process in Ithaca, I studied
      the problem of halftone process,” Ives said. “I went to bed one
      night in a state of brain fog over the problem, and the instant I
      woke in the morning saw before me, apparently projected on the
      ceiling, the completely worked out process and equipment in
      operation.”

      Ives quickly translated his vision into reality and patented his
      printing approach in 1881. He spent the remainder of the decade
      improving upon it. By 1885, he had developed a simplified process
      that delivered even better results. The Ives Process, as it came to
      be known, reduced the cost of printing images by 15x and remained
      the standard printing technique for the next 80 years.

      Alright, now let’s discuss what lessons we can learn from Ives
      about the creative process.

      [image: The printing process developed by Frederic Eugene Ives is a great example of the optimal creative process. ]
      The 5 Stages of the Creative Process

      In 1940, an advertising executive named James Webb Young
      published a short guide titled, A
      Technique for Producing Ideas. In this guide, he made a simple,
      but profound statement about generating creative ideas.

      According to Young, innovative ideas happen when you develop new
      combinations of old elements. In other words, creative thinking is
      not about generating something new from a blank slate, but rather
      about taking what is
      already present and combining those bits and pieces in a way that
      has not been done previously.

      Most important, the ability to generate new combinations hinges
      upon your ability to see the relationships
      between concepts. If you can form a new link between two old
      ideas, you have done something creative.

      Young believed this process of creative connection always
      occurred in five steps.

      
      	Gather new material. At first, you learn.
      During this stage you focus on 1) learning specific material
      directly related to your task and 2) learning general material by
      becoming fascinated with a wide range of concepts.

      	Thoroughly work over the materials in your
      mind. During this stage, you examine what you have learned
      by looking at the facts from different angles and experimenting
      with fitting various ideas together.

      	Step away from the problem. Next, you put the
      problem completely out of your mind and go do something else that
      excites you and energizes you.

      	Let your idea return to you. At some point,
      but only after you have stopped thinking about it, your idea will
      come back to you with a flash of insight and renewed energy.

      	Shape and develop your idea based on feedback.
      For any idea to succeed, you must release it out into the world,
      submit it to criticism, and adapt it as needed.

      

      [image: creative-process]

      The Idea in Practice

      The creative process used by Frederic Eugene Ives offers a
      perfect example of these five steps in action.

      First, Ives gathered new material. He spent two years working as
      a printer’s apprentice and then four years running the photographic
      laboratory at Cornell University. These experiences gave him a lot
      of material to draw upon and make associations between photography
      and printing.

      Second, Ives began to mentally work over everything he learned.
      By 1878, Ives was spending nearly all of his time experimenting
      with new techniques. He was constantly tinkering and experimenting
      with different ways of putting ideas together.

      Third, Ives stepped away from the problem. In this case, he went
      to sleep for a few hours before his flash of insight. Letting
      creative challenges sit for longer periods of time can work as
      well. Regardless of how long you step away, you need to do
      something that interests you and takes your mind off of the
      problem.

      Fourth, his idea returned to him. Ives awoke with the solution
      to his problem laid out before him. (On a personal note, I often
      find creative ideas hit me just as I am lying down for sleep. Once
      I give my brain permission to stop working for the day, the
      solution appears easily.)

      Finally, Ives continued to revise his idea for years. In fact,
      he improved so many aspects of the process he filed a second
      patent. This is a critical point and is often overlooked. It can be
      easy to fall in love with the initial version of your idea, but
      great ideas always evolve.

      The Creative Process in Short

      
      “An idea is a feat of association, and the height of it is a
      good metaphor.”

      —Robert Frost

      

      The creative process is the act of making new connections
      between old ideas. Thus, we can say creative thinking is the task
      of recognizing relationships between concepts.

      One way to approach creative challenges is by following the
      five-step process of 1) gathering material, 2) intensely working
      over the material in your mind, 3) stepping away from the problem,
      4) allowing the idea to come back to you naturally, and 5) testing
      your idea in the real world and adjusting it based on feedback.

      Being creative isn’t about being the first (or only) person to
      think of an idea. More often, creativity is about connecting
      ideas.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Proven Path to Creating Unique and Meaningful Work

      
      In June of 2004, Arno Rafael Minkkinen stepped up to the
      microphone at the New England School of Photography to deliver the
      commencement speech.

      As he looked out at the graduating students, Minkkinen shared a
      simple theory that, in his estimation, made all the difference
      between success and failure. He called it The Helsinki Bus Station
      Theory.

      

      The Helsinki Bus Station Theory

      Minkkinen was born in Helsinki, Finland. In the center of the
      city there was a large bus station and he began his speech by
      describing it to the students.

      “Some two-dozen platforms are laid out in a square at the heart
      of the city,” Minkkinen said. “At the head of each platform is a
      sign posting the numbers of the buses that leave from that
      particular platform. The bus numbers might read as follows: 21, 71,
      58, 33, and 19. Each bus takes the same route out of the city for
      at least a kilometer, stopping at bus stop intervals along the
      way.”

      He continued, “Now let’s say, again metaphorically speaking,
      that each bus stop represents one year in the life of a
      photographer. Meaning the third bus stop would represent three
      years of photographic activity. Ok, so you have been working for
      three years making platinum studies of nudes. Call it bus #21.”

      “You take those three years of work to the Museum of Fine Arts
      in Boston and the curator asks if you are familiar with the nudes
      of Irving Penn. His bus, 71, was on the same line. Or you take them
      to a gallery in Paris and are reminded to check out Bill Brandt,
      bus 58, and so on. Shocked, you realize that what you have been
      doing for three years others have already done.”

      “So you hop off the bus, grab a cab—because life is short—and
      head straight back to the bus station looking for another
      platform.”

      “This time,” he said, “you are going to make 8×10 view camera
      color snapshots of people lying on the beach from a cherry picker
      crane. You spend three years at it and three grand and produce a
      series of works that elicit the same comment. Haven’t you seen the
      work of Richard Misrach? Or, if they are steamy black and white
      8x10s of palm trees swaying off a beachfront, haven’t you seen the
      work of Sally Mann?”

      “So once again, you get off the bus, grab the cab, race back and
      find a new platform. This goes on all your creative life, always
      showing new work, always being compared to others.”

      “Stay on the Bus”

      Minkkinen paused. He looked out at the students and asked, “What
      to do?”

      “It’s simple,” he said. “Stay on the bus. Stay on the f*cking
      bus. Because if you do, in time, you will begin to see a
      difference.”

      “The buses that move out of Helsinki stay on the same line, but
      only for a while—maybe a kilometer or two. Then they begin to
      separate, each number heading off to its own unique destination.
      Bus 33 suddenly goes north. Bus 19 southwest. For a time maybe 21
      and 71 dovetail one another, but soon they split off as well.
      Irving Penn is headed elsewhere.”

      “It’s the separation that makes all the difference,” Minkkinen
      said. “And once you start to see that difference in your work from
      the work you so admire—that’s why you chose that platform after
      all—it’s time to look for your breakthrough. Suddenly your work
      starts to get noticed. Now you are working more on your own, making
      more of the difference between your work and what influenced it.
      Your vision takes off. And as the years mount up and your work
      begins to pile up, it won’t be long before the critics become very
      intrigued, not just by what separates your work from a Sally Mann
      or a Ralph Gibson, but by what you did when you first got
      started!”

      “You regain the whole bus route in fact. The vintage prints made
      twenty years ago are suddenly re-evaluated and, for what it is
      worth, start selling at a premium. At the end of the line—where the
      bus comes to rest and the driver can get out for a smoke or, better
      yet, a cup of coffee—that’s when the work is done. It could be the
      end of your career as an artist or the end of your life for that
      matter, but your total output is now all there before you, the
      early (so-called) imitations, the breakthroughs, the peaks and
      valleys, the closing masterpieces, all with the stamp of your
      unique vision.”

      “Why? Because you stayed on the bus.”
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      Does Consistency Lead to Success?

      I write frequently about how mastery requires consistency. That
      includes ideas like putting in your reps,
      improving your
      average speed, and falling in love with
      boredom. These ideas are critical, but The Helsinki Bus Station
      Theory helps to clarify and distinguish some important details that
      often get overlooked.

      Does consistency lead to success?

      
      	Consider a college student. They have likely spent more than
      10,000 hours in a classroom by this point in their life. Are they
      an expert at learning every piece of information thrown at them?
      Not at all. Most of what we hear in class is forgotten shortly
      thereafter.

      	Consider someone who works on a computer each day at work. If
      you’ve been in your job for years, it is very likely that you have
      spent more than 10,000 hours writing and responding to emails.
      Given all of this writing, do you have the skills to write the next
      great novel? Probably not.

      	Consider the average person who goes to the gym each week. Many
      folks have been doing this for years or even decades. Are they
      built like elite athletes? Do they possess elite level strength?
      Unlikely.

      

      The key feature of The Helsinki Bus Station Theory is that it
      urges you to not simply do more work, but to do more re-work.

      It’s Not the Work, It’s the Re-Work

      Average college students learn ideas once. The best college
      students re-learn ideas over and over. Average employees write
      emails once. Elite novelists re-write chapters again and again.
      Average fitness enthusiasts mindlessly follow the same workout
      routine each week. The best athletes actively critique each
      repetition and constantly improve their technique. It is the
      revision that matters most.

      To continue the bus metaphor, the photographers who get off the
      bus after a few stops and then hop on a new bus line are still
      doing work the whole time. They are putting in their 10,000 hours.
      What they are not doing, however, is re-work. They are so busy
      jumping from line to line in the hopes of finding a route nobody
      has ridden before that they don’t invest the time to re-work their
      old ideas. And this, as The Helsinki Bus Station Theory makes
      clear, is the key to producing something unique and wonderful.

      By staying on the bus, you give yourself time to re-work and
      revise until you produce something unique, inspiring, and great.
      It’s only by staying on board that mastery reveals itself. Show up
      enough times to get the average ideas out of the way and every now
      and then genius will
      reveal itself.

      Malcolm Gladwell’s book Outliers popularized The
      10,000 Hour Rule, which states that it takes 10,000 hours of
      deliberate
      practice to become an expert in a particular field. I think
      what we often miss is that deliberate practice is revision. If
      you’re not paying close enough attention to revise, then you’re not
      being deliberate.

      A lot of people put in 10,000 hours. Very few people put in
      10,000 hours of revision. The only way to do that is to stay on the
      bus.

      Which Bus Will You Ride?

      We are all creators in some capacity. The manager who fights for
      a new initiative. The accountant who creates a faster process for
      managing tax returns. The nurse who thinks up a better way of
      managing her patients. And, of course, the writer, the designer,
      the painter, and the musician laboring to share their work out to
      the world. They are all creators.

      Any creator who tries to move society forward will experience
      failure. Too often, we respond to these failures by calling a cab
      and getting on another bus line. Maybe the ride will be smoother
      over there.

      Instead, we should stay on the bus and commit to the hard work
      of revisiting, rethinking, and revising our ideas.

      In order to do that, however, you must answer the toughest
      decision of all. Which bus will you ride? What story do you want to
      tell with your life? What craft do you want to spend your years
      revising and improving?

      How do you know the right answer? You don’t. Nobody knows the
      best bus, but if you want to fulfill your potential you must choose
      one. This is one of the central tensions of life. It’s your choice,
      but you must choose.

      And once you do, stay on the bus.

      

    

  
    

    
      Creativity Is a Process, Not an Event

      
      In 1666, one of the most influential scientists in history was
      strolling through a garden when he was struck with a flash of
      creative brilliance that would change the world.

      

      While standing under the shade of an apple tree, Sir Isaac Newton
      saw an apple fall to the ground. “Why should that apple always
      descend perpendicularly to the ground,” Newton wondered. “Why
      should it not go sideways, or upwards, but constantly to the
      earth’s center? Assuredly, the reason is, that the earth draws it.
      There must be a drawing power in matter.”

      And thus, the concept of gravity was born.

      The story of the falling apple has become one of the lasting and
      iconic examples of the creative moment. It is a symbol of the
      inspired genius that fills your brain during those “eureka moments”
      when creative conditions are just right.

      What most people forget, however, is that Newton worked on his
      ideas about gravity for nearly twenty years until, in 1687, he
      published his groundbreaking book, The Principia:
      Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy. The falling
      apple was merely the beginning of a train of thought that continued
      for decades.
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      Newton isn’t the only one to wrestle with a great idea for
      years. Creative thinking is a process for all of us. In this
      article, I’ll share the science of creative thinking, discuss which
      conditions drive creativity and which ones hinder it, and offer
      practical tips for becoming more creative.

      Creative Thinking: Destiny or Development?

      Creative thinking requires our brains to make connections
      between seemingly unrelated ideas. Is this a skill that we are born
      with or one that we develop through practice? Let’s look at the
      research to uncover an answer.

      In the 1960s, a creative performance researcher named George
      Land conducted a study of 1,600 five-year-olds and 98 percent of
      the children scored in the “highly creative” range. Dr. Land
      re-tested each subject during five year increments. When the same
      children were 10-years-old, only 30 percent scored in the highly
      creative range. This number dropped to 12 percent by age 15 and
      just 2 percent by age 25. As the children grew into adults they
      effectively had the creativity trained out of them. In the words of
      Dr. Land, “non-creative behavior is learned.”

      Similar trends have been discovered by other researchers. For
      example, one study of 272,599 students found that although IQ
      scores have risen since 1990, creative thinking scores have
      decreased.

      This is not to say that creativity is 100 percent learned.
      Genetics do play a role. According to psychology professor Barbara
      Kerr, “approximately 22 percent of the variance [in creativity] is
      due to the influence of genes.” This discovery was made by studying
      the differences in creative thinking between sets of twins.

      All of this to say, claiming that “I’m just not the creative
      type” is a pretty weak excuse for avoiding creative thinking.
      Certainly, some people are primed to be more creative than others.
      However, nearly every person is born with some level of creative
      skill and the majority of our creative thinking abilities are
      trainable.

      Now that we know creativity is a skill that can be improved,
      let’s talk about why—and how—practice and learning impacts your
      creative output.

      Intelligence and Creative Thinking

      What does it take to unleash your creative potential?

      As I mentioned in my article on Threshold Theory,
      being in the top 1 percent of intelligence has no correlation with
      being fantastically creative. Instead, you simply have to be smart
      (not a genius) and then work hard, practice
      deliberately and put in your reps.

      As long as you meet a threshold of intelligence, then brilliant
      creative work is well within your reach. In the words of
      researchers from a 2013 study, “we obtained evidence that once the
      intelligence threshold is met, personality factors become more
      predictive for creativity.”
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      Growth Mindset

      What exactly are these “personality factors” that researchers
      are referring to when it comes to boosting your creative
      thinking?

      One of the most critical components is how you view your talents
      internally. More specifically, your creative skills are largely
      determined by whether you approach the creative process with a
      fixed mindset or a growth mindset.

      The differences between these two mindsets are described in
      detail in Carol Dweck’s fantastic book, Mindset: The New Psychology
      of Success (audiobook).

      The basic idea is that when we use a fixed mindset we approach
      tasks as if our talents and abilities are fixed and unchanging. In
      a growth mindset, however, we believe that our abilities can be
      improved with effort and practice. Interestingly, we can easily
      nudge ourselves in one direction or another based on how we talk
      about and praise our efforts.

      Here’s a brief summary in Dweck’s words:

      “The whole self-esteem movement taught us erroneously that
      praising intelligence, talent, abilities would foster
      self-confidence, self-esteem, and everything great would follow.
      But we’ve found it backfires. People who are praised for talent now
      worry about doing the next thing, about taking on the hard task,
      and not looking talented, tarnishing that reputation for
      brilliance. So instead, they’ll stick to their comfort zone and get
      really defensive when they hit setbacks.

      So what should we praise? The effort, the strategies, the
      doggedness and persistence, the grit people show, the
      resilience that they show in the face of obstacles, that bouncing
      back when things go wrong and knowing what to try next. So I think
      a huge part of promoting a growth mindset in the workplace is to
      convey those values of process, to give feedback, to reward people
      engaging in the process, and not just a successful
      outcome.”

      —Carol Dweck

      Embarrassment and Creativity

      How can we apply the growth mindset to creativity in practical
      terms? In my experience, it comes down to one thing: the
      willingness to look bad when pursuing an activity.

      As Dweck says, the growth mindset is focused more on the process
      than the outcome. This is easy to accept in theory, but very hard
      to stick to in practice. Most people don’t want to deal with the
      accompanying embarrassment or shame that is often required to learn
      a new skill.

      The list of mistakes that you can never recover from is very
      short. I think most of us realize this on some level. We know that
      our lives will not be destroyed if that book we write doesn’t sell
      or if we get turned down by a potential date or if we forget
      someone’s name when we introduce them. It’s not necessarily what
      comes after the event that worries us. It’s the possibility of
      looking stupid, feeling humiliated, or dealing with embarrassment
      along the way that prevents us from getting started at all.

      In order to fully embrace the growth mindset and enhance your
      creativity, you need to be willing to take action in the face of
      these feelings which so often deter us.

      How to Be More Creative

      Assuming that you are willing to do the hard work of facing your
      inner fears and working through failure, here are a few practical
      strategies for becoming more creative.

      Constrain yourself. Carefully designed
      constraints are one of your best tools for sparking creative
      thinking. Dr. Seuss wrote his most famous book when he limited himself to 50 words.
      Soccer players develop more elaborate skill sets when they play on a smaller field.
      Designers can use a
      3-inch by 5-inch canvas to create better large scale designs.
      The more we limit ourselves, the more
      resourceful we become.

      Write more. For nearly three years, I published
      a new article every Monday and every Thursday at JamesClear.com. The longer I stuck
      with this schedule, the more I realized that I had to write about a
      dozen average ideas before I uncovered a brilliant one. By
      producing a volume of work, I created a larger surface area for a
      creative spark to hit me.

      Not interested in sharing your writing publicly? Julia Cameron’s
      Morning
      Pages routine is a fantastic way to use writing to increase
      your creativity even if you have no intention of writing for
      others.

      Broaden your knowledge. One of my most
      successful creative strategies is to force myself to write about
      seemingly disparate topics and ideas. For example, I have to be
      creative when I use 1980s basketball
      strategies or ancient word processing
      software or zen
      buddhism to describe our daily behaviors. In the words of
      psychologist Robert Epstein, “You’ll do better in psychology and
      life if you broaden your knowledge.”

      Sleep longer. In my article on how to get better sleep,
      I shared a study from the University of Pennsylvania, which
      revealed the incredible impact of sleep on mental performance. The
      main finding was this: Sleep debt is cumulative and if you get 6
      hours of sleep per night for two weeks straight, your mental and
      physical performance declines to the same level as if you had
      stayed awake for 48 hours straight. Like all cognitive functions,
      creative thinking is significantly impaired by sleep
      deprivation.

      Enjoy sunshine and nature. One study tested 56
      backpackers with a variety of creative thinking questions before
      and after a 4-day backpacking trip. The researchers found that by
      the end of the trip the backpackers had increased their creativity
      by 50 percent. This research supports the findings of other
      studies, which show that spending time in nature and increasing
      your exposure to sunlight can lead to higher levels of
      creativity.

      Embrace positive thinking. It sounds a bit
      fluffy for my taste, but positive thinking
      can lead to significant improvements in creative thinking. Why?
      Positive psychology research has revealed that we tend to think
      more broadly when we are happy. This concept, which is known as the
      Broaden and Build Theory, makes it easier for us to make creative
      connections between ideas. Conversely, sadness and depression seems
      to lead to more restrictive and limited thinking.

      Ship it. The honest truth is that creativity is
      just hard work. The single best thing you can do is choose a pace you can
      sustain and ship content on a consistent basis. Commit to the
      process and create on a schedule. The only way creativity becomes a
      reality is by shipping.

      Final Thoughts on Creative Thinking

      Creativity is a process, not an event. It’s not just a eureka
      moment. You have to work through mental barriers and internal
      blocks. You have to commit to practicing your craft deliberately.
      And you have to stick with the process for years, perhaps even
      decades like Newton did, in order to see your creative genius
      blossom.

      The ideas in this article offer a variety approaches on how to
      be more creative. If you’re looking for additional practical
      strategies on how to improve your creativity habits, then read my
      free guide called Mastering Creativity.

      

    

  
    

    
      The 15-Minute Routine Anthony Trollope Used to Write 40+
      Books

      
      Beginning with his first novel in 1847, Anthony Trollope wrote
      at an incredible pace. Over the next 38 years, he published 47
      novels, 18 works of non-fiction, 12 short stories, 2 plays, and an
      assortment of articles and letters.

      Trollope achieved his incredible productivity by writing in
      15-minute intervals for three hours per day.

      His strategy is explained in Mason Currey’s book, Daily Rituals
      (audiobook):
      

      “It had at this time become my custom,—and is still my
      custom, though of late I have become a little lenient of myself—to
      write with my watch before me, and to require of myself 250 words
      every quarter of an hour…

      This division of time allowed me to produce over ten pages
      of an ordinary novel volume a day, and if kept up through ten
      months, would have given as its results three novels of three
      volumes each in the year…”

      —Anthony Trollope

      Trollope’s approach may seem simple on the surface, but there is
      more going on here than it may appear at first glance.

      Let’s break down why this strategy allowed the author to be so
      productive and how we can use it in our own lives.
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      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      The Problem With Big Projects

      When it comes to getting things done, I have experienced the
      best results when I rank
      my priorities based on their true importance and do the most important
      thing first. Whenever possible, I believe this is the best
      strategy because it forces you to direct your energy to the tasks
      of highest value.

      There is one common problem with this approach:

      After ranking your priorities for the day, if the number one
      task is a really big project then it can leave you feeling
      frustrated because it takes a long time to finish.

      For example, last week I was working on a project that took two
      days to complete. On Tuesday morning, when I began the task, I knew
      I wouldn’t be able to finish it that day. Even though I knew I
      would work all day without completing the task, I still found
      myself feeling frustrated by mid-afternoon. It was 4 p.m. and I had
      spent all day working on the most important task, yet the only
      thing I had to show for my work was an unfinished project. My to-do
      list was just as long as it was in the morning, even though I was
      spending my time in the correct way.

      I was doing the right thing, but it can still be disheartening
      to be stuck on Task #1 when you’ve been working all day. These
      feelings of frustration are a possible downside of the prioritized
      to-do list.

      Anthony Trollope, however, developed a solution to this common
      problem.

      Tiny Milestones, More Momentum

      Anthony Trollope was in the business of writing books and
      writing a book is a big project. It is not the type of task that
      you can complete in a day. In some cases, merely writing a chapter
      is too big a task for a single day.

      However, instead of measuring his progress based on the
      completion of chapters or books, Trollope measured his progress in
      15-minute increments. This approach allowed him to enjoy feelings
      of satisfaction and accomplishment very quickly while continuing to
      work on the large task of writing a book.

      This is a big deal for two reasons:

      
      	Small
      measures of progress help to maintain momentum over the
      long-run, which means you’re more likely to finish large
      tasks.

      	The faster you
      complete a productive task, the more quickly your day develops an
      attitude of productivity and effectiveness.

      

      I have found this second point, the speed with which you
      complete your first task of the day, to be of particular importance
      for maintaining a high productive output day after day.

      Speed to Completion

      Anthony Trollope didn’t have to wait three months to feel a
      sense of accomplishment from completing his book nor did he have to
      wait three days until he finished a chapter. Every fifteen minutes
      he could check his progress. If he wrote 250 words, he could
      mentally check that time block off his list and feel a sense of
      immediate accomplishment.

      Trollope’s 15-minute writing block was a well-designed progress
      meter that allowed Trollope to “get to finished” faster while still
      working on a big task. He received the long-term value of working
      on the most important things and the immediate payoff of finishing
      each little time block quickly.

      You can employ a similar strategy for tasks besides writing, of
      course. For example, rather than measuring his progress on a bigger
      task like monthly revenue, Trent Dyrsmid tracked each sales call he
      made with a paper
      clip.

      The basic idea is to design a way to get rapid feedback while
      working on bigger projects. The faster we get feedback that we are
      moving in the right direction, the more likely we are to continue
      moving that way.

      Work for the long-term. Measure your progress for the
      short-term.

      

    

  
    

    
      Lessons From a Vexillonaire: Creativity, Simplicity, and the
      Carefully Constrained Life

      
      The flag of Chicago is widely regarded as one of the best city
      flags in the United States, perhaps in the world. It is certainly
      one of the most popular. You’ll find the flag of Chicago printed on
      t-shirts and mugs, tattooed on local musicians, and flying along
      streets, over rivers, and above doors throughout the city.

      The flag has three white bars and two blue stripes. The white
      areas represent the three main sides of the city: North, West, and
      South. The blue stripes stand for the north and south branches of
      the Chicago River flowing into Lake Michigan. In the center of the
      flag, there are four red stars symbolizing historical events in the
      city like the Great Chicago Fire.

      

      Vexillology

      Vexillology is the scientific study of flags. The flag of
      Chicago received stellar 9.03 out of 10 rating from the North
      American Vexillological Association and was ranked 2nd out of 150
      city flags by flag experts known as vexillologists.

      Let’s talk about why vexillology and good flag design can teach
      us an important lesson about life.
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      How to Design a Beautiful Flag

      “A 3×5 foot flag on a pole 100 feet away looks about the
      same size as a 1×1.5 inch rectangle seen about 15 inches from your
      eye. Try drawing your flag on a rectangle that is 1×1.5 inches.
      You’ll be surprised at how compelling and simple the design can be
      when you hold yourself to that limitation.”

      -Ted Kaye, vexillonaire

      If you wanted to design the best flag possible, then you would
      want to think creatively. Your first thought might be to give
      yourself as many possibilities as possible. “Give me a blank
      slate. I want tons of colors and a huge poster board to design this
      on. I want space to be creative and let my imagination run
      wild.”

      What you actually need, however, is a 1×1.5 inch piece of paper.
      Placing this simple constraint on yourself actually makes your
      design better.

      You see, flag designs that often look good on paper fail in the
      real world. A design that looks good in the pages of a report is
      often confusing and unrecognizable when it is flapping in the
      breeze 100 feet away.

      What makes the flag of Chicago so compelling is its simplicity.
      If you were to draw the flag of Chicago on a 1×1.5 inch piece of
      paper, it would still look like a good design. The same principle
      can be applied to our everyday lives. We often assume that we need
      more resources when a carefully constructed constraint would
      deliver better results.

      The Carefully Constrained Life

      The power of well-chosen
      limitations extends far beyond flag design and vexillology.
      Imposing simple constraints in our own lives can lead to
      well-designed and more effective lives as well.

      Here are a few examples from my own experience:

      As an entrepreneur, I saved up $10,000 before I
      started my first business. This money was my constraint. I had to
      learn how to create products, market my business, and live off of
      that money until I became profitable. This constraint forced me to
      start an online business, reduce overhead, and—after a few years of
      other projects—build this website.

      As a traveler, I pack ultralight and often
      travel for 2 weeks with just a 19-liter
      backpack. This tiny bag is my constraint. It still amazes me
      how little I actually need when I’m on the road. Furthermore, my
      small backpack required me to find the most useful and effective
      items for my needs. It didn’t just make my travel lighter, it made
      my travel better.

      As a writer, I set a publishing schedule of
      every Monday and Thursday. This bi-weekly deadline is my
      constraint. Has it always gone smoothly? No way. Sometimes I don’t feel like showing
      up, but I still do. And because I have religiously kept this
      publishing schedule, I have some very popular articles to show
      for it. Genius only reveals itself when you show up enough times to
      get the average ideas out of the way.

      We usually assume that constraints are the things that hold us
      back from what we want, but well-placed limitations can make us
      better, not worse.

      

    

  
    

    
      The More We Limit Ourselves, the More Resourceful We
      Become

      
      In 1843, Soren Kierkegaard published his first major book,
      Either/Or (ebook), in which he
      tries to answer the question, “How should we live?”

      During a particularly interesting passage, the Danish
      philosopher discusses our tendency to see boredom as a negative
      influence and points out that we often use boredom as justification
      to jump continually from thing to thing.

      “One is weary of living in the country and moves to the
      city; one is weary of one’s native land and goes abroad; one is
      weary of Europe and goes to America, etc.; one indulges in the
      fanatical hope of an endless journey from star to star…

      One is weary of eating on porcelain and eats on silver;
      wearying of that, one eats on gold.”

      —Soren Kierkegaard

      The assumption that often drives these behaviors is that if we
      want to find happiness and meaning in our lives, then we need more:
      more opportunity, more wealth, and more things.

      We start to believe that moving somewhere new will remove the
      messiness of life. Or, that if we just lived in a new location or
      had a new job, then we would finally be granted the permission and
      ability to do the things we always wanted to do. If had more, we
      would be set.

      Kierkegaard argues, however, that the life we are looking for
      can be found embracing less, not
      more.

      

      The Power of Limitations

      
      “The more a person limits himself, the more resourceful he
      becomes.”

      —Soren Kierkegaard

      

      History is filled with examples of people who embraced their
      limitations rather than fought them.

      Our limitations provide us with the greatest opportunity for
      creativity and inventiveness.

      Let Your Limitations Fill You With Strength

      “A solitary prisoner for life is extremely resourceful; to
      him a spider can be a source of great amusement. Think of our
      school days; we were at an age when there was no aesthetic
      consideration in the choosing of our teachers, and therefore they
      were often very boring—how resourceful we were then! What fun we
      had catching a fly, keeping it prisoner under a nutshell, and
      watching it run around with it! What delight in cutting a hole in
      the desk, confining a fly in it, and peeking at it through a piece
      of paper! How entertaining it can be to listen to the monotonous
      dripping from the roof! What a meticulous observer one becomes,
      detecting every little sound or movement.”

      —Soren Kierkegaard

      It can be easy to spend your life complaining about the
      opportunities that are withheld from us and the resources that we
      need to make our goals a reality.

      But there is an alternative. You can use your constraints to drive
      creativity. You can embrace your limitations to foster
      skill development. The problem is rarely the opportunities we
      have, but how we use them.

      
      	You want to write, but don’t have a large audience. Not a
      problem. That is your constraint. How can you create a work of art
      for your small corner of the universe?

      	You are not as strong or mobile as you wish? No worry. That is
      your constraint. What is the best workout your body can deliver
      given these boundaries?

      

      The only thing needed to begin a new life is a new perspective.
      Let your limitations fill you with strength rather than deplete
      your power.

      The more we limit ourselves, the more resourceful we become.

      

    

  
    

    
      Albert Einstein's Incredible Work Ethic

      
      As soon as he hung up the phone, Ralph Morse knew that he needed
      to get moving. He was still 90 miles away and there wouldn’t be
      much time before people began to hear the news. Albert Einstein had
      just died.

      Morse was a photographer for LIFE Magazine. He drove down to
      Princeton, New Jersey as fast as possible, but other members of the
      media had already been alerted by the time he arrived. Morse would
      later recall the situation by saying,

      “Einstein died at Princeton Hospital, so I headed there
      first. But it was chaos — journalists, photographers, onlookers. So
      I headed over to Einstein’s office at the Institute for Advanced
      Studies. On the way, I stopped and bought a case of scotch. I knew
      people might be reluctant to talk, but most people are happy to
      accept a bottle of booze, instead of money, in exchange for their
      help. So I get to the building, find the superintendent, give him a
      fifth of scotch and like that, he opens up the office.”

      When Morse walked into Einstein’s office, he snapped a photo of
      the desk where Albert Einstein had been working just hours
      before.

      Nobody knew it yet, but Einstein’s body would be cremated before
      anyone could capture a final photo of him. As a result, Morse’s
      photo of Einstein’s desk would soon become the final iconic image
      of the great scientist’s career.

      

      [image: Albert Einstein's office photographed by Ralph Morse (Albert Einstein's Incredible Work Ethic)]
      The Work Ethic of Albert Einstein

      Einstein died of internal bleeding caused by the rupture of an
      abdominal aortic aneurysm, a condition he had struggled with for
      years.

      In 1948, seven years before his death, Einstein had surgery to
      prevent the “grapefruit-sized” aneurysm from rupturing. One
      physician familiar with Einstein’s case wrote, “For a number of
      years he had suffered from attacks of upper abdominal pain, which
      usually lasted for 2-3 days and were often accompanied by vomiting.
      These attacks usually occurred about every 3 or 4 months.”

      Einstein continued to work despite the pain. He published papers
      well into the 1950s. Even on the day of his death in 1955, he was
      working on a speech he was scheduled to give on Israeli television
      and he brought the draft of it with him to the hospital. The speech
      draft, shown below, was never finished.
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      Archives Online
      Contributing vs. Consuming

      
      “Try not to become a man of success. Rather become a man of
      value.”

      —Albert Einstein

      

      Einstein’s most famous contribution to science, the general
      theory of relativity, was published in 1915. He won the Nobel Prize
      in 1921. Yet, rather than assume he was a finished product,
      Einstein continued to work and contribute to the field for 40 more
      years.

      Up until the moment of his death, Albert Einstein continued to
      squeeze every ounce of greatness out of himself. He never rested on
      his laurels. He continued to work even through severe physical pain
      and in the face of death.

      Everyone has a gift to share with the world, something that both
      lights you on fire internally and serves the world externally, and
      this thing–this calling–should be something you pursue until your
      final breath. It could be your actual job, as it was for Einstein.
      It could be a creative hobby, as it was for Vivian
      Maier. It could be the care you provide to those around
      you.

      Whatever it is for you, our lives were meant to be spent making
      our contribution to the world, not merely consuming the world that
      others create.

      “I have done my share.”

      Hours before his death, Einstein’s doctors proposed trying a new
      and unproven surgery as a final option for extending his life.
      Einstein simply replied, “I have done my share, it is time to go. I
      will do it elegantly.”

      We cannot predict the value our work will provide to the world.
      That’s fine. It is not our job to
      judge our own work. It is our job to create it, to pour
      ourselves into it, and to master our craft as best we can.

      We all have the opportunity to squeeze every ounce of greatness
      out of ourselves that we can. We all have the chance to do our
      share.

      

    

  
    

    
      6 Famous Artists Talk About What It’s Like to Overcome Fear and
      Create Beauty

      
      Long before I was publishing articles for the world to read, I
      wrote in a private document. I did this for more than a year. There
      were a variety of reasons and excuses that I used to rationalize
      why I wasn’t sharing my writing with others, but in many ways it
      boiled down to fear.

      Here’s what I didn’t realize at the time: fear isn’t something
      that must be avoided. It is not an indicator that you’re doing
      things wrong. Fear is simply a cost that all artists have to pay on
      the way to doing meaningful work.

      Obviously, not everything that is thought or written or created
      needs to be shared. In our age, where everyone has a voice and a
      platform, there is a lot of noise created.

      However, if you have a story inside of you, I think you should
      share it. If you have an idea that you’d like to create, I think
      you should build it. If you have a dream that would make the world
      a slightly better place, then I think it’s your responsibility to
      deliver it to the rest of us. But it won’t be easy. All artists
      deal with fears, self-doubts, questions, and a roller coaster ride
      of emotions.

      With that in mind, here are six passages from famous authors,
      actors, and artists on how to overcome fear and unleash your
      creativity.

      Fear Tells Us What We Have to Do

      [image: steven pressfield on how to overcome fear]

      “Are you paralyzed with fear? That’s a good sign. Fear is
      good. Like self-doubt, fear is an indicator. Fear tells us what we
      have to do. Remember our rule of thumb: The more scared we are of a
      work or calling, the more sure we can be that we have to do
      it.

      Resistance is experienced as fear; the degree of fear
      equates the strength of Resistance. Therefore, the more fear we
      feel about a specific enterprise, the more certain we can be that
      that enterprise is important to us and to the growth of our
      soul.”

      –Steven Pressfield, The War of Art

      In the beginning, it is more important to start than
      it is to succeed. It is only through starting that we reveal
      the opportunity for growth.

      Start Small

      [image: seth godin on how to overcome fear]

      “What we need to do is say, “What’s the smallest, tiniest
      thing that I can master and what’s the scariest thing I can do in
      front of the smallest number of people that can teach me how to
      dance with the fear?” Once we get good at that, we just realize
      that it’s not fatal. And it’s not intellectually realize – we’ve
      lived something that wasn’t fatal. And that idea is what’s so key —
      because then you can do it a little bit more.”

      –Seth Godin (full
      interview)

      Mental toughness is a
      skill and like any skill it can be developed. Learning how to
      overcome fear is just like building a new habit. Start
      small and increase slowly.

      Run to the Roar
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      “When you are thinking about doing something and it feels
      scary, when it feels like this big lion is waiting at the finish
      line and he’s roaring and he’s ferocious and he’s going to tear you
      apart… you should just run toward that lion anyway. Run to the
      roar.”

      –Tina Essmaker (full
      interview)

      It’s not your job to
      tell yourself no. It’s not your job to reject yourself or grade
      yourself or debate the value or worthiness of your ideas. Your job
      is to create. Your job is to share. Your job is to overcome fear
      and run the race.

      Yes, if you build something people might judge it or dislike it.
      But if you don’t create and share the things that you have inside
      of you, then you’ll commit the far worse crime of rejecting
      yourself. You can either be judged because you created something or
      ignored because you left your greatness inside of you.

      Now is as Good a Time as Any

      [image: hugh laurie on how to overcome fear]

      “It’s a terrible thing, I think, in life to wait until
      you’re ready. I have this feeling now that actually no one is ever
      ready to do anything. There’s almost no such thing as ready.
      There’s only now. And you may as well do it now. I mean, I say that
      confidently as if I’m about to go bungee jumping or something — I’m
      not. I’m not a crazed risk taker. But I do think that, generally
      speaking, now is as good a time as any.”

      –Hugh Laurie (source)

      It will never feel like the right time. Do not wait for someone
      to give you permission to begin. Nobody is going to tap you,
      nominate you, appoint you, or choose you and say, “Now, it’s time
      to start.”

      Give yourself permission. 
      Successful people start before they feel ready.

      Artists Endure

      [image: friedrich nietzsche on how to overcome fear]

      “To those human beings who are of any concern to me I wish
      suffering, desolation, sickness, ill-treatment, indignities – I
      wish that they should not remain unfamiliar with profound
      self-contempt, the torture of self-mistrust, the wretchedness of
      the vanquished: I have no pity for them, because I wish them the
      only thing that can prove today whether one is worth anything or
      not – that one endures.”

      –Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to
      Power

      Ultimately, the chance to persevere through self-doubt and fear
      and procrastination is one of the greatest opportunities we have
      for self-discovery. It is through creating that we find out who we
      really are and what we are truly made of.

      Live in the arena rather than judging from the crowd. It’s more
      exciting down there. Whether you win or lose, the fight is the
      reward.

      The Bottom Line

      Can anything be sadder than work left unfinished?

      Yes; work never begun.

      –Christina Rossetti

      Contribute to the world around you. Create and share the
      brilliance that you have inside of you. Life is not meant to spent
      solely consuming the things that others have made.

      

    

  
    

    
      Never Check Email Before Noon (And Other Thoughts on Doing Your
      Best Work)

      
      Dana Vollmer did not have an easy road to the Olympics.

      Vollmer is an olympic swimmer, but it wasn’t just the grueling
      practice schedule that made her journey to the top difficult. At
      the age of 15, Vollmer discovered that she had a heart disorder
      known as long QT syndrome. She had heart surgery later that year,
      but the operation didn’t eliminate the risk of heart failure. (Even
      today, her mother watches swim meets from the stands with a
      defibrillator between her feet.)

      When Vollmer finally qualified for the Women’s 100m butterfly at
      the 2012 Olympics in London, it was her heart that got all of the
      attention. Little did she know that her head was about to be the
      problem.

      

      Avoiding Drag

      As soon as Vollmer entered the pool in the 100m Final, her swim
      cap came off.

      Professional swimmers wear latex swim caps that tightly cover
      their head to reduce drag in the water. Nearly every swimmer wears
      them, but swim caps are especially important for female swimmers.
      If a female swimmer loses her swim cap and her hair flows out into
      the water, then it can significantly increase the drag that she
      must swim against during the race. In a highly competitive race
      like an olympic final, this additional drag force can be the
      difference between winning and losing.

      This is why nearly all professional swimmers wear not just one,
      but two swim caps. That’s exactly what Vollmer did. Although her
      top swim cap flipped off, her second cap stayed in place allowing
      her to not only avoid disaster, but also win the gold medal and set
      a new world record in the process.
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      Now, let’s get to the real fun. What does wearing swim caps have
      to do with living a better life?

      Physical Drag vs. Mental Drag

      Imagine that your brain is a computer. At the beginning of the
      day, your brain powers up and you have 100 percent of your computer
      memory available to use on your life. The only problem is that
      every time you add a task to your to-do list, a little bit of your
      computer memory goes toward that task.

      If you open your email in the morning and see three messages
      that you need to respond to later on, there goes three percent of
      your computer memory. If you have to remember to take your child to
      practice after school or pick up the dry cleaning or go to the
      grocery store, there goes a little bit more memory. The more tasks
      that are left unfinished, the more memory gets used up remembering,
      thinking, worrying, and planning for those tasks.

      Here’s the punchline: If your brain is constantly filled with
      all of these secondary tasks, how much memory do you have left over
      to do meaningful, creative work? 70 percent? 50 percent? Even
      less?

      Trying to do your best work with a distracted brain is like
      trying to swim for a gold medal without a swim cap. Divided
      attention is like a thick head of hair creating a constant drag in
      your mental waters. Split your attention in too
      many directions and you’ll be paralyzed.

      Swimmers realize that if they want to perform at their best,
      they need to get out of their own way. They need to cover the
      object that creates drag—their hair—for the race. Does this mean
      that their hair is bad? No, of course not. Similarly, there is
      nothing “bad” about your daily to-do list, handling your family
      responsibilities, or taking care of the emergencies that pop up
      throughout life. It’s just that when you want to perform at your
      best, you have to make a deliberate choice to tuck those things
      away for a few moments.

      How can we expect to do our best creative work if we are
      constantly fighting mental drag?

      How to Reduce the Drag Forces That Hold You
      Back

      I don’t consider myself to be an expert in peak performance. I’m
      working through these issues just like you are. We’re on this
      journey together. But I have taken a few steps to give myself a
      better chance of hitting the bullseye in my own creative work, and
      I’m happy to share those with you…

      Manage your energy, not your time. I have
      noticed that my creative energy is highest in the morning. That’s
      when I’m fresh. That’s when I do my best writing. That’s when I
      make the best strategic decisions about my business. So, what do I
      do? I schedule creative tasks for the morning. All other business
      tasks are taken care of in the afternoon. This includes doing
      interviews, responding to emails, phone calls and Skype chats, data
      analysis and number crunching. Nearly every productivity strategy
      obsesses over managing your time better, but time is useless if you
      don’t have the energy you need to complete the task you are working
      on.

      Never check email before noon. If I don’t check
      email at the beginning of the day, then I am able to spend the
      morning pursuing my own agenda rather than reacting to everybody
      else’s agenda. That’s a huge win because I’m not wasting mental
      energy thinking about all the messages in my inbox. I realize that
      waiting until the afternoon isn’t feasible for many people, but I’d
      like to offer a challenge. Can you wait until 10AM? What about 9AM?
      8:30AM? Don’t get wrapped up in the exact time frame. The point of
      this strategy is to allow yourself some time during your morning
      where you can work on what is most important to you without letting
      the rest of the world dictate your mental state.

      Leave your phone in another room. I usually
      don’t see my phone for the first few hours of the day. It is much
      easier to do focused work when you don’t have any text messages,
      phone calls, or alerts interrupting your focus.

      Work in full-screen mode. Nearly every
      application on my computer is in full-screen mode. If I’m reading
      an article on the web, my browser takes up the whole screen. If I’m
      writing in Evernote, I’m working in full-screen mode. If I’m
      editing a picture in Photoshop, it is the only thing I can see. I
      have set up my desktop so that the menu bar disappears
      automatically. When I am working, I can’t see the time, the icons
      of other applications, or any other distractions on the screen.
      It’s funny how big of a difference this makes. If you can see an
      icon on your screen, then you will be reminded to click on it
      occasionally. However, if you remove the visual cue then the urge
      to be distracted subsides in a few minutes.

      Remove all tasks that could distract from early morning
      focus. I love doing the most
      important thing first each day because the urgencies of the day
      have not crept in yet. I have gone a little far in this regard in
      that I have even pushed my first meal off until about noon each
      day. I have been intermittent fasting for three years now
      (here are
      some lessons learned), which means that I typically eat most of
      my meals between 12PM and 8PM. The result is that I get some
      additional time in the morning to do focused creative work rather
      than cook breakfast.

      Creative Work First

      The single most important change you can make in your
      working habits is to switch to creative work first, reactive work
      second. This means blocking off a large chunk of time every day for
      creative work on your own priorities, with the phone and e-mail
      off.

      –Mark McGuinness, Manage Your
      Day-to-Day

      The best way to avoid mental drag is to give yourself the time
      and space to do important work before distractions can creep into
      your day.

      Creating meaningful work is hard, even in optimal circumstances.
      Put on a swim cap and tuck your distractions away for a few
      moments. Give yourself the opportunity to perform at your best.

      

    

  
    

    
      Martha Graham on the Hidden Danger of Comparing Yourself to
      Others

      
      Agnes de Mille had just achieved the greatest success of her
      career, but right now the only thing she felt was confusion.

      She was a dancer and a choreographer. Early in her career, de
      Mille had created the choreography for a ballet called Three
      Virgins and a Devil. She thought it was good work, but nobody
      made much of it.

      A few years later, de Mille choreographed a ballet named
      Rodeo. Again, she thought her work was solid, but it
      resulted in little commercial fame.
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      Then, in 1943, de Mille choreographed Oklahoma!, a
      musical show from Rodgers and Hammerstein that enjoyed nearly
      instant success. In the coming years, Oklahoma! would run
      for an incredible 2,212 performances, both around the nation and
      abroad. In 1955, the film version won an Academy Award.

      But the success of Oklahoma! confused her. She thought
      that her work on Oklahoma! was only average compared to
      some of her other creations. She later said, “After the opening of
      Oklahoma!, I suddenly had unexpected, flamboyant success
      for a work I thought was only fairly good, after years of neglect
      for work I thought was fine. I was bewildered and worried that my
      entire scale of values was untrustworthy. I talked to Martha.”

      Martha was Martha Graham, perhaps the most influential dance
      choreographer of the 20th century. (Although not as well-known by
      the general public, Graham has been compared to other creative
      geniuses like Picasso or Frank Lloyd Wright.)

      During their conversation, de Mille told Martha Graham about her
      frustration. “I confessed that I had a burning desire to be
      excellent, but no faith that I could be.”

      Graham responded by saying,

      “There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening
      that is translated through you into action, and because there is
      only one of you in all of time, this expression is unique. And if
      you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and it
      will be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your
      business to determine how good it is nor how valuable nor how it
      compares with other expressions. It is your business to
      keep it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel
      open.”

      The Uselessness of Judging Yourself

      For nearly two years, I have been publishing articles every
      Monday and Thursday on JamesClear.com. Some days the words
      come easier than others, and there have been plenty of times when I
      have felt a smaller version of what Agnes de Mille felt.

      “I thought this was a good article. Why don’t people seem to
      enjoy it?” Or, I’ll feel like I wrote something average only
      to see it become the most popular post of the month. Regardless of
      the outcome, I’ve realized one thing: we are often terrible judges
      of our own work.

      Martha Graham’s advice takes this concept a step further by
      explaining that not only are you a bad judge of your own work, it
      is not your job to judge your own work. It is not your place to
      compare it to others. It is not your responsibility to figure out
      how valuable it is or how useful it can be. It is not your job to tell
      yourself, “No.”

      Instead, your responsibility is to create. Your job is share
      what you have to offer from where you are right now. To quote Pema
      Chodron, the Buddhist teacher, your job is to “come as you are.”
      (And then find your inner
      Sisu and keep coming.)

      There are people in nearly every field of work who make each day
      a work of art by the way they do their craft. In other words,
      nearly everyone is an artist in one way or another. And every
      artist will judge their work. The key is to not let your
      self-judgment keep you from doing your thing. Professionals
      produce, even when it isn’t easy.

      Keep Your Eyes on Your Own Paper

      In grade school, I remember my teacher passing out an assignment
      and telling each student to “keep your eyes on your own paper.”

      Perhaps she was simply trying to teach 8-year-olds to not cheat,
      but hidden within that phrase is also a deeper message about what
      really matters. It doesn’t make a difference what the person
      next to you writes down for his answer. This is your race to run.
      It’s your assignment to complete. It’s your answer to create. How
      your paper compares to someone else’s is not the point. The point
      is to fill the paper with your work.

      The same can be said of your work today. No matter what you
      spend your days doing, every morning you wake up and have a blank
      piece of paper to work with. You get to put your name at the top
      and fill it with your work.

      If what you write on your paper doesn’t meet someone else’s
      expectations … it is no concern of yours. The way someone else
      perceives what you do is a result of their own experiences (which
      you can’t control), their own tastes and preferences (which you
      can’t predict), and their own expectations (which you don’t set).
      If your choices don’t match their expectations that is their
      concern, not yours.

      Your concern is to do the work, not to judge it. Your
      concern is to fall in love with the
      process, not to grade the outcome. Keep your eyes on your own
      paper.

      

    

  
    

    
      Minimalism, Success, and the Curious Writing Habit of George
      R.R. Martin

      
      In 1971, a young writer graduated with his
      Master’s degree in Journalism from Northwestern University. He
      spent the first 13 years of his career writing professionally and
      made a living from it, but without major success. In 1983, he
      released his fourth book, The Armageddon Rag.

      Nobody read it—the book was a total flop. In the author’s own
      words, “It essentially destroyed my career as a novelist at the
      time.”

      But he was determined and so he found ways to keep writing. He
      landed a job writing a television script for CBS. Soon after, the
      show was canceled. He managed to work his way onto another TV
      series, this time on ABC, but it was canceled again. In 1991, after
      nearly a decade of bouncing around, he decided to start writing
      fiction again.

      Two million words later, George R.R. Martin was famous.

      Martin is the best-selling author of the fantasy series
      A
      Song of Ice and Fire. The first book in the series,
      A Game
      of Thrones, has also been turned into a blockbuster
      television series on HBO. (The first season of the show was
      nominated for 13 Emmy awards.) The epic 7-part series that
      hasn’t even been finished (Martin is currently working on the sixth
      book), but it has already sold more than 25 million copies.

      What is most surprising isn’t how good the books are, but how,
      exactly, Martin writes his best-selling works…

      

      The Power of WordStar

      In total, Martin has written almost 2 million words for the
      series thus far…

      
      	Book 1: A Game of Thrones – 298,000 words

      	Book 2: A Clash of Kings – 326,000 words

      	Book 3: A Storm of Swords – 424,000 words

      	Book 4: A Feast for Crows – 300,000 words

      	Book 5: A Dance with Dragons – 422,000 words

      

      That is a total of 1,770,000 words—an incredible
      effort.And what does Martin use to churn out such an amazing
      quantity of work?

      He writes the novels with a program that most people have never
      even heard of: WordStar 4.0. To give you an idea of just how
      ancient this program is, here’s a picture of the typical WordStar
      screen…
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      Martin says, “I still do all my writing on an old DOS machine
      running WordStar 4.0, the Duesenberg of word processing software
      (very old, but unsurpassed).”

      He goes on, “I am not on Facebook. I am not on Twitter. I will
      not be on the next new thing to come along, the one that makes
      Facebook and Twitter as obsolete as GEnie and CompuServe and The
      Source, those halcyon communities of yore.”

      Focus, Consistency, and Patience

      One of the greatest lessons I’ve learned from weightlifting is
      that there are 3 simple things that you need for success.

      
      	Focus: You can’t be good at everything and it’s hard to be
      great at more than one thing, so pick the one thing you’re going to
      become great at and focus on it.

      	Consistency: Focus is useless if you’re only focused every now
      and then. It’s showing up time after time that makes the
      difference.

      	Patience: If you’re focused and consistent, then let time work
      for you. Results will come when they come. Focus on the system, not
      the goal.

      

      George R.R. Martin’s creative
      process employs all three of these methods.

      Focus. He writes on a computer without the
      internet, without social media, without apps or distractions or
      graphics. But his computer can do one very important thing: type
      words. And typing words is his craft. That’s what he needs to
      create. He is 100 percent focused on doing the work that matters
      and he has completely eliminated anything that impedes that
      goal.

      Consistency. Martin was a working writer for
      twenty years before he sat down to write A Game of
      Thrones. He worked on shows that were canceled and found
      himself without a job. He wrote early books that flopped
      commercially. And I’m willing to bet that if A Song of Ice and
      Fire was a total dud, then he would have found another way to
      keep writing. He’s not just focused on writing when it’s easy. He’s
      focused on writing, plain and simple.

      Patience. I’m sure Martin wanted to achieve
      glorious success and commercial fame just as quickly as we all do.
      I’m sure he would have liked his first book to sell 25 million
      copies. I’m sure he didn’t want to put in 20 years of work to find
      commercial success. The difference is that he didn’t let the urge
      for overnight success derail his commitment to daily work. The
      greatest display of patience is a continued commitment to the
      process when you’re not being rewarded for it yet.

      The Minimum You Need to Succeed

      George “WordStar” Martin is selling more books than nearly
      anyone on the planet and his computer can’t even send an email.
      Think about that for a moment.

      So often we think that we need
      more to be successful. More outside funding for our startup.
      More software programs or productivity tools to handle our to-do
      list. More business contacts, a bigger network. More clothes or
      cars or credit cards.

      But maybe what we really need is less. Maybe what we really need
      are fewer distractions and more focus. Maybe what we really need
      are a few carefully
      chosen constraints that narrow our energy onto what really
      matters rather than compiling a bunch of resources that pull us
      away from what we actually need to do.

      It’s very possible that eliminating distractions, not
      accumulating resources, is the best way to maximize your potential.
      Constraints drive creativity.
      What is the minimum you need to succeed?

      

    

  
    

    
      How Smart Do You Have to Be to Succeed?

      
      How smart do you have to be to succeed? How intelligent do you
      need to be to become a successful entrepreneur? How good does your
      training program need to be to become an elite athlete?

      Most people don’t ask these questions specifically, but the
      ideas are built into the way we behave in many areas of life. We
      often think that the reason we aren’t succeeding is because we
      haven’t found the right strategy or because we weren’t born with
      the right talents.

      Perhaps that is true. Or, perhaps there is an untold side of the
      story…

      “The Termites”

      In 1921, there was a psychologist at Stanford University named
      Lewis Terman who
      set out on a mission to conduct a research study unlike any before
      it.

      Terman began by finding the 1,000 smartest students in
      California between the third grade and eighth grade as measured by
      IQ.After much testing and searching, Terman gathered a final
      sample of 856 boys and 672 girls. The children became known as “The
      Termites.”

      Terman and his team began testing the children in nearly every
      way you could imagine. They tracked their IQ, analyzed how many
      books each student had in their homes, took their medical
      histories, and on and on. But that was just the beginning.

      What made Terman’s study unique is that it was the first
      longitudinal research study, which meant that Terman continued to
      track and test his subjects for years afterward. The study, which
      is now famously known as Genetic Studies of Genius,
      collected data from the students throughout their entire lives.
      Terman collected additional data in 1928, 1936, 1940, 1945, 1950,
      and 1955. After Terman died in 1956, his colleagues continued
      tracking The Termites in 1960, 1972, 1977, 1982, and 1986.

      To summarize, the study started with the smartest group of
      children in the entire state of California and then tracked their
      success throughout their entire lives. Decades later, the
      researchers had discovered something very interesting.

      Threshold Theory

      The surprising discovery that came out of Terman’s study is best
      described by creativity researcher and physician, Nancy Andreasen
      as Threshold Theory…

      “Although many people continue to equate intelligence with
      genius, a crucial conclusion from Terman’s study is that having a
      high IQ is not equivalent to being highly creative. Subsequent
      studies by other researchers have reinforced Terman’s conclusions,
      leading to what’s known as the threshold theory, which holds that
      above a certain level, intelligence doesn’t have much effect on
      creativity: most creative people are pretty smart, but they don’t
      have to be that smart, at least as measured by conventional
      intelligence tests. An IQ of 120, indicating that someone is very
      smart but not exceptionally so, is generally considered sufficient
      for creative genius.”

      Being in the top one percent of intelligence has no correlation
      with being fantastically creative. Rather, there is a minimum
      threshold of intelligence that you need to have, and after that it
      comes down to a lot of deliberate
      practice, putting in your reps, and
      developing your skill
      set.

      Some psychology professors like to use the analogy of an NFL
      football player to explain the role of intelligence and success. If
      you were to analyze the productivity and effectiveness of all
      offensive lineman in the NFL and compare it to their weight, you
      would probably see results all over the board. It is very unlikely
      that the heaviest lineman in the NFL is also the best lineman.
      Productivity does not increase linearly with weight.

      But nearly every lineman in the NFL is over 300 pounds. There is
      a threshold that you have to cross to get the job. After that, it’s
      anyone’s guess as to who will be the best. We can think of
      intelligence in a similar fashion.

      [image: Threshold Theory]

      Threshold Theory in Everyday Life

      If you look around, you’ll see that Threshold Theory applies to
      many things in life. There is a minimum threshold of competence
      that you need to develop in nearly any endeavor. Success is rarely
      as simple as “just work harder.”

      Beyond that threshold, however, the difference is between those
      who put in the work and those who get distracted. Once you have a
      basic grasp of the right things to do, it becomes about the
      consistency of doing the right things more often. Once you
      understand the fundamentals, it comes down to your habits.

      Some examples…

      Weightlifting: Assuming you’ve met some minimum
      threshold and are doing reasonably effective exercises (like these) with
      reasonably effective form, the details don’t really matter that
      much. Once you’ve passed this basic threshold, what makes 95% of
      the difference is this: Are you showing up to the gym and putting
      in your reps?

      Writing: Assuming you understand the core
      principles of writing and the basics of grammar, what determines
      your ability to write well more than anything else is writing a
      lot. Once you reach the threshold of writing a decent sentence, the
      thing that leads to success is writing more.

      Entrepreneurship: Assuming you know what the
      most important metric is for your business, what makes the biggest
      difference is focusing on that metric every day. Once you cross the
      basic threshold of knowing what to work on, the most important
      thing is continuing to work on that one thing and not something
      else.

      If you’re brand new to an area, then it’s possible you haven’t
      learned enough to cross the threshold yet. But for most of us, we
      know what works and we have enough knowledge to make progress. It’s
      not about being more intelligent or more skilled, it’s about
      overcoming distraction and doing the work that already works.

      

    

  
    

    
      Free Download: Mastering Creativity (1st Edition)

      
      I’m excited to release a new guide today! It’s
      called Mastering Creativity and you can get it for free
      below.

      This guide covers the creative strategies of the greatest
      artists, musicians, and writers in the world—Pablo Picasso, Franz
      Kafka, Dr. Seuss and many more. The full guide is packed with 36
      pages of information on how creativity works, how to overcome the
      mental blocks that all artists face, and how to make creative
      thinking a habit.

      [image: Mastering Creativity by James Clear]

      

      10 Things You’ll Learn in This Guide

      Here’s a quick rundown of what you’ll learn…

      
      	How to overcome the mental blocks that prevent creativity.

      	How to be creative, even if it’s not natural for you.

      	How to make time for creative work if you’re busy.

      	How the world’s greatest artists approach the task of
      creating.

      	How to make creating a consistent habit.

      	Why smart people should create things.

      	One simple trick that makes it easier to be creative.

      	How to stay motivated over the long run.

      	Why it is important to generate a lot of work to find your
      creativity.

      	And most importantly, how to make these ideas a habit in real
      life.

      

      … and much more.

      Get it Now (For Free)

      This guide is available as a free download to members of our
      wonderful community.

      All you have to do is enter your email address below and click
      “Get Updates!” and the guide is all yours. In addition to the
      guide, you’ll receive new articles every Monday and Thursday about
      boosting your creativity, mastering your habits, and living a good
      life.

      (If you’re already an email subscriber, then you can just enter
      your email address again and you’ll be sent straight to the
      download page. You won’t be subscribed twice.)

      Enter your email address below to get immediate access now.

      

      Don’t see a signup form? Send me a message here and
      I’ll add you right away.
      More to Come Soon

      I put together this guide as a way of saying thanks for reading.
      I put a lot of effort into the work and writing that I share here,
      and I appreciate you taking the time to read and become part of our
      little corner of the Internet.

      As with most things I work on, I’m always looking for ways to
      improve and build upon my previous work. You can be sure that there
      will be another edition of Mastering Creativity coming in
      the future and it will be freely available to members of my weekly newsletter.

      Thanks again! And make sure you grab your copy by entering your
      email above!

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Uncover Your Creative Talent by Using the "Equal Odds
      Rule"

      
      Paul Erdos was a strange man. He lived out of two suitcases,
      never learned how to cook his own meals, worked up to 19 hours per
      day, took amphetamines daily and washed them down with caffeine,
      and gave away nearly all of the money that he earned.

      Erdos was also the most prolific mathematician of the 20th
      century. He wrote or co-authored over 1,500 mathematical articles
      during his career and partnered with over 500 different
      collaborators. As you would expect, his contributions to
      mathematics were significant.

      Erdos solved a variety of difficult problems. He worked out a
      proof for the prime number theorem. He led the development of
      Ramsey theory. He discovered the proof for a difficult mathematical
      riddle known as Bertrand’s postulate. Long story short, Erdos was
      good. He worked his tail off and advanced the field of mathematics
      because of it.

      And yet, do you know what became of the vast majority of his
      1,500 articles and papers?

      Nothing. They are long gone. Forgotten. Tucked away in the
      archives of an old research journal or filed into a box at the
      bottom of some math lover’s closet. And that is why the story of
      Paul Erdos is perhaps the best example of what is known as the
      Equal Odds Rule.

      Let’s talk about what this rule means and how it can help you
      uncover your creative talent.

      The Equal Odds Rule

      In 1977, a Harvard-trained psychologist named Keith Simonton
      developed a theory that he called the Equal Odds Rule.

      “The Equal Odds Rule says that the average publication of any
      particular scientist does not have any statistically different
      chance of having more of an impact than any other scientist’s
      average publication.”In other words, any given scientist is
      equally likely to create a game-changing piece of work as they are
      to create something average that is quickly forgotten.

      Translated to the world-at-large: You can’t predict your own
      success. Scientists, artists, inventors, writers, entrepreneurs,
      and workers of all types are equally likely to produce a useless
      project as they are to produce an important one.

      If you believe the Equal Odds Rule, then the natural conclusion
      is that you’re playing a numbers game. Because you can’t predict
      your success, the best strategy is to produce as much work as
      possible, which will provide more opportunities to hit the bullseye
      and create something meaningful.

      I’ve seen the Equal Odds Rule at play in my own work each month.
      I write new articles every Monday and Thursday. I know that if I
      write a new article every Monday and Thursday, then that will be
      about 8 or 9 articles per month on average. And if I write 8 or 9
      articles per month, then 2 or 3 of them will be decent.

      Which 2 or 3 will be winners? I have no idea.

      After sticking to this schedule for almost two years, it has
      become very clear to me that I am a rather terrible judge of my own
      work. All I can do is try my best each time, commit to doing a volume
      of work, and trust if I stick with the process
      then something useful will find its way from my hands to the
      keyboard.

      The Willingness to Create Garbage

      Paul Erdos knew something that all great creators eventually
      discover: Creative talent only reveals itself after you’ve shown up
      enough times to get the average ideas out of the way. Time after
      time, problem after problem, Erdos kept working on his craft. 1,500
      papers later, it turns out he had some pretty good ideas.

      If you want to extract your creative
      genius and make a difference, then embracing theidea
      behind the Equal Odds Rule is a useful strategy. Sometimes you’ll
      create something good. Sometimes you’ll create something useless.
      But no matter what, you should always be creating.

      If you want to make a masterpiece, you have to be willing to
      create a little garbage along the way.

      

    

  
    

    
      How Creative Geniuses Come Up With Great Ideas

      
      In 2002, Markus Zusak sat down to write a book.

      He began by mapping out the beginning and the end of the story.
      Then, he started listing out chapter headings, pages of them. Some
      made it into the final story, many were cut.

      When Zusak began to write out the story itself, he tried
      narrating it from the perspective of Death. It didn’t come out the
      way he wanted.

      He re-wrote the book, this time through the main character’s
      eyes. Again, something was off.

      He tried writing it from an outsider’s perspective. Still no
      good.

      He tried present tense. He tried past tense. Nothing. The text
      didn’t flow.

      He revised. He changed. He edited. By his own estimation, Zusak
      rewrote the first part of the book 150 to 200 times. In the end, he
      went back to his original choice and wrote it from the perspective
      of Death. This time—the 200th time—it felt right. When all was said
      and done it had taken Zusak three years to write his novel. He
      called it The
      Book Thief (audiobook).

      In an interview after his book was finally released, Zusak said,
      “In three years, I must have failed over a thousand times, but each
      failure brought me closer to what I needed to write, and for that,
      I’m grateful.”

      The book exploded in popularity. It stayed on the New York Times
      best-seller list for over 230 weeks. It sold 8 million copies. It
      was translated into 40 languages. A few years later, Hollywood came
      calling and turned The Book Thief into a major motion
      picture.

      

      The Simple Secret to Having Good Luck

      We often think that blockbuster successes are luck. Maybe it’s
      easier to explain success that way—as a chance happening, a
      fortunate outlier. No doubt, there is always some element of luck
      involved in every success story.

      But Markus Zusak is proof that if you revise your work 200
      times—if you find 200 ways to reinvent yourself, to get better at
      your craft—then luck seems to have a way of finding you.

      How do creative geniuses come up with great ideas? They work and
      edit and rewrite and retry and pull out their genius through sheer
      force of will and perseverance. They earn the chance to be lucky
      because they keep showing up.

      In her 
      Dartmouth Commencement Address, Shonda Rimes shares a strategy
      that echoes Zusak’s approach…

      Dreams do not come true just because you dream them. It’s
      hard work that makes things happen. It’s hard work that creates
      change…

      Ditch the dream and be a doer, not a dreamer. Maybe you know
      exactly what it is you dream of being, or maybe you’re paralyzed
      because you have no idea what your passion is. The truth is, it
      doesn’t matter. You don’t have to know. You just have to keep
      moving forward. You just have to keep doing something, seizing the
      next opportunity, staying open to trying something new. It doesn’t
      have to fit your vision of the perfect job or the perfect life.
      Perfect is boring and dreams are not real. Just … do.

      So you think, “I wish I could travel.” Great. Sell your
      crappy car, buy a ticket to Bangkok, and go. Right now. I’m
      serious. You want to be a writer? A writer is someone who writes
      every day, so start writing.

      How Creativity Works

      [image: creativity]

      We all have some type of creative genius inside of
      us. The only way to release it is to work on it.

      No single act will uncover more creative powers than forcing
      yourself to create consistently. For Markus Zusak that meant
      writing and re-writing 200 times. For you, it might mean singing a
      song over and over until it sounds right. Or programming a piece of
      software until all the bugs are out, taking portraits of your
      friends until the lighting is perfect, or caring for the customers
      you serve until you know them better than they know themselves. You
      can make any job a work of art if you put the right energy into
      it.

      How do creative geniuses come up with great ideas? They work
      hard at it.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Solve Big Problems

      
      In late November of 1991, a three-year-old girl was diagnosed
      with leukemia. There was a 30 percent chance she would die.

      In the coming months, she would receive a long list of
      chemotherapy drugs: 6MP, asparaginase, methotrexate, prednisone,
      and vincrinstine. The miracle was not only that these drugs could
      potentially cure her, but that they existed at all.

      In his fantastic book, The
      Emperor of All Maladies (audiobook),
      author and physician Sid Mukherjee explains the history of cancer
      and how brilliant physicians and scientists finally began to
      discover cures for the disease.

      You see, for many years, doctors and scientists dreamed of
      finding a single cure for all cancers. They searched for a radical
      surgery or a miracle drug that could cure everything from breast
      cancer to leukemia to prostate cancer. According to Mukherjee,
      however, breakthroughs finally came when scientists stopped trying
      to tackle this large-scale problem and made the problem
      smaller.

      The first breakthrough came when Sidney Farber, now known as the
      Father of Modern Chemotherapy, decided to focus exclusively on
      treating leukemia. He was one of the first physicians to dedicate
      his efforts solely to a single type of cancer and by narrowing his
      focus Farber was able to make significant progress against this
      single condition.

      Eventually, the drugs and treatments Farber uncovered for
      leukemia led to new solutions for other cancers. By focusing on one
      tiny vertical, Farber uncovered answers that could be used to treat
      the larger problem. As Mukherjee put it, “[By] focusing
      microscopically on a single disease, one could extrapolate into the
      entire universe of diseases.”

      This central idea, that solving large complex problems is often
      accomplished by first attacking smaller micro-problems, is useful
      not just for cancer treatments, but for life in general.

      How to Solve Big Problems

      The main lesson mentioned above is simple: When you’re facing a
      complex problem or trying to do something bold, start with a
      smaller version of the larger problem. Focus exclusively on that
      small problem and solve it. Use the answers to this small issue to
      expand your knowledge of the larger issue. Repeat.

      If you take a look around, you can see this pattern playing out
      everywhere.

      For example, consider Amazon. The company started by selling
      books. Once they mastered the online purchase and delivery process
      of books, they moved on to other products. Today, they sell just
      about everything.

      Amazon could have started by trying to solve the big problem:
      how do we master digital commerce? Instead, they started with a
      narrow focus and expanded from there. It has been proven many times
      that this small-to-large approach works well for businesses, and I
      think it can be very useful for our personal goals as well.

      The Idea in Practice

      Let’s consider a few examples of how we might put this idea into
      practice to develop our own problem solving skills.

      Creativity. BIG PROBLEM: How do I become more
      creative?

      Small solution: If you want to become a good photographer, then
      start small. Learn how to take a really good picture of a chair.
      Once you can take a fantastic picture of a chair, use those
      principles — light, composition, lines, curves — to take better
      pictures of everything.

      Exercise. BIG PROBLEM: How can I start
      exercising consistently?

      Small solution: If you can’t crack the fitness code and struggle
      to exercise consistently, then forget about every other exercise
      and just learn how to do one pushup. Use the steps I describe
      here to increase your number slowly. Stick with that one
      exercise for days, weeks, months. Once you prove to yourself that
      you can solve this small problem, use the lessons you learn to
      become more consistent at exercise in general.

      Nutrition. BIG PROBLEM: How can I eat healthy each day?

      Small solution: Want to improve your nutrition? Maybe you should
      ignore switching to a new diet at first. You don’t need to change
      all of your food habits at once. You could start by solving a very
      small segment of the problem: eat one vegetable today. Master that.
      Do it for four weeks. Or longer. Take what you learn about being
      consistent with that one thing and apply it to adding a second
      healthy food.

      And finally…

      Narrowing your focus is a mental model that you
      can apply whenever you want to start a new behavior or take on a
      new project that seems too big or overwhelming or complex to
      handle. It is a filter you can run larger problems through to
      approach issues from a more useful place.

      So, how do you solve big problems? Start with a smaller one.

      P.S.

      That three-year-old girl who was diagnosed with leukemia and
      treated with the drugs that were discovered through the Father of
      Chemotherapy, Sidney Farber? It was my sister. More than 20 years
      later, she is alive and well.

      I’m very glad Farber decided to start small.

      

    

  
    

    
      Lessons on Sharing Your Gifts With the World From Someone Who
      Didn't

      
      It was 2007 and John Maloof was working on a book about
      Chicago’s northwest neighborhoods. On this particular day, he was
      hoping to find a few pictures from the 1960s that he could use in
      the book.

      What he ended up finding was far more interesting.

      After purchasing boxes full of negatives from a local auction
      house, Maloof began developing some of the images. When they
      finished processing, he was stunned. They were incredible. And
      there were tons of them. More than 30,000 in these boxes alone.
      Whoever had taken these pictures was surely one of the most
      prolific and talented American photographers of the last hundred
      years.

      And yet, when Maloof looked up the photographer’s name, he
      couldn’t find her work anywhere else. In fact, after further
      searching, Maloof was fairly certain that nobody had ever heard of
      this woman. Her obituary never even mentioned that she was a
      photographer. She was a mystery, an unknown artist with world-class
      talent.

      

      “The Greatest Photographic Discovery”

      The images discovered by Maloof were taken by a woman named
      Vivian Maier.

      For nearly 40 years, Maier worked as a nanny for wealthy
      families in Chicago and New York. During her many daily errands,
      excursions with the family children, and trips to other cities
      around the United States, Maier took nearly 150,000 photos of the
      people and architecture that surrounded her.

      Maier’s work and backstory fascinated Maloof. Eventually, after
      processing thousands of images, he collected 100 of the best photos
      and posted them online.

      People loved them. Major newspapers called to run stories about
      Maier’s work and wanted to know how Maloof discovered the images.
      Filmmakers called and decided to make two documentaries about the
      story including Finding Viviam Maier.
      Galleries began to exhibit her work throughout the United States,
      Europe, and Asia. The uncovering of Vivian Maier’s images has been
      referred to as the greatest photographic discovery of the 21st
      century.

      The story raises plenty of questions, not just about Maier’s
      past, but also about our willingness to share our gifts with the
      world.

      Share Your Gifts

      We’ll never know the reasons why Vivian Maier decided to hide
      her work away in boxes. Maybe she didn’t feel that it was good
      enough. Maybe she wanted to share it, but didn’t know who to
      contact. Maybe she simply loved to create and wanted to keep her
      work private. (The last option seems unlikely as she did make a few
      attempts to publish her photos.)

      Regardless of her reasons, two things are certain. First, the
      world is a better place because she chose to create something. And
      second, you shouldn’t wait for someone like John Maloof to share
      your work with the world.

      The story of Vivian Maier is a wonderful reminder that we all
      carry some brilliance inside of us. But perhaps it is an even
      better reminder that nobody owes it to you to put your work out
      into the world. How easily could Maier’s work have been forgotten?
      How many other brilliant artists, creatives, scientists, and
      thinkers have their work hidden in boxes or tucked away in
      attics?

      What You Create vs. What You Share

      [image: share your gifts]

      The world can only benefit from what it can see.

      Which talents are you keeping tucked away in boxes? Which ideas
      are you hesitating to share?

      We have a responsibility to share our work with the world, to
      contribute our talents to this little sliver of the universe.
      Choose to share your brilliance with the world.

      Don’t wait for your John Maloof. 
      Start before you feel ready.

      

    

  
    

    
      Masters of Habit: The Wisdom and Writing of Maya Angelou

      
      Maya Angelou, the great American author and poet, was known for
      her award-winning autobiographies as well as for her numerous
      plays, scripts, poems, and essays.

      Her most famous work, I
      Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, has sold millions upon millions
      of copies. It holds the record for the longest-running nonfiction
      New York Times best-seller (2 years). And in 2011, Time
      Magazine named it one of the 100 best and most influential
      books written in English since 1923.

      Angelou is widely known as a voice for women, especially black
      women, and her works have courageously covered themes of identity,
      racism, and family. During an interview with USA Today in 1988,
      Angelou said, “One isn’t necessarily born with courage, but one is
      born with potential. Without courage, we cannot practice any other
      virtue with consistency. We can’t be kind, true, merciful,
      generous, or honest.”

      

      Maya Angelou’s Writing Routine

      As you may expect, Angelou’s creative genius didn’t
      expose itself without hard work. She was a true master of habits,
      routines, and consistency.

      Here’s how she described her writing habits in 1983 interview
      with Claudia Tate (as covered in Mason Currey’s book Daily Rituals),

      “I usually get up at about 5:30, and I’m ready to have
      coffee by 6, usually with my husband. He goes off to his work
      around 6:30, and I go off to mine. I keep a hotel room in which I
      do my work—a tiny, mean room with just a bed, and sometimes, if I
      can find it, a face basin. I keep a dictionary, a Bible, a deck of
      cards and a bottle of sherry in the room. I try to get there around
      7, and I work until 2 in the afternoon. If the work is going badly,
      I stay until 12:30. If it’s going well, I’ll stay as long as it’s
      going well. It’s lonely, and it’s marvelous. I edit while I’m
      working. When I come home at 2, I read over what I’ve written that
      day, and then try to put it out of my mind. I shower, prepare
      dinner, so that when my husband comes home, I’m not totally
      absorbed in my work. We have a semblance of a normal life. We have
      a drink together and have dinner. Maybe after dinner I’ll read to
      him what I’ve written that day. He doesn’t comment. I don’t invite
      comments from anyone but my editor, but hearing it aloud is good.
      Sometimes I hear the dissonance; then I try to straighten it out in
      the morning.”

      Angelou’s routine and her willingness to sit down and do the
      work for at least five hours each day — even when it was going
      poorly — is just another indication that great
      artists don’t wait for inspiration.

      Below, you’ll find a range of quotes from Angelou.

      Quotes and Thoughts From Maya Angelou

      On identity…

      “What I represent in fact, what I’m trying like hell to
      represent every time I go into that hotel room, is myself. That’s
      what I’m trying to do. And I miss most of the time on that: I do
      not represent blacks or tall women, or women or Sonomans or
      Californians or Americans. Or rather I hope I do, because I am all
      those things. But that is not all that I am. I am all of that and
      more and less. People often put labels on people so they don’t have
      to deal with the physical fact of those people. It’s easy to say,
      oh, that’s a honkie, that’s a Jew, that’s a junkie, or that’s a
      broad, or that’s a stud, or that’s a dude. So you don’t have to
      think: does this person long for Christmas? Is he afraid that the
      Easter bunny will become polluted? … I refuse that… I simply refuse
      to have my life narrowed and proscribed.”

      “When I try to describe myself to God I say, “Lord, remember
      me? Black? Female? Six-foot tall? The writer?” And I almost always
      get God’s attention.”

      On dealing with difficulty…

      “We may encounter many defeats but we must not be
      defeated.”

      “You may not control all the events that happen to you, but
      you can decide not to be reduced by them.”

      “What you’re supposed to do when you don’t like a thing is
      change it. If you can’t change it, change the way you think about
      it. Don’t complain.”

      On loving yourself…

      “I don’t trust people who don’t love themselves and tell me,
      ‘I love you.’ … There is an African saying which is: Be careful
      when a naked person offers you a shirt.”

      “Success is liking yourself, liking what you do, and liking
      how you do it.”

      “You alone are enough. You have nothing to prove to
      anybody.”

      On finding your calling…

      “There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story
      inside you.”

      On courage…

      “I love to see a young girl go out and grab the world by the
      lapels. Life’s a bitch. You’ve got to go out and kick
      ass.”

      On living life…

      “I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people
      will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made
      them feel.”

      “I’ve learned that you shouldn’t go through life with a
      catcher’s mitt on both hands; you need to be able to throw
      something back.”

      “My mission in life is not merely to survive, but to thrive;
      and to do so with some passion, some compassion, some humor, and
      some style.”

      “I’ve always had the feeling that life loves the liver of
      it. You must live and life will be good to you, give you
      experiences. They may not all be that pleasant, but nobody promised
      you a rose garden. But more than likely if you do dare, what you
      get are the marvelous returns.”

      Masters of Habit is a series of mini-biographies on the
      rituals, routines, and mindsets of great athletes, artists, and
      leaders.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Find Your Hidden Creative Genius

      
      There is an interesting story about how Pablo Picasso, the
      famous Spanish artist and creative genius, developed the ability to
      produce remarkable work in just minutes.

      As the story goes, Picasso was walking through the market one
      day when a woman spotted him. She stopped the artist, pulled out a
      piece of paper and said, “Mr. Picasso, I am a fan of your work.
      Please, could you do a little drawing for me?”

      Picasso smiled and quickly drew a small, but beautiful piece of
      art on the paper. Then, he handed the paper back to her saying,
      “That will be one million dollars.”

      “But Mr. Picasso,” the woman said. “It only took you thirty
      seconds to draw this little masterpiece.”

      “My good woman,” Picasso said, “It took me thirty years to draw
      that masterpiece in thirty seconds.”

      Picasso isn’t the only creative genius who worked for decades to
      master his craft. His journey is typical of many brilliant
      creatives. Even people of considerable talent rarely produce
      incredible work before decades of practice.

      Let’s talk about why that is, and even more important, how you
      can reveal your own creative genius.

      The Age of Most Nobel Prize Winners

      A recent study tracked the ages of Nobel Prize winners, great
      inventors, and scientists. As you can see in the graph below, the
      researchers found that most groundbreaking work peaked during the
      late thirties — at least a full decade into any individual career.
      Even in the fields of science and math, creative breakthroughs
      often require ten years or more or work.
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      These findings match the work done by previous researchers as
      well.

      For example, a study conducted at Carnegie Mellon University by
      cognitive psychology professor John Hayes found that out of 500
      famous musical pieces, nearly all of them were created after year
      10 of the composer’s career. In later studies, Hayes found similar
      patterns with poets and painters. He began referring to this period
      hard work and little recognition as the “ten years of
      silence.”

      Whether you are a composer or a scientist, creativity is not a
      quality you are born with or without. It is something that is
      discovered, honed, and improved through real work.

      Which brings us to an important question: How can you do your
      best work and discover your hidden creative genius?

      Permission to Create Junk

      “People tend to look at successful writers, writers who are
      getting books published and maybe even doing well financially, and
      think that they sit down at their desks every morning feeling like
      a million dollars, feeling great about who they are and how much
      talent they have and what a great story they have to tell; that
      they take a few deep breaths, push back their sleeves, roll their
      necks a few times to get all the cricks out, and dive in, typing
      fully formed passages as fast as a court reporter. But this is just
      fantasy of the uninitiated. I know some very great writers, writers
      you love who write beautifully and have made a great deal of money,
      and not one of them sits down routinely feeling wildly enthusiastic
      and confident. Not one of them writes elegant first drafts… For me
      and most other writers I know, writing is not rapturous. If fact,
      the only way I can get anything written at all is to write really,
      really shitty first drafts.”

      —Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird

      In any creative endeavor, you have to give yourself permission
      to create junk. There is no way around it. Sometimes you have to
      write 4 terrible pages just to discover that you wrote one good
      sentence in the second paragraph of the third page.

      Creating something useful and compelling is like being a gold
      miner. You have to sift through pounds of dirt and rock and silt
      just to find a speck of gold in the middle of it all. Bits and
      pieces of genius will find their way to you, if you give yourself
      permission to let the muse flow.

      Create on a Schedule

      Amateurs create when they feel inspired. Professionals create on
      a schedule.

      No single act will uncover more creative genius than forcing
      yourself to create consistently. Practicing your craft over and
      over is the only way to become decent at it. The person who sits
      around theorizing about what a best-selling book looks like will
      never write it. Meanwhile, the writer who shows up every day and
      puts their butt in the chair and their hands on the keyboard — they
      are learning how to do the work.

      
      Inspiration is for amateurs. The rest of us just show up and get
      to work.

      —Chuck Close

      

      Ira Glass is the host of the popular radio show This American
      Life, which is broadcast to 1.7 million listeners each week. This
      is the advice Glass gives to anyone looking to interesting,
      creative work: “The most important thing you can do is do a lot of
      work. Do a huge volume of work. Put yourself on a deadline so that
      every week or every month you know you’re going to finish one
      story. It is only by going through a volume of work that … the work
      you’re making will be as good as your ambitions.”

      If you want to do your best creative work, then don’t leave it
      up to choice. Don’t wake up in the morning and think, “I hope I
      feel inspired to create something today.” You need to take the
      decision-making out of it. Set a schedule
      for your work. Creative genius arrives when you show up enough
      times to get the average ideas out of the way.

      Finish Something

      Steven Pressfield’s most famous work, The Legend of Bagger
      Vance, was a best-selling novel that became a major motion
      picture starring Matt Damon, Will Smith, and Charlize Theron. But
      if you ask Pressfield, he will say that his most important book is
      one that you never heard of: the first book he finished.

      Here’s how Pressfield describes finishing his first novel…

      “I never did find a buyer for the book. Or the next one,
      either. It was ten years before I got the first check for something
      I had written and ten more before a novel, The Legend of Bagger
      Vance, was actually published. But that moment when I first hit the
      keys to spell out THE END was so epochal. I remember rolling the
      last page out and adding it to the stack that was the finished
      manuscript. Nobody knew I was done. Nobody cared. But I knew. I
      felt like a dragon I’d been fighting all my life had just dropped
      dead at my feet and gasped out its last sulfuric breath.”

      Finish something. Anything. Stop researching, planning, and
      preparing to do the work and just do the work. It doesn’t matter
      how good or how bad it is. You don’t need to set the world on fire
      with your first try. You just need to prove to yourself that you
      have what it takes to produce something.

      There are no artists, athletes, entrepreneurs, or scientists who
      became great by half-finishing their work. Stop debating what you
      should make and just make something.

      Practice Self-Compassion

      Everyone struggles to create great art. Even great artists.

      
      When I write, I feel like an armless legless man with a crayon
      in my mouth.

      —Kurt Vonnegut

      

      Anyone who creates something on a consistent basis will begin to
      judge their own
      work. I write new articles every
      Monday and Thursday. After sticking to that publishing schedule for
      three months, I began to judge everything I created. I was
      convinced that I had gone through every decent idea I had
      available. My most popular article
      came 8 months later.

      It is natural to judge your work. It is natural to feel
      disappointed that your creation isn’t as wonderful as you hoped it
      would be, or that you’re not getting any better at your craft. But
      the key is to not let your discontent prevent you from continuing
      to do the work.

      You have to practice enough self-compassion to not let
      self-judgment take over. Sure, you care about your work, but don’t
      get so serious about it that you can’t laugh off your mistakes and
      continue to produce the thing you love. Don’t let judgment prevent
      delivery.

      Share Your Work

      Share your work publicly. It will hold you accountable to
      creating your best work. It will provide feedback for doing better
      work. And when you see others connect with what you create, it will
      inspire you and make you care more.

      
      When it comes to ideas, most people overestimate the risk of
      piracy, and underestimate the price of obscurity.

      —Mike Trap

      

      Sometimes sharing your work means you have to deal with haters
      and critics. But more often than not, the only thing that happens
      is that you rally the people who believe the same things you
      believe, are excited about the same things you are excited about,
      or who support the work that you believe in — who wouldn’t want
      that?

      The world needs people who put creative work out into the world.
      What seems simple to you is often brilliant to someone else. But
      you’ll never know that unless you choose to share.

      How to Find Your Creative Genius

      Finding your creative genius is easy: do the work, finish
      something, get feedback, find ways to improve, show up again
      tomorrow. Repeat for ten years. Or twenty. Or thirty.

      Inspiration only reveals itself after perspiration.

      

    

  
    

    
      Smart People Should Create Things

      
      It was 1974 and Art Fry was spending his weekend singing for the
      local church choir. On this particular Sunday, Fry was dealing with
      a relatively boring problem: he couldn’t keep his bookmarks in
      place.

      In order to find hymns quickly, Fry would stick little pieces of
      paper between the pages like bookmarks. The only problem was that
      every time he stood up, the pieces of paper would slide down deep
      between the pages or fall out of the book completely. Annoyed by
      the constant placing and replacing of his bookmarks, Fry started
      daydreaming about a better solution.

      “It was during the sermon,” Fry said, “that I first thought,
      ‘What I really need is a little bookmark that will stick to the
      paper but will not tear the paper when I remove it.’”

      With this idea in mind, Fry went back to work the next week and
      began developing a solution to his bookmark problem. As luck would
      have it, Fry happened to be working at the perfect company. He was
      an employee at 3M and one of his co-workers, Spencer Silver, was an
      adhesives specialist.

      Over the next few months, Fry and Silver developed a piece of
      paper that would stick to a page, but could be easily removed and
      reapplied over and over. Eventually, this little project became one
      of the best-selling office supplies of all-time: the Post-It
      Note.

      Today, 3M sells Post-It Notes in over 100 countries worldwide.
      You can find them at libraries and schools, in offices and
      boardrooms, and scattered around nearly every workspace in
      between.

      What can we learn from the story of Art Fry? And is there
      something we can take away from this to make our lives and the
      world better?

      Art Fry wasn’t trying to create a best-selling office supply
      product. In the beginning, Fry was simply trying to design a better
      bookmark for his choir hymnal. He was just trying to create
      something small.

      For a long time, I thought that if I wasn’t working on something
      incredible, then it wasn’t of much value. But gradually I
      discovered the truth: the most important thing isn’t to create
      something world-changing, but simply to create. You don’t have to
      build something famous to build something meaningful.

      And this brings us to the most important lesson we can learn
      from Art Fry and his Post-It Notes: when the world presents you
      with something interesting or frustrating or curious, choose to do
      something about it. Choose to be a creator.

      In other words, the world needs smart people to build things. We
      need employees who invent things, entrepreneurs who create things,
      and freelancers who design things. We need secretaries who make
      jewelry as a side project and stay-at-home dads who write amazing
      novels. We need more leaders, not more followers. We need more
      creators, not more consumers.

      And perhaps the most important thing to realize is that we not
      only need to create for each other, but for ourselves as well.
      Creating something is the perfect way to avoid wasting the precious
      moments that we have been given. To contribute, to create, to chip
      in to the world around you and to add your line to the world’s
      story — that is a life well lived.

      What will you create today?

      

    

  
    

    
      Thoughts on Struggling to Finish My First Book

      
      As regular readers know, I’m working on my first book right now.
      The book is about the power of small improvements in a world
      obsessed with overnight success.

      For the most part, the book will include the best ideas from my
      weekly articles plus dozens of additional research studies and
      topics that I haven’t mentioned yet. I will also mix in my usual
      dose of practical ideas, interesting stories, and real world
      experiences. I have about 40,000 words written right now. My hope
      is that it will be the best work I’ve created thus far.

      So what’s the problem?

      I am really struggling to tame this beast and make progress. I
      haven’t written consistently on the book for weeks and lately it
      feels like the project is always in the same place today as it was
      10 days ago.

      Although I write about habits and consistency every week, I have
      said many times that I am no expert. Like everyone else, I’m just
      learning as I go. In this article, I’m going to share a few of the
      issues I’m struggling with and discuss just how hard it is to take
      a big project from idea to execution.

      Big Project Syndrome

      Over time, I have learned how to become better at maintaining
      habits and reaching short-term goals.

      For example…

      
      	I publish a new article every Monday and Thursday. I have
      missed exactly one time since starting on November 12, 2012.

      	It is the same in the gym. I typically lift every Monday,
      Wednesday, and Friday. And because of that consistency I’m
      squatting 100 pounds more this year than I was last year.

      	And so on…

      

      Meanwhile, I seem to be very bad at managing larger, long-term
      projects.

      For example, writing a book.

      I know that I am capable of writing a book. As I mentioned in
      my article about systems vs.
      goals, I published over 120,000 words last year simply by
      writing two articles per week. So it’s not a question of
      ability.

      I also know that I have many readers who want to read the book.
      I get emails from kind folks each week who say they are looking
      forward to buying the book when it’s released. (Thank you for the
      support!) So it’s not a question of audience size or potential
      sales.

      And because I already write about these topics each week, I
      already know much of the material that should go into the book.

      What could be more frustrating than having the knowledge to
      create a product, knowing how to create it, having the ability to
      create it, and having a group of people who want it … and then not
      doing anything about it? What kind of mental block prevents someone
      from taking consistent action on the things they are skilled enough
      to accomplish?

      Right now, I’m calling it “Big Project Syndrome.” It’s simply an
      execution issue. But, of course, execution isn’t always simple.

      What Holds Us Back?

      I realize that I’m not facing a unique problem. Pretty much
      every entrepreneur I know has battled this feeling before…

      You have an idea. You have a skill set. You’re pretty sure that
      you can make it happen. And yet, for some weird reason, you don’t
      execute on the project. It’s incredibly frustrating.

      What is it that holds us back from doing what we are capable
      of?

      For me, it seems to be two things.

      
      	Wanting my work to be perfect, which causes me to spend more
      time planning, outlining, and researching, rather than actually
      writing.

      	Focusing on how big the project is and how much needs to be
      done rather than working on one small piece each day.

      

      There’s a bit of irony in all of this.

      I write about habits every week and tell people all of the time:
      “An imperfect start can always be improved, but obsessing over a
      perfect plan will never take you anywhere on its own.” (More on
      that here.)

      But when it’s my project — when it’s my baby — I want it to be
      incredible. I’m trying to set a high
      standard in the work that I do and the ideas that I share. And
      that is a difficult balance to maintain because sometimes I end up
      putting the quest to be perfect before the importance of being
      done.

      That said, this is the very reason that I try to offer a blend
      of scientific research and real-world experiences in my articles.
      You can have the greatest research and theories in the world, but
      if you don’t understand the struggle that comes with implementing
      those ideas, then you’ll never see the full picture.

      Big Projects and Small Starts

      In many ways, big projects are an exercise in getting started
      over and over. Each day, you wake up and have to find a way to work
      on something big, but in a small way and without letting the
      overall scope of the project overwhelm you.

      That can be a tough task and it’s proving to be a struggle for
      me.

      I want to make this happen and I believe that I can. But I have
      to remind myself that an imperfect project that is complete is
      always better than a perfect project that is never finished.

      

    

  
    

    
      Why I Write

      
      Every Monday and Thursday for the past 16 months, I sat down in
      my chair, put my hands on the keyboard, and wrote a new article.
      Post after post. Week after week. Over 130 articles and
      counting.

      Why do I do this each week? What keeps pulling me back to this
      habit?

      
      	Yes, I write for myself. (If you read an article that sounds
      like advice it’s usually a reminder to myself to do something more
      often.)

      	Sure, I write to get feedback, to learn more, and to clarify my
      thoughts. (If you’re confused or curious about something, write
      about it.)

      	And yes, I write to build a business. (See: my high-performance seminars
      or my first book, which I’m working on right now.)

      

      But the more I do it, the more I am beginning to see writing as
      a form of leadership.

      And not just that, writing is leadership at scale. I have come
      to realize that if I’m serious about making an impact with my work,
      about helping as many people as possible, and about putting a small
      dent in my corner of the universe — writing will carry my work and
      ideas further than just about anything else.

      

      Why I Write: Leadership at Scale

      Look at this article. There isn’t much to it. It is just a few
      words on a page.

      But these words can be read by anyone, anywhere.

      Last month, people from 150 different countries visited my
      little corner of the internet at JamesClear.com. Most people will be
      reading this in the United States (110,083 visitors last month),
      Canada, or the UK. But there are many other options too.

      
      	You could be reading from somewhere happy like Denmark (722
      visitors last month), Costa Rica (109 visitors), or Bhutan (3
      visitors).

      	You could be reading from somewhere dangerous like Iraq (42
      visitors), Afghanistan (28 visitors), or Somalia (4 visitors).

      	You could be reading from somewhere with an amazing name.
      (Shout out to the 2 readers in Djibouti. Tell your friends!)

      

      But wherever you are, we are connecting because I sat down and
      wrote these words and you’re reading them. That’s amazing, if you
      think about it.

      In 10 years these words will still be here, waiting for whoever
      comes along. Writing has the power to inspire, to teach, to
      entertain, to lead, and to connect — and it can do those things
      long after the words have fluttered off my hands and onto the
      keyboard. I’ll never meet most of the people who read my articles.
      But they’ll know me through my words, and hopefully, the world will
      be slightly better because of it.

      The Courage to Share

      But, and this is the entire point of this article, these words
      could have easily never made it here.

      For over a year, I didn’t have the courage to share my work. I
      wrote in a private document. I played it safe and tried to shield
      my words from criticism and judgment. Eventually, I decided that it
      was more important to contribute something to the world than it was
      to protect myself from criticism. I started to see being a writer
      as a way of being a leader by taking a stand for the things I
      believed in, sharing my mission, and rallying the people who
      believed the same things I believed.

      We all have words inside of us — words that could change the
      world, words that could entertain and delight, words that could
      teach and improve — but these words can only unleash their power
      when shared. That’s why I write every week and it’s why I believe
      that the world needs more people to find the courage to make their
      work public.

      Share your work. Share your writing. Make it public. Find a way
      to lead at scale.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Myth of Creative Inspiration

      
      Franz Kafka is considered one of the most creative and
      influential writers of the 20th century, but he actually spent most
      of his time working as a lawyer for the Workers Accident Insurance
      Institute. How did Kafka produce such fantastic creative works
      while holding down his day job?

      By sticking to a strict schedule.

      He would go to his job from 8:30 AM to 2:30 PM, eat lunch and
      then take a long nap until 7:30 PM, exercise and eat dinner with
      his family in the evening, and then begin writing at 11 PM for a
      few hours each night before going to bed and doing it all over
      again.

      Kafka is hardly unique in his commitment to a schedule. As Mason
      Currey notes in his popular book, Daily Rituals: How
      Artists Work, many of the world’s great artists follow a
      consistent schedule.

      
      	Maya Angelou would rent a local hotel room and go there to
      write. She arrived at 6:30 AM, wrote until 2 PM, and then went home
      to do some editing. She would never sleep at the hotel.

      	Pulitzer Prize winner Michael Chabon writes five nights per
      week from 10 PM to 3 AM.

      	Haruki Murakami wakes up at 4 AM, writes for five hours, and
      then goes for a run.

      

      The work of top creatives isn’t dependent upon motivation or
      creative inspiration, but rather it follows a consistent pattern
      and routine. It’s the mastering of daily habits that
      leads to success, not some mythical spark of creative
      inspiration.

      Here’s why…

      Daily Routines: The Power of the Schedule

      William James, the famous psychologist, is noted for saying that
      habits and schedules are important because they “free our minds to
      advance to really interesting fields of action.”

      An 
      article in The Guardian agreed by saying, “If you waste
      resources trying to decide when or where to work, you’ll impede
      your capacity to do the work.” And there are plenty of research
      studies on willpower and motivation to back up that
      statement.

      In other words, if you’re serious about creating something
      compelling, you need to stop waiting for motivation and creative
      inspiration to strike you and simply set a schedule for doing
      work on a consistent basis. Of course, that’s easy to say, but much
      harder to do in practice.

      Here’s one way of thinking about schedules that may help.

      Permission to Create Junk

      Weightlifting offers a good metaphor for scheduling creative
      work.

      I can’t predict whether or not I’ll set a PR (personal record)
      before I go to the gym. In fact, there will be many days when I’ll
      have a below average workout. Eventually, I figured out that those
      below average days were just part of the process. The only way to
      actually lift bigger weights was to continually show up every
      Monday, Wednesday, and Friday — regardless of whether any
      individual workout was good or bad.

      Creative work is no different than training in the gym. You
      can’t selectively choose your best moments and only work on the
      days when you have great ideas. The only way to unveil the great
      ideas inside of you is to go through a volume of
      work, put in your repetitions,
      and show up over and over again.

      Obviously, doing something below average is never the goal. But
      you have to give yourself permission to grind through the
      occasional days of below average work because it’s the price you
      have to pay to get to excellent work.

      If you’re anything like me, you hate creating something that
      isn’t excellent. It’s easy to start judging your work and convince
      yourself to not share something, not publish something, and not
      ship something because “this isn’t good enough yet.”

      But the alternative is even worse: if you don’t have a schedule
      forcing you to deliver, then it’s really easy to avoid doing the
      work at all. The only way to be consistent enough to make a
      masterpiece is to give yourself permission to create junk along the
      way.

      The Schedule is the System

      During a conversation about writing, my friend Sarah Peck looked
      at me and said, “A lot of people never get around to writing
      because they are always wondering when they are going to write
      next.”

      You could say the same thing about working out, starting a
      business, creating art, and building most habits. The schedule is
      the system that makes your goals
      a reality. If you don’t set a schedule for yourself, then your
      only option is to rely on motivation.

      
      	If your workout doesn’t have a time when it usually occurs,
      then each day you’ll wake up thinking, “I hope I feel motivated to
      exercise today.”

      	If your business doesn’t have a system for marketing, then
      you’ll show up at work crossing your fingers that you’ll find a way
      to get the word out (in addition to everything else you have to
      do).

      	If you don’t have a time block to write every week, then you’ll
      find yourself saying things like, “I just need to find the
      willpower to do it.”

      

      Stop waiting for motivation or creative inspiration to strike
      you and set a schedule for your habits. This is the difference
      between professionals and amateurs. Professionals set a
      schedule and stick to it. Amateurs wait until they feel inspired or
      motivated.

      If you want more practical ideas for breaking bad habits and
      creating good habits, check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Weird Strategy Dr. Seuss Used to Create His Greatest
      Work

      
      In 1960, two men made a bet.

      There was only $50 on the line, but millions of people would
      feel the impact of this little wager.

      The first man, Bennett Cerf, was the founder of the publishing
      firm, Random House. The second man was named Theo Geisel, but you
      probably know him as Dr. Seuss. Cerf proposed the bet and
      challenged that Dr. Seuss would not be able to write an
      entertaining children’s book using only 50 different words.

      Dr. Seuss took the bet and won. The result was a little book
      called Green Eggs and
      Ham. Since publication, Green Eggs and Ham has sold
      more than 200 million copies, making it the most popular of Seuss’s
      works and one of the best-selling children’s books in history.

      At first glance, you might think this was a lucky fluke. A
      talented author plays a fun game with 50 words and ends up
      producing a hit. But there is actually more to this story and the
      lessons in it can help us become more creative and stick to better
      habits over the long-run.

      Here’s what we can learn from Dr. Seuss…

      

      The Power of Constraints

      What Dr. Seuss discovered through this little bet was the power
      of setting
      constraints.

      Setting limits for yourself — whether that involves the time you
      have to work out, the money you have to start a business, or the
      number of words you can use in a book — often delivers better
      results than “keeping your options open.”

      In fact, Dr. Seuss found that setting some limits to work within
      was so useful that he employed this strategy for other books as
      well. For example, The Cat in the Hat was written using
      only a first-grade vocabulary list.

      In my experience, I’ve seen that constraints can also provide
      benefits in health, business, and life in general. I’ve noticed two
      reasons why this occurs.

      1. Constraints inspire your creativity.

      If you’re five foot five inches tall and you’re playing
      basketball, you figure out more creative ways to score than the six
      foot five inch guy.

      If you have a one-year-old child that takes up almost every
      minute of your day, you figure out more creative ways to get some
      exercise.

      If you’re a photographer and you show up to a shoot with just
      one lens, then you figure out more creative ways to capture the
      beauty of your subject than you would with all of your gear
      available.

      Limitations drive you to figure out solutions. Your constraints
      inspire your creativity.

      2. Constraints force you to get something
      done.

      Time constraints have forced me to produce some of my best work.
      This is especially true with my writing. Every Monday and Thursday,
      I write a new article — even if it’s inconvenient.

      This constraint has led me to produce some of my most popular
      work in unlikely places. When I was sitting in the passenger seat
      on a road trip through West Virginia, I wrote an
      article. When I was visiting family for the 4th of July,
      I wrote an
      article. When I spent all day flying in and out of airports,
      I wrote an
      article.

      Without my schedule (the constraint), I would have pushed those
      articles to a different day. Or never got around to them at all.
      Constraints force you to get something done and don’t allow you to
      procrastinate. This is why I believe that professionals
      set a schedule for their production while amateurs wait until
      they feel motivated.

      What constraints are you setting for yourself? What type of
      schedule do you have for your goals?

      Related note: Sticking to your schedule doesn’t have to be
      grand or impressive. Just commit to a process you can
      sustain. And if you have to, reduce the
      scope.

      Constraints are Not the Enemy

      So often we spend time complaining about the things that are
      withheld from us.

      
      	“I don’t have enough time to work out.”

      	“I don’t have enough money to start a business.”

      	“I can’t eat this food on my diet.”

      

      But constraints are not the enemy. Every artist has a limited
      set of tools to work with. Every athlete has a limited set of
      skills to train with. Every entrepreneur has a limited amount of
      resources to build with. Once you know your constraints, you can
      start figuring out how to work with them.

      The Size of Your Canvas

      Dr. Seuss was given 50 words. That was the size of his canvas.
      His job was to see what kind of picture he could paint with those
      words.

      You and I are given similar constraints in our lives.

      You only have 30 minutes to fit a workout into your
      day? So be it. That’s the size of your canvas. Your job is
      to see if you can make those 30 minutes a work of art.

      You can only spare 15 minutes each day to
      write? That’s the size of your canvas. Your job is to make
      each paragraph a work of art.

      You only have $100 to start your business?
      Great. That’s the size of your canvas. Your job is to make each
      sales call a work of art.

      You can only eat whole foods on your diet?
      That’s the size of your canvas. Your job is to take those
      ingredients and make each meal a work of art.

      There are a lot of authors who would complain about writing a
      book with only 50 words. But there was one author who decided to
      take the tools he had available and make a work of art instead.

      We all have constraints in our lives. The limitations just
      determine the size of
      the canvas you have to work with. What you paint on it is up to
      you.

      

    

  
    

    
      What Every Successful Person Knows, But Never Says

      
      Ira Glass is the host and executive producer of
      the popular National Public Radio show, This American
      Life.

      Each week, This American Life is broadcast to more than
      1.7 million listeners across 500 different radio stations. For
      Glass, who is featured in almost every episode, the show has led to
      a wide range of opportunities including book deals, feature films,
      and appearances on popular television shows.

      Of course, it wasn’t always that way.

      

      What Every Successful Person Knows, But Never
      Says

      Glass started out at NPR as a 19-year-old intern. The next
      decade was filled with a lot of hard work and very little payoff as
      he worked as a reporter.

      Fifteen years into his career, Glass finally began co-hosting
      his first show, which was called The Wild Room. The show
      was his idea, but Glass would later describe it by saying “one show
      would be horrible and two shows would be decent.” The Wild
      Room aired during a particularly unpopular Friday evening slot
      and in Glass’ words “it deserved its time slot.”

      After struggling through two years of The Wild Room,
      Glass finally pitched the idea for This American Life and
      received meager funding to get it started. Over 15 years and
      millions of listeners later, the rest is history.

      But here’s the part that I find really interesting.

      Check out how Ira Glass describes his long struggle to create
      something noteworthy:

      Nobody tells this to people who are beginners, and I really
      wish somebody had told this to me.

      All of us who do creative work, we get into it because we
      have good taste. But it’s like there is this gap. For the first
      couple years that you’re making stuff, what you’re making isn’t so
      good. It’s not that great. It’s trying to be good, it has ambition
      to be good, but it’s not that good.

      But your taste, the thing that got you into the game, is
      still killer. And your taste is good enough that you can tell that
      what you’re making is kind of a disappointment to you. A lot of
      people never get past that phase. They quit.

      Everybody I know who does interesting, creative work they
      went through years where they had really good taste and they could
      tell that what they were making wasn’t as good as they wanted it to
      be. They knew it fell short. Everybody goes through that.

      And if you are just starting out or if you are still in this
      phase, you gotta know its normal and the most important thing you
      can do is do a lot of work. Do a huge volume of work. Put yourself
      on a deadline so that every week or every month you know you’re
      going to finish one story. It is only by going through a volume of
      work that you’re going to catch up and close that gap. And the work
      you’re making will be as good as your ambitions.

      I took longer to figure out how to do this than anyone I’ve
      ever met. It takes awhile. It’s gonna take you a while. It’s normal
      to take a while. You just have to fight your way through
      that.

      —Ira Glass[bookmark: audio]

      The Thing That Got You Into The Game

      We all have reasons for being pulled to the things we love.

      When he was just a 19-year-old intern, Ira Glass had a taste for
      journalism and storytelling. He knew what good journalism looked
      like when it was done well. But it took him 17 years of work before
      he could start to do it well himself. And, as he says above, that
      was frustrating.

      I think you and I face a similar type of battle.

      
      	Spend a year or two in the gym and you’ll start to recognize
      good technique, even if your own could use some work. This is
      something I’m struggling with right now. I know a great clean and
      jerk when I see one, but when I grab hold of the bar it’s still
      hard for me to pull it off.

      	Start writing consistently and you’ll begin to take notice when
      you read great work. But good luck trying to produce your own
      brilliant words. In the beginning, it can be difficult just to get
      something on the page. And even when you can hammer out sentences,
      young writers quickly learn that all words aren’t created equal.
      Even with consistent writing each week, I still feel like I fail to
      produce something of note.

      	Watch a dozen TED Talks and you’ll be able to point out what
      you like and don’t like about certain presenters, but jump up on
      stage yourself and the difficulty of captivating an audience — even
      for a minute or two — becomes quite apparent.

      

      And so it goes for virtually any skill. There is always a gap
      between being an apprentice and being a craftsman. The apprentice
      has the taste, but not the skill. The craftsman has the taste and
      the skill.

      It’s easier to recognize beauty than it is to create it. You’re
      good enough to know that what you’re doing isn’t good, but not good
      enough to produce something great. When you find yourself in this
      frustrating limbo, the challenge is to never forget what got you
      there in the first place. Remember that thing that got you into the
      game.

      Your love. Your passion. Your taste. That’s the reason you’re
      here. You still belong, even if you don’t feel like it right now.
      Your taste can be killer even if your ability is questionable.

      Commit to the process
      and you’ll become good enough, soon enough. Put in a volume of
      work. Close the gap.

      What to Do Next

      Developing skills that are as good as your taste comes down to
      habits. The ability to “fight your way through” as Glass says,
      hinges on your consistency to show up and do the work. Can you
      build the habits
      required to make
      small improvements day after day?

      I don’t claim to have all the answers, but my hope is that I can
      help a little bit. I’ve spent the last year writing and researching
      the science of habit formation. Much of what I have learned
      (including strategies for becoming more consistent and improving
      your performance) is covered in my book Atomic Habits.

      

    

  
    

    
      How to Chase Your Dreams and Reinvent Yourself

      
      In 1965, a young man named Tom graduated from college with a
      degree in English.

      Soon after, Tom took a job with an insurance company in
      Connecticut. After working there for seven years, he transitioned
      to a new role in the industry and started working for an insurance
      agency. He worked at that insurance agency for the next eight
      years.

      In 1980, he decided to buy a small insurance agency. At this
      point Tom had been working in the insurance industry for 15 years,
      but he was beginning to feel an internal pull to do work that
      really excited him. He had always wanted to write a novel.

      He started by writing in his spare time. Then, he started
      cutting his work day short so that he would have more time to
      write. Eventually, he was working on the novel whenever he could
      find time.

      His wife, Wanda, recalled Tom’s early writing years by saying,
      “He was writing at home every weekend. I told him he should go back
      to selling insurance.”

      In 1984, after working for almost 20 years in the insurance
      industry, Tom Clancy finally published his first book, The Hunt for
      Red October.

      He was hoping to sell 5,000 copies. By the end of the decade it
      had sold more than 2 million.

      

      It’s Never Too Late to Reinvent Yourself

      Tom Clancy was one of the most successful authors of his
      generation. Focusing primarily on military story lines, Clancy
      wrote 17 novels that became #1 New York Times best-sellers. In
      total, his books sold more than 100 million copies. Many of them,
      including The Hunt for
      Red October, Patriot Games,
      and The Sum of All
      Fears were turned into major motion pictures. Others
      became the basis for popular video games like Rainbow Six,
      Ghost Recon, and Splinter Cell. For millions of
      readers, Tom Clancy is a household name.

      But even with all of those amazing achievements, what I found
      most amazing about Clancy was his willingness to reinvent
      himself.

      We all have goals that we say are important to us — getting in
      shape, building a business, writing a book, and so on — but for
      most of us, the inertia of life holds us back. This is especially
      true when we’re living a relatively comfortable life. Most people
      in Tom Clancy’s situation would probably continue their insurance
      career rather than chase the dream of becoming a novelist.

      It’s easy to look at someone with the success of Tom Clancy and
      claim that he was destined for success. 100 million copies sold? He
      must have been born to be a writer. But if you were to look at him
      at any point during the first 20 years of his career, you wouldn’t
      have seen a writer at all.

      And that raises an interesting question…

      What made the biggest difference in Clancy’s life? Was it his
      level of talent? Or was it his willingness to make choices and take
      action?

      There are plenty of talented people who never make a choice to
      do something different, to reinvent themselves, and to pursue their
      dreams. It’s hard to work up the guts to try something new. Nobody
      wants to feel stupid and start from the beginning all over
      again.

      But talent isn’t worth a thing without the willingness to take
      action. It’s great to have a dream, but it’s better to pursue
      it.

      How many Tom Clancys are out there right now, holding their
      dreams inside and letting the inertia of life pull them in the same
      direction they’ve always gone?

      Tom Clancy’s Advice for Writing (And Life)

      “You learn to write the same way you learn to play golf. You
      do it, and keep doing it until you get it right. A lot of people
      think something mystical happens to you, that maybe the muse kisses
      you on the ear. But writing isn’t divinely inspired — it’s hard
      work.”

      —Tom Clancy (source)

      There’s nothing special that happens to the people who choose to
      reinvent themselves and chase their dreams. It’s not any easier for
      them than it is for you. It’s just that at some point, they choose
      to do the work. They
      choose to take action. And they
      choose themselves.

      Reinventing yourself and developing a new skill is hard work.
      Going from out of shape to the best shape of your life is hard
      work. Transitioning from corporate desk jockey to proud
      entrepreneur is hard work. Moving from life-long insurance salesman
      to best-selling novelist is hard work. And so is pretty much every
      other goal worth fighting for.

      As Clancy says, there’s nothing “mystical” about it. You won’t
      feel “divinely inspired.” The first steps toward any dream are
      slow, unsexy, and inconvenient — sort of like writing a novel on
      the weekends while you’re still running a small insurance
      agency.

      And to further complicate things, reinventing yourself is
      particularly hard because nobody is going to praise you for it —
      especially in the beginning. Tom Clancy’s wife told him to “go back
      to selling insurance.”

      The good news is that the path to doing work you love might not
      look the way you expected, but it can still get you to where you
      want to go — if you make the choice to try something new.

      It’s never too late to reinvent yourself.

      

    

  
    

    
      Haters and Critics: How to Deal with People Judging You and
      Your Work

      
      It doesn’t matter how you choose to live your life — whether you
      build a business or work a corporate job; have children or choose
      not to have children; travel the world or live in the same town all
      of your life; go to the gym 5 times a week or sit on the couch
      every night — whatever you do, someone will judge you for it. There
      will always be haters and difficult people.

      For one reason or another, someone will find a reason to project
      their insecurities, their negativity, and their fears onto you and
      your life, and you’ll have to deal with it.

      With that in mind, let’s talk about being judged and criticized.
      And just for fun, I’ll share some of the most hateful comments I’ve
      received on my articles. And more importantly, the strategies I use
      to deal with them.

      Here’s what I’ve learned about dealing with haters and the
      people who judge you, your work, and your goals.

      

      The Biggest Critic in Your Life

      It’s easier to complain about the outside critics, but the
      biggest critic in your life usually lives between your own two
      ears. Working up the courage to move past your own vulnerability
      and uncertainty is often the greatest challenge you’ll face on the
      way to achieving your goals.

      When I started my first business, it wasn’t the criticism from
      outsiders that held me back. It was my own mind worrying that
      people would think I was a loser because I skipped getting a “real
      job” to “start some website.” I didn’t tell most of my friends
      about what I was doing for almost a year because I was so worried
      about what they would think about it.

      When I started writing, it wasn’t the hurtful comments from
      readers that prevented me from getting started. It was my own fears
      about what they would think if I wrote about the things I cared
      about. I wrote my ideas in a private document for a year before I
      worked up the courage to start sharing them publicly.

      Those are just two examples of the types of internal fears and
      criticism that so often prevent us from getting started on our
      goals. It can take a lifetime to learn that just because people
      criticize you doesn’t mean they really care about your choice to do
      something different. Usually, the haters simply criticize and move
      on. And that means that you can safely ignore them and continue
      doing your thing.

      But that is easier said than done because we all like to be
      validated. Some people like it more than others, but everyone wants
      to be respected and appreciated to some degree. I certainly do. I
      know that whenever I choose to take a risk and share my work with
      the world, I wonder about what my friends will think, what my
      family will think, and how the people around me will see me because
      of that choice. Will this help my reputation? Will this hurt my
      reputation? Should I even be worrying about my reputation?

      Especially with writing, these questions created an internal
      struggle for me.

      On one hand, I believed in myself and I knew that I wanted to
      contribute something to the world around me. But on the other hand,
      I was scared that people wouldn’t approve of my work and would
      criticize me when I started sharing the things I cared about or
      believed.

      I’ve written previously about the challenge of putting
      yourself out there by saying, “You can either be judged because
      you created something or ignored because you left your greatness
      inside of you.”

      Eventually, I decided that it was more important to
      contribute something to the world than it was to protect myself
      from criticism.

      The Truth About Criticism

      The truth about criticism is that it’s almost always in your
      head.

      Here’s an example from my personal experience…

      In the last 9 months, my articles have been read by more than
      1.2 million people (250,000+ on my site and over 1 million on other
      sites that publish my work).

      Of those people, about 98% of people have read a particular
      article and moved on with their life. About 2% of people have read
      an article and decided to become part of our little community by
      joining my free newsletter. (Thank
      you! It’s great to have you here!) And about 0.0008% of people have
      sent me a hateful comment or email.

      Even though the vast majority of readers were positive or
      neutral about my work, the critics were still heard loud and
      clear.

      Apparently, the tendency to hold onto negative criticism is
      natural for most people. According to Roy Baumeister and
      researchers at Florida State University, we remember negative
      emotions much more strongly and in more vivid detail.

      In a research paper titled, “Bad Is Stronger Than
      Good”, Baumeister summarizes academic studies that prove that
      we are more likely to remember negative criticism than praise.
      Baumeister found that even happy people tend to remember more
      negative events than positive ones. In fact, Baumeister and his
      team say that when it comes to your brain, it takes about five
      positive events to make up for one negative event.

      I’ll talk about a strategy for getting over this in a moment.
      But first, I want to share some of the criticism I’ve received
      recently.

      Pour Me a Glass of Haterade (My Most Hateful
      Comments)

      Each month, there is usually someone who whines about how my
      articles are totally worthless. For example, one reader recently
      left a comment saying, “I should have known better than to waste
      time reading this.”

      Another reader so eloquently wrote, “What’s interesting here is
      the author firmly believes that there are millions of dumb people
      in this world who believe in this crap.”

      At least those people commented on the actual article. Hate mail
      gets even better when people start ignoring your work entirely and
      make judgments about you as a person instead.

      Earlier this month, someone said that I was clearly “someone
      with a job with limited travel and without a busy lifestyle. Oh, to
      have no responsibilities…”

      Another kind gentleman just got straight to the point and said,
      “This author is a waste of skin.”

      All of this hate for someone who writes about building better
      habits, being healthy, and living an adventurous life. Could you
      imagine if I wrote about something that was actually controversial
      like politics or religion?

      And that brings us to the main point: it doesn’t matter what you
      do, there will always be someone who finds fault in it. So how do
      you get over it and move forward anyway? Here’s one approach that
      might help…

      Focus on the Road, Not the Wall

      Many racing experts consider Mario Andretti to be the most
      successful and versatile racing driver of all-time. During his
      career, Andretti won the Indianapolis 500, Daytona 500, Formula One
      World Championship and the Pike’s Peak International Hill Climb. He
      is one of only two drivers in history to win races in Formula One,
      IndyCar, World Sportscar Championship, and NASCAR.

      During an interview with SUCCESS magazine, Andretti was asked
      for his number one tip for success in race car driving. He said,
      “Don’t look at the wall. Your car goes where your eyes go.”

      When young drivers are starting to race, this is one of the most
      critical lessons that they learn. When you’re driving at 200mph you
      need to focus on the road in front of you. If you look at the wall,
      then you’ll end up hitting it.

      The same could be said for your life, your work, and dealing
      with haters and critics.

      Criticism and negativity from difficult people is like a wall.
      And if you focus on it, then you’ll run right into it. You’ll get
      blocked by negative emotions, anger, and self-doubt. Your mind will
      go where your attention is focused. Criticism and negativity don’t
      prevent you from reaching the finish line, but they can certainly
      distract you from it.

      However, if you focus on the road in front of you and on moving
      forward, then you can safely speed past the walls and barriers that
      are nearby.

      This is my preferred approach to criticism. When someone dishes
      out a negative comment, use that as a signal to recommit to your
      work and to refocus on the road ahead of you. Some people are
      determined to take things personally and tear down the work of
      others. Your life is too short to worry about pleasing those
      difficult people.

      Focus on the road, not the wall.

      How to Respond to Haters

      
      Most people need love and acceptance a lot more than they need
      advice.

      —Bob Goff

      

      In rare circumstances, you may want to respond to the people who
      dish criticism your way. If that’s the case, then I think Gary
      Vaynerchuk provides a good example of how to do it.

      When Vaynerchuk published his best-selling book Crush
      It, he received dozens of 1-star and 2-star reviews on Amazon.
      Negative reviewers claimed that the book was “absolutely awful” and
      called it a “piece of crap with no value whatsoever.”

      And this was for a book that was a best-seller!

      Rather than fight back and justify his work, Gary decided to
      respond to many of the negative reviews with a sincere apology. For
      example, a reader named Frank left a 1-star review for the book in
      which he complained, “How did this book ever get published?”

      Vaynerchuk responded to him by saying…

      
      Frank I am so so sorry I under delivered for you, I hope to meet
      u and spend 15 minutes apologizing and answering any questions u
      may have, I guess I needed more details in there for u, I am so
      sorry.

      

      Despite using grammar from a high school text message,
      Vaynerchuk ended up getting Frank’s number and called him to talk
      things over.

      After their conversation, Frank wrote a followup comment on his
      book review saying, “If Amazon had a people ranking system, I’d
      have to give Gary 5 stars. One can not help being impressed by
      someone who gets back to you so quickly and handles criticism so
      graciously.”

      If you’re going to respond to your haters and critics, then
      getting a response like that should be your goal. Rather than
      beating the haters back with insults, win them back with sincerity.
      Most people don’t want to be convinced that your work is wonderful,
      they just want to know that you care.

      Where to Go From Here

      I’ve said this many times before, but it bears repeating: I
      don’t really have anything figured out. I’m not an expert and I
      don’t have all the answers. I’m still learning to deal with
      criticism like everyone else.

      But in my limited experiences, here’s what I can summarize about
      dealing with difficult people and haters.

      
      	First and foremost, don’t be the hater. Don’t be the person who
      tears down someone else’s hard work. The world needs more people
      who contribute their gifts and share their work and ideas. Working
      up the courage to do that can be tough. Support the people who
      display that courage.

      	If you’re dealing with criticism, then don’t let the wall keep
      you from seeing the road. Focus on the path ahead. Another way I
      heard it put recently, “Ignore the boos. They usually come from the
      cheap seats.”

      	If you choose to respond to the haters, then surprise them with
      kindness. You might just win a new fan while you’re at it.

      	Finally, and most importantly, make the choices that are right
      for you. People will criticize you either way.

      

      

    

  
    

    
      Be Honest: Are You Rejecting Yourself? (Why You Should Make
      Things)

      
      Something unexpected happened recently. I started getting more
      visitors to my website from Google.

      In fact, if you search the phrase “how to stop
      procrastinating” in Google right now, then you will probably
      see this article on the first page of results: How to Stop
      Procrastinating by Using the “2–Minute Rule”

      Why am I telling you this? Because there is a much bigger lesson
      behind this silly search engine story.

      I’m not a search engine master. I don’t know anybody at Google.
      And I certainly don’t have the world’s best ideas. The only reason
      my article ended up on the first page is because I chose to write
      something. In a broader sense, I chose to build something, to make
      something, and to share something.

      Here’s why this is important…

      The Steve Jobs Approach to Life

      
      Everything around you that you call life was made up by people
      that were no smarter than you.

      —Steve Jobs

      

      Pause for a moment and read that quote again.

      Everything that you encounter on a daily basis was merely made
      up by good and well–meaning people who were just like you. This
      includes the products on supermarket shelves, the bestselling books
      in stores, the art in museums, the cars on roads, and even the
      search engine results in Google.

      There’s nothing inherently “special” about the people who
      created these things. They didn’t have to pass some test of
      Ultimate Truth to verify that they were the right person for the
      job. They simply chose to build something.

      You don’t need permission to create. You don’t need to be
      “gifted” or a “genius” or “brilliant” to contribute to the world
      around you — you just need to choose to build something.

      The World Belongs to the Makers

      The world belongs to the people who choose to make things. They
      create the environment that the rest of the world lives in.

      
      	One person writes a book. Thousands of people read it.

      	One person starts a business. Thousands of people buy from
      it.

      	One person programs a piece of software. Thousands of people
      use it.

      	One person takes a photo. Millions view it online.

      	Some guy named James writes on his tiny website. Thousands of
      people sign up for his email newsletter.

      

      The people who are doing these things are no smarter than you,
      they simply decided to become a “Maker.” They decided to make a
      book or make a website or make a business or make art.

      You can do the same thing! This is your invitation to join the
      party and make something yourself.

      What if I Fail?

      You may be wondering, “But what if I fail? What if people judge
      me? What if I make something that gets rejected?”

      I hear you. I feel that way all the time. Hell, maybe this
      article will get rejected and people will hate it.

      People who are Makers feel these same fears. They worry about
      rejection and battle uncertainty just like everyone else. The only
      difference is that Makers don’t let how they feel prevent them from
      sharing what they know.

      But even more important to keep in mind is this: if you
      choose to create something, you’ve already won because you haven’t
      rejected yourself.

      You have already won because you’ve battled the limiting beliefs
      and the self–doubt and the excuses like “I don’t have enough time
      or enough money or enough experience” and you found a way to make
      it through to the other side.

      Yes, if you build something people might judge it or dislike it.
      But if you don’t create and share the things that you have inside
      of you, then you’ll commit the far worse crime of rejecting
      yourself.

      Make a Habit of Making Things

      Too many people die with their best ideas still inside of
      them.

      Your legacy is what you share, not what you know or harbor
      within yourself. Unshared knowledge is like potential energy. It’s
      great to have, but it will never do anything unless you
      turn it into something else.

      Turn your knowledge into a book. Turn your inspiration into art.
      Turn your words into music. Turn your ideas into a business. Build
      something. Write something. Create something.

      From time to time, it’s great to sit back and enjoy other
      people’s work. I love reading a good book or buying a good meal or
      watching an incredible game just as much as anyone else.

      But those passive activities are easy to do. What is more
      important is making a habit of stepping into the arena and playing
      the game instead of simply judging from the crowd. Make a habit of making
      things.

      You can either be judged because you created something or
      ignored because you left your greatness inside of you. Your
      call.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Daily Routines of 12 Famous Writers

      
      How many people die with their best work still inside them?

      We often assume that great things are done by those who were
      blessed with natural talent, genius, and skill. But how many great
      things could have been done by people who never fully realized
      their potential? I think many of us, myself included, are capable
      of much more than we typically produce — our best work is often
      still hiding inside of us.

      How can you pull that potential out of yourself and share it
      with the world?

      Perhaps the best way is to develop better daily routines. When
      you look at the top performers in any field, you see something that
      goes much deeper than intelligence or skill. They possess an
      incredible willingness to do the work that needs to be done. They
      are masters of their daily routines.

      As an example of what separates successful people from the rest
      of the pack, take a look at some of the daily routines of famous
      writers from past and present.

      At the end of the article, I broke down some common themes that
      you can apply to your daily routines — regardless of your goals. To
      skip straight to those suggestions, click
      here.

      

      E.B. White: “A writer who waits for ideal
      conditions under which to work will die without putting a word on
      paper.”

      In an 
      interview with The Paris Review, E.B. White, the
      famous author of Charlotte’s Web, talked about his daily
      writing routine…

      I never listen to music when I’m working. I haven’t that
      kind of attentiveness, and I wouldn’t like it at all. On the other
      hand, I’m able to work fairly well among ordinary distractions. My
      house has a living room that is at the core of everything that goes
      on: it is a passageway to the cellar, to the kitchen, to the closet
      where the phone lives. There’s a lot of traffic. But it’s a bright,
      cheerful room, and I often use it as a room to write in, despite
      the carnival that is going on all around me.

      In consequence, the members of my household never pay the
      slightest attention to my being a writing man — they make all the
      noise and fuss they want to. If I get sick of it, I have places I
      can go. A writer who waits for ideal conditions under which to work
      will die without putting a word on paper.

      Haruki Murakami: “The repetition itself becomes
      the important thing.”

      In a 2004 
      interview, Murakami discussed his physical and mental
      habits…

      When I’m in writing mode for a novel, I get up at four a.m. and
      work for five to six hours. In the afternoon, I run for ten
      kilometers or swim for fifteen hundred meters (or do both), then I
      read a bit and listen to some music. I go to bed at nine p.m.

      I keep to this routine every day without variation. The
      repetition itself becomes the important thing; it’s a form of
      mesmerism. I mesmerize myself to reach a deeper state of mind.

      But to hold to such repetition for so long — six months to a
      year — requires a good amount of mental and physical strength. In
      that sense, writing a long novel is like survival training.
      Physical strength is as necessary as artistic sensitivity.

      Ernest Hemingway: “I write every morning.”

      In an 
      interview with George Plimpton, Hemingway revealed his daily
      routine…

      When I am working on a book or a story I write every morning
      as soon after first light as possible. There is no one to disturb
      you and it is cool or cold and you come to your work and warm as
      you write. You read what you have written and, as you always stop
      when you know what is going to happen next, you go on from
      there.

      You write until you come to a place where you still have
      your juice and know what will happen next and you stop and try to
      live through until the next day when you hit it again. You have
      started at six in the morning, say, and may go on until noon or be
      through before that.

      When you stop you are as empty, and at the same time never
      empty but filling, as when you have made love to someone you love.
      Nothing can hurt you, nothing can happen, nothing means anything
      until the next day when you do it again. It is the wait until the
      next day that is hard to get through.

      Henry Miller: “When you can’t create you
      can work.”

      In 1932, the famous writer and painter, Henry Miller, created a
      work schedule that listed his “Commandments” for him to follow as
      part of his daily routine. This list was published in the book,
      Henry
      Miller on Writing (Kindle).

      
      	Work on one thing at a time until finished.

      	Start no more new books, add no more new material to “Black
      Spring.”

      	Don’t be nervous. Work calmly, joyously, recklessly on
      whatever is in hand.

      	Work according to Program and not according to mood. Stop
      at the appointed time!

      	When you can’t create you can work.

      	Cement a little every day, rather than add new
      fertilizers.

      	Keep human! See people, go places, drink if you feel like
      it.

      	Don’t be a draught-horse! Work with pleasure
      only.

      	Discard the Program when you feel like it—but go back to it
      next day. Concentrate. Narrow down. Exclude.

      	Forget the books you want to write. Think only of the book
      you are writing.

      	Write first and always. Painting, music, friends, cinema,
      all these come afterwards.

      

      Kurt Vonnegut: “I do pushups and sit ups all the
      time.”

      In 1965, Vonnegut wrote a letter to his wife Jane about his
      daily writing habits, which was published in the book: Kurt Vonnegut:
      Letters (Kindle).

      I awake at 5:30, work until 8:00, eat breakfast at home,
      work until 10:00, walk a few blocks into town, do errands, go to
      the nearby municipal swimming pool, which I have all to myself, and
      swim for half an hour, return home at 11:45, read the mail, eat
      lunch at noon. In the afternoon I do schoolwork, either teach or
      prepare. When I get home from school at about 5:30, I numb my
      twanging intellect with several belts of Scotch and water
      ($5.00/fifth at the State Liquor store, the only liquor store in
      town. There are loads of bars, though.), cook supper, read and
      listen to jazz (lots of good music on the radio here), slip off to
      sleep at ten. I do pushups and sit ups all the time, and feel as
      though I am getting lean and sinewy, but maybe not.

      Jodi Picoult: “You can’t edit a blank page.”

      The last seven books Jodi Picoult has written have all hit
      number 1 on the New York Times bestseller list. In an
      
      interview with Noah Charney, she talks about her approach to
      writing and creating…

      I don’t believe in writer’s block. Think about it — when you
      were blocked in college and had to write a paper, didn’t it always
      manage to fix itself the night before the paper was due? Writer’s
      block is having too much time on your hands. If you have a limited
      amount of time to write, you just sit down and do it. You might not
      write well every day, but you can always edit a bad page. You can’t
      edit a blank page.

      Maya Angelou: “Easy reading is damn hard
      writing.”

      In a 2013 
      interview with The Daily Beast, the American author and poet
      discussed her writing career and her daily work habits…

      I keep a hotel room in my hometown and pay for it by the
      month.

      I go around 6:30 in the morning. I have a bedroom, with a
      bed, a table, and a bath. I have Roget’s Thesaurus, a dictionary,
      and the Bible. Usually a deck of cards and some crossword puzzles.
      Something to occupy my little mind. I think my grandmother taught
      me that. She didn’t mean to, but she used to talk about her “little
      mind.” So when I was young, from the time I was about 3 until 13, I
      decided that there was a Big Mind and a Little Mind. And the Big
      Mind would allow you to consider deep thoughts, but the Little Mind
      would occupy you, so you could not be distracted. It would work
      crossword puzzles or play Solitaire, while the Big Mind would delve
      deep into the subjects I wanted to write about.

      I have all the paintings and any decoration taken out of the
      room. I ask the management and housekeeping not to enter the room,
      just in case I’ve thrown a piece of paper on the floor, I don’t
      want it discarded. About every two months I get a note slipped
      under the door: “Dear Ms. Angelou, please let us change the linen.
      We think it may be moldy!”

      But I’ve never slept there, I’m usually out of there by 2.
      And then I go home and I read what I’ve written that morning, and I
      try to edit then. Clean it up.

      Easy reading is damn hard writing. But if it’s right, it’s
      easy. It’s the other way round, too. If it’s slovenly written, then
      it’s hard to read. It doesn’t give the reader what the careful
      writer can give the reader.

      Barbara Kingsolver: “I have to write hundreds of
      pages before I get to page one.”

      The Pulitzer Prize nominee has written over a dozen books, the
      last nine of which have all made the New York Times
      bestseller list. During a 2012 
      interview, she talked about her daily routine as a writer and a
      mother…

      I tend to wake up very early. Too early. Four o’clock is
      standard. My morning begins with trying not to get up before the
      sun rises. But when I do, it’s because my head is too full of
      words, and I just need to get to my desk and start dumping them
      into a file. I always wake with sentences pouring into my head. So
      getting to my desk every day feels like a long emergency. It’s a
      funny thing: people often ask how I discipline myself to write. I
      can’t begin to understand the question. For me, the discipline is
      turning off the computer and leaving my desk to do something
      else.

      I write a lot of material that I know I’ll throw away. It’s
      just part of the process. I have to write hundreds of pages before
      I get to page one.

      For the whole of my career as a novelist, I have also been a
      mother. I was offered my first book contract, for The Bean Trees,
      the day I came home from the hospital with my first child. So I
      became a novelist and mother on the same day. Those two important
      lives have always been one for me. I’ve always had to do both at
      the same time. So my writing hours were always constrained by the
      logistics of having my children in someone else’s care. When they
      were little, that was difficult. I cherished every hour at my desk
      as a kind of prize. As time has gone by and my children entered
      school it became progressively easier to be a working mother. My
      oldest is an adult, and my youngest is 16, so both are now
      self–sufficient —but that’s been a gradual process. For me, writing
      time has always been precious, something I wait for and am eager
      for and make the best use of. That’s probably why I get up so early
      and have writing time in the quiet dawn hours, when no one needs
      me.

      I used to say that the school bus is my muse. When it pulled
      out of the driveway and left me without anyone to take care of,
      that was the moment my writing day began, and it ended when the
      school bus came back. As a working mother, my working time was
      constrained. On the other hand, I’m immensely grateful to my family
      for normalizing my life, for making it a requirement that I end my
      day at some point and go and make dinner. That’s a healthy thing,
      to set work aside and make dinner and eat it. It’s healthy to have
      these people in my life who help me to carry on a civilized
      routine. And also to have these people in my life who connect me to
      the wider world and the future. My children have taught me
      everything about life and about the kind of person I want to be in
      the world. They anchor me to the future in a concrete way. Being a
      mother has made me a better writer. It’s also true to say that
      being a writer has made me a better mother.

      Nathan Englander: “Turn off your cell phone.”

      Englander is an award–winning short story writer, and in this
      
      interview he talks about his quest to eliminate all
      distractions from his writing routine…

      Turn off your cell phone. Honestly, if you want to get work
      done, you’ve got to learn to unplug. No texting, no email, no
      Facebook, no Instagram. Whatever it is you’re doing, it needs to
      stop while you write. A lot of the time (and this is fully goofy to
      admit), I’ll write with earplugs in — even if it’s dead silent at
      home.

      Karen Russell: “Enjoy writing badly.”

      Russell has only written one book … and it was a finalist for
      the Pulitzer Prize. In an 
      interview with The Daily Beast, she talks about her
      daily struggle to overcome distraction and write…

      I know many writers who try to hit a set word count every
      day, but for me, time spent inside a fictional world tends to be a
      better measure of a productive writing day. I think I’m fairly
      generative as a writer, I can produce a lot of words, but volume is
      not the best metric for me. It’s more a question of, did I write
      for four or five hours of focused time, when I did not leave my
      desk, didn’t find some distraction to take me out of the world of
      the story? Was I able to stay put and commit to putting words down
      on the page, without deciding mid-sentence that it’s more important
      to check my email, or “research” some question online, or clean out
      the science fair projects in the back for my freezer?

      I’ve decided that the trick is just to keep after it for
      several hours, regardless of your own vacillating assessment of how
      the writing is going. Showing up and staying present is a good
      writing day.

      I think it’s bad so much of the time. The periods where
      writing feels effortless and intuitive are, for me, as I keep
      lamenting, rare. But I think that’s probably the common ratio of
      joy to despair for most writers, and I definitely think that if you
      can make peace with the fact that you will likely have to throw out
      90 percent of your first draft, then you can relax and even almost
      enjoy “writing badly.”

      A.J. Jacobs: “Force yourself to generate dozens
      of ideas.”

      In an 
      interview for the series, How I Write, Jacobs talks about his
      daily writing routines and dishes out some advice for young
      writers…

      My kids wake me up. I have coffee. I make my kids breakfast,
      take them to school, then come home and try to write. I fail at
      that until I force myself to turn off my Internet access so I can
      get a little shelter from the information storm.

      I am a big fan of outlining. I write an outline. Then a
      slightly more detailed outline. Then another with even more detail.
      Sentences form, punctuation is added, and eventually it all turns
      into a book.

      I write while walking on a treadmill. I started this
      practice when I was working on Drop Dead Healthy, and read all
      these studies about the dangers of the sedentary life. Sitting is
      alarmingly bad for you. One doctor told me that “sitting is the new
      smoking.” So I bought a treadmill and put my computer on top of it.
      It took me about 1,200 miles to write my book. I kind of love it —
      it keeps me awake, for one thing.

      Jacobs has advice for young writers, too…

      Force yourself to generate dozens of ideas. A lot of those
      ideas will be terrible. Most of them, in fact. But there will be
      some sparkling gems in there too. Try to set aside 20 minutes a day
      just for brainstorming.

      Khaled Hosseini: “You have to write whether you
      feel like it or not.”

      In an 
      interview with Noah Charney, Hosseini talks about his daily
      writing habits and the essential things that all writers have to
      do…

      I don’t outline at all, I don’t find it useful, and I don’t
      like the way it boxes me in. I like the element of surprise and
      spontaneity, of letting the story find its own way. For this
      reason, I find that writing a first draft is very difficult and
      laborious. It is also often quite disappointing. It hardly ever
      turns out to be what I thought it was, and it usually falls quite
      short of the ideal I held in my mind when I began writing it. I
      love to rewrite, however. A first draft is really just a sketch on
      which I add layer and dimension and shade and nuance and color.
      Writing for me is largely about rewriting. It is during this
      process that I discover hidden meanings, connections, and
      possibilities that I missed the first time around. In rewriting, I
      hope to see the story getting closer to what my original hopes for
      it were.

      I have met so many people who say they’ve got a book in
      them, but they’ve never written a word. To be a writer — this may
      seem trite, I realize — you have to actually write. You have to
      write every day, and you have to write whether you feel like it or
      not. Perhaps most importantly, write for an audience of one —
      yourself. Write the story you need to tell and want to read. It’s
      impossible to know what others want so don’t waste time trying to
      guess. Just write about the things that get under your skin and
      keep you up at night.

      [bookmark: summary]How to Apply
      This to Your Life

      These daily routines work well for writing, but their lessons
      can be applied to almost any goal you hope to achieve.

      For example…

      1. Pushing yourself physically prepares you to work hard
      mentally. Vonnegut did pushups as a break from writing.
      Murakami runs 10 kilometers each day. A.J. Jacobs types while
      walking on a treadmill. You can decide what works for you, but make
      sure you get out and move.

      2. Do the most important thing first. Notice
      how many excellent writers start writing in the morning? That’s no
      coincidence. They work on their goals before the rest of the day
      gets out of control. They aren’t wondering when they’re going to
      write and they aren’t battling to “fit it in” amongst their daily
      activities because they are doing the most important thing
      first.

      3. Embrace the struggle and do hard work. Did
      you see how many writers mentioned their struggle to write?
      Housseni said that his first drafts are “difficult” and “laborious”
      and “disappointing.” Russell called her writing “bad.” Kingsolver
      throws out a hundred pages before she gets to the first page of a
      book.

      What looks like failure in the beginning is often the foundation
      of success. You have to grind out the hard work before you can
      enjoy your best work.

      If you want more practical ideas for how to build new habits
      (and break bad ones), check out my bookAtomic
      Habits, which will show you how small changes in
      habits can lead to remarkable results.

      

    

  
    

    
      Make More Art: The Health Benefits of Creativity

      
      In 2010, the American Journal of Public Health
      published a review titled, The Connection Between Art, Healing,
      and Public Health. You can find it here.

      In that article, researchers analyzed more than 100 studies
      about the impact of art on your health and your ability to heal
      yourself. The studies included everything from music and writing to
      dance and the visual arts.

      As an example, here are the findings from five visual arts
      studies mentioned in that review (visual arts includes things like
      painting, drawing, photography, pottery, and textiles). Each study
      examined more than 30 patients who were battling chronic illness
      and cancer.

      

      The Benefits of Art

      Here’s how the researchers described the impact that visual art
      activities had on the patients…

      
      	“Art filled occupational voids, distracted thoughts of
      illness”

      	“Improved well–being by decreasing negative emotions and
      increasing positive ones”

      	“Improved medical outcomes, trends toward reduced
      depression”

      	“Reductions in stress and anxiety; increases in positive
      emotions”

      	“Reductions in distress and negative emotions”

      	“Improvements in flow and spontaneity, expression of grief,
      positive identity, and social networks”

      

      I don’t know about you, but I think the benefits listed above
      sound like they would be great not just for patients in hospitals,
      but for everyone. Who wouldn’t want to reduce stress and anxiety,
      increase positive emotions, and reduce the likelihood of
      depression?

      Furthermore, the benefits of art aren’t merely “in your
      head.”

      The impact of art, music, and writing can be seen in your
      physical body as well. In fact, this study
      published in the Journal of Psychosomatic Medicine used
      writing as a treatment for HIV patients found that writing resulted
      in “improvements of CD4+ lymphocyte counts.”

      That’s the fancy way of saying: the act of writing actually
      impacted the cells inside the patient’s body and improved their
      immune system.

      In other words, the process of creating art doesn’t just make
      you feel better, it also creates real, physical changes
      inside your body.

      Create More Than You Consume

      The moral of this story is that the process of making art —
      whether that be writing, painting, singing, dancing, or anything in
      between — is good for you.

      There are both physical and mental benefits of art and
      creativity, expressing yourself in a tangible way, and sharing
      something with the world. I’m trying to do more of it each week,
      and I’d encourage you to do the same.

      In our always-on, always-connected world of television, social
      media, and on–demand everything, it can be stupidly easy to spend
      your entire day consuming information and simply responding to all
      of the inputs that bombard your life.

      Art offers an outlet and a release from all of that. Take a
      minute to ignore all of the incoming signals and create an outgoing
      one instead. Produce something. Express yourself in some way. As
      long as you contribute rather than consume, anything you do can be
      a work of art.

      Open a blank document and start typing. Put pen to paper and
      sketch a drawing. Grab your camera and take a picture. Turn up the
      music and dance. Start a conversation and make it a good one.

      Build something. Share something. Craft something. Make more
      art. Your health and happiness will improve and we’ll all be better
      off for it.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Two Types of Inspiration

      
      It’s easy to spend all day searching for inspiration. You can
      find incredible videos, articles, and news stories, and email them
      out to all of your friends. But the best (and longest lasting) type
      of inspiration comes from applying those outside bits of motivation
      to your own goals.

      Make no mistake: it’s important to be a learner. Successful
      people in all fields soak up new information. They find inspiration
      and motivation in the work and success of others.

      But here’s the problem: consuming the success and ideas of
      others is passive inspiration. Every time you
      watch a video, read an article, or listen to an interview, you’re
      practicing passive inspiration. You might learn something, but you
      don’t actually have to do anything. Hearing about other people’s
      success isn’t the same thing as creating your own.

      

      Instead, it is through the process of active
      inspiration — the act of creating things, applying new
      ideas to our goals, and making mistakes — that we discover who we
      are and what is important to us. Furthermore, active inspiration is
      what results in long—term passion and enthusiasm. Watching someone
      else’s success might leave you feeling excited for a few minutes,
      but taking action and applying a new idea to your life will inspire
      you more than anything someone else could say.

      Learning and listening can help you think about things in a
      different way, but creating, producing, and experimenting is what
      propels you forward. Passive inspiration can give you ideas, but
      active inspiration will give you momentum.

      The Best Inspiration is Application

      
      The inspiration is not the receiving of information. The
      inspiration is applying what you’ve received.

      —Derek Sivers

      

      If you come across a good idea, use it. We spend so much time
      trying to find more inspirational things to consume that
      it can be easy for us to forget that the best form of inspiration
      comes from what we create.

      It’s about stumbling across a brilliant idea and bringing it
      to life in your work. It’s about finding a new strategy
      and applying it your own goals. It’s about learning a new
      exercise and adding it to your workout. The application of
      ideas will always be more powerful than the ideas themselves.

      Too often we spend our lives consuming the world around us
      instead of creating it. Sure, there is some motivation in other
      people’s ideas, but don’t forget about the power your actions have
      to inspire you. The best inspiration comes from the application of
      ideas, not the consumption of them.

      For more ideas on inspiration, check out these articles:
      how to get
      motivated, the difference
      between professionals and amateurs, how to get
      started, and the 
      habits of successful people.

      Read Next

      

    

  
    

    
      The Difference Between Professionals and Amateurs

      
      This article is an excerpt from Atomic Habits, my New
      York Times bestselling book.

      I’ve started to notice (partially because of my own failures),
      that there is one skill that is so valuable that it will make you a
      standout in any area of life, no matter what kind of competition
      you face.

      What is this skill and how can you develop it? Let’s talk about
      that now.

      Every Day at 8am

      Last summer, I was speaking with Todd Henry. Todd is a successful
      author and does a great job of putting out valuable work on a
      consistent basis.

      I, on the other hand, do a remarkable job of putting out
      questionable work on an inconsistent basis. I started to explain
      this to Todd…

      “Todd, what do you think about writing only when you feel
      motivated? I feel like I always do my best work when I get a spark
      of creativity or inspiration, but that only happens every now and
      then. I’m pretty much only writing when I feel like it, which means
      I’m inconsistent. But if I write all the time, then I’m not
      creating my best work.”

      “That’s cool,” Todd replied. “I only write when I’m motivated
      too. I just happened to be motivated every day at 8am.”

      The Difference Between Professionals and
      Amateurs

      It doesn’t matter what you are trying to become better at, if
      you only do the work when you’re motivated, then you’ll never be
      consistent enough to become a professional.

      The ability to show up everyday, stick to the schedule, and do
      the work — especially when you don’t feel like it — is so valuable
      that it is literally all you need to become better 99% of the
      time.

      I’ve seen this in my own experiences…

      When I don’t miss workouts, I get in the best shape of my life.
      When I write every week, I become a better writer. When I travel
      and take my camera out every day, I take better photos.

      It’s simple and powerful. But why is it so difficult?

      The Pain of Being A Pro

      Approaching your goals — whatever they are — with the attitude
      of a professional isn’t easy. In fact, being a pro is painful.

      The simple fact of the matter is that most of the time we are
      inconsistent. We all have goals that we would like to achieve and
      dreams that we would like to fulfill, but it doesn’t matter what
      you are trying to become better at, if you only do the work when
      it’s convenient or exciting, then you’ll never be consistent enough
      to achieve remarkable results.

      I can guarantee that if you manage to start a
      habit and keep sticking to it, there will be days when you feel
      like quitting. When you start a business, there will be days when
      you don’t feel like showing up. When you’re at the gym, there will
      be sets that you don’t feel like finishing. When it’s time to
      write, there will be days that you don’t feel like typing. But
      stepping up when it’s annoying or painful or draining to do so,
      that’s what makes the difference between a professional and an
      amateur.

      Professionals stick to the schedule, amateurs let life get in
      the way. Professionals know what is important to them and work
      towards it with purpose, amateurs get pulled off course by the
      
      urgencies of life.

      You’ll Never Regret Starting Important Work

      Some people might think I’m promoting the benefits of being a
      workaholic. “Professionals work harder than everyone else and
      that’s why they’re great.” Actually, that’s not it at all.

      Being a pro is about having the discipline to commit to what is
      important to you instead of merely saying something is important to
      you. It’s about starting when you feel like stopping, not because
      you want to work more, but because your goal is important enough to
      you that you don’t simply work on it when it’s convenient. Becoming
      a pro is about making your priorities a reality.

      There have been a lot of sets that I haven’t felt like
      finishing, but I’ve never regretted doing the workout. There have
      been a lot of articles I haven’t felt like writing, but I’ve never
      regretted publishing on schedule. There have been a lot of days
      I’ve felt like relaxing, but I’ve never regretted showing up and
      working on something that is important to me.

      Becoming a pro doesn’t mean you’re a workaholic. It means that
      you’re good at making time for what matters to you — especially
      when you don’t feel like it — instead of playing the role of the
      victim and letting life happen to you.

      How to Become a Pro

      Going about your work like a pro isn’t easy, but it’s also not
      as complicated or difficult as you might think. There are three
      steps.

      1. Decide what you want to be good at.

      Purpose is everything. If you know what you want, then getting
      it is much easier. This sounds simple, but in my experience even
      people who are smart, creative, and talented rarely know exactly
      what they are working for and why.

      2. Set a schedule for your actions.

      Once you know what you want, set a schedule for actually doing
      it.

      Note: Don’t make the same mistake I have made, which is setting
      a schedule based on results. Don’t map out how much weight you want
      to lose each week or how much money you want to make. “Lose 5
      pounds” is not an action you can perform. “Do three sets of squats”
      is an action you can perform.

      You want to set a schedule based on actions you can do, not
      results that you want.

      3. Stick to your schedule for one week.

      Stop thinking about how hard it will be to follow a schedule for
      a month or a year. Just follow it for this week. For the next 7
      days, don’t let distractions get in the way.

      Setting a schedule doesn’t make you a professional, following it
      does. Don’t be a writer, be writing. Don’t be a lifter, be lifting.
      For one week, do the things you want to do without letting life get
      in the way. Next week, start again.

      [image: never-miss-twice]

      What This Looks Like in the Real World

      Here are two examples of how I’m trying to go about my day as a
      professional right now. Feel free to try either of these strategies
      if you’re looking to become better at working like a pro.

      Pushups — I’m currently working towards doing
      100 strict pushups in a row. When I started in August, I could only
      do 36 in a row.

      My schedule is to do pushups every Monday, Wednesday, and
      Friday. And, except for a short span while I was traveling in
      Russia and Turkey, I haven’t missed a workout in five months. (If
      you’re interested, 
      here’s a full spreadsheet of all my pushup workouts thus
      far.)

      Writing — As I mentioned at the beginning of
      this post, I have struggled with keeping a consistent writing
      schedule in the past. But now I’ve got one that is working and I
      plan on sticking to it.

      The schedule is simple: publish one new article every Monday and
      Thursday on this site. I have followed that schedule for 8 weeks
      now. It’s just a start, but I’m working on becoming a pro.

      You Are Not Alone

      Everyone’s journey is their own, but you don’t have to face the
      pain of becoming a pro all by yourself. This website is the home to
      a small community of committed people who are looking to become
      stronger and healthier, more creative and more skilled, and better
      friends and family members. We’re all looking to improve and I’d
      love to help you however I can.

      What areas of life do you want to be a professional in? What’s
      important to you?

      This article is an excerpt from Chapter 19 of my New York
      Times bestselling bookAtomicHabits.Read
      more here.

      

    

  
    

    
      The Easiest Way to Live a Short, Unimportant Life

      
      A 
      recent article in the New York Times shared research on
      longevity that revealed that the people who live the longest not
      only live healthy lifestyles, but also tend to engage and connect
      with the people around them. They visit their neighbors. They teach
      classes in town. They pass down traditions to their children.

      In other words, they contribute to the world around them.

      The article didn’t come out and say it, but what it alluded to
      was that as people age, they tend to find themselves consuming more
      and creating less. To put it bluntly: the easiest way to live a
      short unimportant life is to consume the world around you rather
      than contribute to it.

      Meanwhile, the people who keep on contributing tend to be the
      ones who keep on living. The message was clear. People who
      contribute to their community live longer.

      But why is this true? And how can you apply it to your own
      life?

      How Do Prisoners of War Stay Alive?

      Prisoners of war who have managed to survive the most brutal
      conditions will often claim one of the most important factors in
      survival is not food or water, but a sense of dignity and
      self–worth. In other words, the only thing that keeps some men
      alive in the most dire of circumstances is the belief that they are
      worthy of being alive.

      Applying this to our daily lives, it makes sense that longevity
      would be prevalent in cultures where contribution is baked into
      everyday life. For example, let’s take a culture where it’s common
      to go to your neighbor’s house and talk each night. During a
      face–to–face conversation, you have to either contribute or sit
      silently in the corner like a weirdo.

      The act of contributing to a conversation, no matter how simple
      it seems, allows you to derive a small sense of self–worth. Being a
      meaningful part of conversation makes you feel like were a
      worthwhile part of your neighbor’s life. When you add up all of
      your small contributions to the many conversations over the years,
      it’s easy to see how you can develop a strong sense of self–worth
      when you live in a culture where contribution is typical.

      You alter the course of other’s lives by what you create and
      contribute. When you speak or write or act, you influence the
      people around you. When you contribute something to the world, you
      matter. And thus the act of creating enhances your feelings of
      self–worth.

      That’s important and it’s often lost online. It’s becoming
      increasingly easy to spend our time consuming rather than
      contributing. Smartphones, iPads, and Kindles. Twitter and
      Facebook. The web in general. Most of the time we spend on those
      devices and networks is spent consuming what someone else has
      created rather than contributing our own ideas and work.

      The result, I believe, is that our sense of self–worth slowly
      dwindles and our lives become less healthy, less happy, and less
      meaningful.

      [image: the easiest way to live a short, unimportant life is to stop creating]

      Make Something

      
      When you cease to make a contribution, you begin to die.

      —Eleanor Roosevelt

      

      As you know, this website is not only about living a long,
      healthy life but also about doing something with it. And this new
      research is great news if you’re looking to make a difference.
      Creating and contributing to the world is not only a foundational
      piece of living a healthy and happy life, but also a meaningful
      one.

      You can’t control the amount of time you spend on this planet,
      but you can control what you contribute while you’re here. These
      contributions don’t have to be major endeavors. Cook a meal instead
      of buying one. Play a game instead of watching one. Write a
      paragraph instead of reading one. You don’t have to create big
      contributions, you just need to live out small ones each day.

      Too often we spend our lives visiting the world instead of
      shaping it.

      Be an adventurer, an inventor, an entrepreneur, an artist.
      Suggest your own ideas instead of reacting to everyone else’s. Be
      an active participant in life and contribute to the world around
      you. Make good conversation. Make good art. Make good adventure.
      But above all, make something.

      Contributing and creating doesn’t just make you feel alive, it
      keeps you alive.

      

    

  
    

    
      References

      
      	Creativity: How to Unlock Your Hidden Creative Genius (jamesclear.com)

      	For a More Creative Brain, Follow These 5 Steps (jamesclear.com)

      	The Proven Path to Creating Unique and Meaningful Work (jamesclear.com)

      	Creativity Is a Process, Not an Event (jamesclear.com)

      	The 15-Minute Routine Anthony Trollope Used to Write 40+ Books (jamesclear.com)

      	Lessons From a Vexillonaire: Creativity, Simplicity, and the Carefully Constrained Life (jamesclear.com)

      	The More We Limit Ourselves, the More Resourceful We Become (jamesclear.com)

      	Albert Einstein's Incredible Work Ethic (jamesclear.com)

      	6 Famous Artists Talk About What It’s Like to Overcome Fear and Create Beauty (jamesclear.com)

      	Never Check Email Before Noon (And Other Thoughts on Doing Your Best Work) (jamesclear.com)

      	Martha Graham on the Hidden Danger of Comparing Yourself to Others (jamesclear.com)

      	Minimalism, Success, and the Curious Writing Habit of George R.R. Martin (jamesclear.com)

      	How Smart Do You Have to Be to Succeed? (jamesclear.com)

      	Free Download: Mastering Creativity (1st Edition) (jamesclear.com)

      	How to Uncover Your Creative Talent by Using the "Equal Odds Rule" (jamesclear.com)

      	How Creative Geniuses Come Up With Great Ideas (jamesclear.com)

      	How to Solve Big Problems (jamesclear.com)

      	Lessons on Sharing Your Gifts With the World From Someone Who Didn't (jamesclear.com)

      	Masters of Habit: The Wisdom and Writing of Maya Angelou (jamesclear.com)

      	How to Find Your Hidden Creative Genius (jamesclear.com)

      	Smart People Should Create Things (jamesclear.com)

      	Thoughts on Struggling to Finish My First Book (jamesclear.com)

      	Why I Write (jamesclear.com)

      	The Myth of Creative Inspiration (jamesclear.com)

      	The Weird Strategy Dr. Seuss Used to Create His Greatest Work (jamesclear.com)

      	What Every Successful Person Knows, But Never Says (jamesclear.com)

      	How to Chase Your Dreams and Reinvent Yourself (jamesclear.com)

      	Haters and Critics: How to Deal with People Judging You and Your Work (jamesclear.com)

      	Be Honest: Are You Rejecting Yourself? (Why You Should Make Things) (jamesclear.com)

      	The Daily Routines of 12 Famous Writers (jamesclear.com)

      	Make More Art: The Health Benefits of Creativity (jamesclear.com)

      	The Two Types of Inspiration (jamesclear.com)

      	The Difference Between Professionals and Amateurs (jamesclear.com)

      	The Easiest Way to Live a Short, Unimportant Life (jamesclear.com)

      

    

  2/2/OEBPF/images/SgpxuQS8f2.jpg
Circle of Concern vs. Circle of Control

How Proactive People Act
Small Circle of Concern and a large Circle
of Control. A lot of time and energy is focused
on issues that are within their control.

How Reactive People Act

Large Circle of Concern and a small Circle
of Control. A lot of time and energy is wasted
reacting to issues that they can't control.

Circle of Concern

Your attitude
and enthusiasm

Businesses Places you

you start travel to
Where you live Where you work
Where you work What you read What you buy
What you read Where you live
What you buy What skills Leadership positions
you learn you hold

Articles and books
that you write

Circle of Control





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/YoQarPHTdw.png
OUTCOMES

PRoCESSES

\DENTTY





2/2/OEBPF/images/2WUXPHYQdh.jpg





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/kMI2KoSkCF.jpg





2/2/OEBPF/images/gVzY0DydCL.jpg
PO1i_L07 Ci7 Insert Align

EDIT MENU

CURSOR SCROLL ERASE OTHER MENUS
AE up 4 up 4G char  AJ help 20 onscreen fornat
K doun AZ doun AT yord 21 tab 2K block & save

28 left AR up screen ¥ line U turn insert off P print controls
2D right _ ~C down Del char  “B align paragraph *Q quick Functions
A word left  screen U unerase 2N split the line Esc shorthand

“F word right L find/replace again

R

A centred title

The quick broun fox junped over the lazy dog

BSome bold text"B
['Ssome underlined ~8_
‘YSome italic text™Y

>5 55 sAnAAAAA






1/1/2/OEBPF/images/epUCe6aILR.jpg
A Zon€E of
> /_I:ONQ—TEI_M GeowTh
22

SosTAABILITY

ErroeT

A= Laziness

B = Boewout





2/2/OEBPF/images/nOCsNFiCLP.jpg
THE EISENHOWER BOX

URGENT NOT URGENT
DO DECIDE
s Doitnow. Schedule a time to do i.
=
-4
[¢]
o
=
= DELEGATE | DELETE
E Who can do it for you? Eliminate it.
[¢]
[
2
=
[e]
z

“What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom important.”
-Dwight Eisenhower, 34th President of the United States






1/1/2/OEBPF/images/5UEiNmh66d.jpg
“'Never MisS Twies. '






1/1/2/OEBPF/images/58AvbqBPJW.jpg
Breaw. Bicn WHABITS DowN

JamesCreae.com





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/mAYs7g1UK5.jpg
365
1% BeTree Eveeypay .oy
3es
1% Worse EveayDAY ©- S
| Year

JamesCrear.com





2/2/OEBPF/images/zv6emoN6NS.jpg





1/2/OEBPF/images/vLKeBl3r9YB.jpg





1/2/OEBPF/images/zkM8Q2ZkR2.jpg





1/2/OEBPF/images/qlrm-8fJJt.jpg
0 EAST -WEST ORI\ENTATION

M Nowth- QouTHY oRIENTATION

JamesClear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/WcdeygruEK.jpg
Walking for 10 minutes after breakfast

Automaticity

0 10 220 2 40 0 @ W N 0 10

Day

Source: “How are habits formed: Modeling habit formation in the real world.” European Journal of Social Psychology, 40(6), 998-1009. (2010)





1/2/OEBPF/images/cDoz3rIwmU.jpg





1/2/OEBPF/images/dWrB0uFr45.jpg
How Old is the Human Brain?

e = 100 YEARS

’OalAHED RETURN ENVIRDNMENT

IMMEDI\ATE V~€'ro?.n ENVIRONMENT

MoDE’?—M
HUMAN BRAIN
\S FORMED.

JamesClear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/KpMY_V_lOye.jpg
CooL. AIVTAFFE.
SHowo | AN Z
Joag 7





1/2/OEBPF/images/iFgKPYjwXF.jpg
... Leaves,






1/2/OEBPF/images/NUMPkh0db1.jpg
JamesClear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/24-AxbsgYN.jpg
JamesClear.com





3/3/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_Focus





cover.jpg
JamesClear Blog

JamesClear





3/cover.jpg
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_decision_mak
ing





1/3/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_behavioral-p
sychology2





1/1/3/OEBPF/images/MbWWFygVLo.png
CASHIERS

ENTRANCE

CASHIERS
N .
A

ENTRANCE

Beverage refrigerator that does not contain bottled water

B severage refrigerator that contains bottled water

Basket of bottled water

O Food stations






1/1/3/OEBPF/images/TOsteKq3pQ.png
THE FOUR STAGES OF HABIT

I CMUE | CRAVING l%esPoNSE,' RewAaep I
1 2 3 q

TmME — 45





1/1/3/OEBPF/images/1eBoVj-Q7p.png
THE HABIT LOOP






1/1/3/OEBPF/images/WoThpIEDtn.jpg
Percentage of organ donors per country

99.98 gg 99.9199.997 99.5 99.64

1

00
20
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

0

RIRRRRRER

“Check here to donate.” “Check here to NOT donate.”

(Opt-in countries) (Opt-out countries)






1/1/3/OEBPF/images/V--wqcTVSm.jpg
Percentage of Participants Who Exercised at Least 1x/Week

100

80

60

40

38% 35% 91%

Group 1 (control)  Group 2 (motivation)  Group 3 (intention)

20

Source: British Joumal of Health Psychology JamesClear.com





1/1/3/OEBPF/images/VnG_z9JuPH.jpg





1/1/3/OEBPF/images/-Ure5IJy3o.jpg
Percentage of organ donors per country

99.98 gg 99.9199.997 99.5 99.64

1

00
20
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

0

Low percentage of High percentage of

organ donors organ donors






1/1/3/OEBPF/images/5o3NEWQryY.jpg





1/1/3/OEBPF/images/8Civ37vO5Y.jpg
Proportion favorable decisions

Ordinal position

Fig. 1. Proportion of rulings in favor of the prisoners by ordinal position.
Circled points indicate the first decision in each of the three decision ses-
sions; tick marks on x axis denote every third case; dotted line denotes food
break. Because unequal session lengths resulted in a low number of cases for
some of the later ordinal positions, the graph is based on the first 95% of the
data from each session.






1/1/3/OEBPF/images/dIhf-b4bJj.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_Life_Lessons





2/1/OEBPF/images/s6Gxh92rEEH.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/Fe14gpNXD_.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/sgjHiJ1tV2.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/5PMHGszDdm.jpg
A /_‘Zuus oF
7/ Long-Teem Growth
2

SosTAABILITY

ErroeT

A= Laziness

B = Boewout





2/1/OEBPF/images/2khIwmFlTT.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/NV1hoNoQTvW.jpg
Start shallow and
slowly make deeper
and deeper cuts.






2/1/OEBPF/images/gUNlXM9xQJ.jpg
Score the “inside cut” along this curve.

S

Discard this part.

Keep
this part.

When breaking the glass,
the "horns” on each end
tend to chip.






2/1/OEBPF/images/Tv0fqJfXsm.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/crkNSuDLAY.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/-HFwznwnL7.jpg
GOALS vs. REPETITIONS

A P c®
fow ¢« 3 L5 many
Nomgget OF ZEPETITIONS

A =EASY GOAL
B = MODERATE GOAL
C=DIFFICULT GOAL

JamesClear.com





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/xMiDf_XRgp.jpg
Walking for 10 minutes after breakfast

Automaticity

0 10 220 2 40 0 @ W N 0 10

Day

Source: “How are habits formed: Modeling habit formation in the real world.” European Journal of Social Psychology, 40(6), 998-1009. (2010)





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/1ihQaReuk5.jpg
0 EAST -WEST ORI\ENTATION

M Nowth- QouTHY oRIENTATION

JamesClear.com





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/v5Ddpeqkk.jpg
THE ACTIVATION ENERGY OF NEW HABITS

JamesClear.com/cheistry-habits

evelaY

WAGVT PRoGRESS

Every habit has an activation energy that is required to get started.
The smaller the habit, the less energy you need to start.





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/7-W5eurWPOb.jpg
ADD A CATALYSTTO YOUR NEW HABIT

JamesClear.com/cheistry-habits

Withoor
ATaLyST

4

Envetay

WITH CATALYST

ReacTion PROGreESS

Catalysts lower the activation energy required to start a new habit.
Optimizing your environment is one way to catalyze habits in the real world.
In the right environment, every habit is easier.





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/Lq-riowsEq.jpg





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/Wc1LQEK92q.jpg
THE CHEMISTRY OF BUILDING BETTER HABITS

JamesClear.com/chemistry-habits

AetivaTion

B ENERGY

REACTION PROGEESS

A = Unlit match
B = Striking the match
C = litmatch





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/b9tLm4o4f3.jpg





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/anxEMBRNbI.jpg
TEMPTATION BUNDLING

JamesClear.com/temptation-bundling

Sacrificing to perform good behaviors (like going to
the gym after a long day of work) requires you to pay
an up-front cost, but provides long-term benefits.

BeneFiT
To Yoo Time
LiFe
Indulging in bad behaviors (like skipping a workout
to watch TV or eat comfort food) can provide a spike of
benefit or enjoyment in the beginning, but has long-
term costs over time.
BeneFiT s
To Yool L
LiFe \ /

With temptation bundling (like watching your favorite
TV show only at the gym) you can get the short-term
benefits of indulging and the long-term benefits that
result from practicing good habits consistently.

Source: “Holding the Hunger Games Hostage at the Gym: An Evaluation of Temptation Bundling” by Milkman. Management Science. 2013





2/1/OEBPF/images/kSe7K_0plV.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/1irOABGvgx.jpg
GOALS vs. REPETITIONS

A P c®
fow ¢« 3 L5 many
Nomgget OF ZEPETITIONS

A =EASY GOAL
B = MODERATE GOAL
C=DIFFICULT GOAL

JamesClear.com





2/5/OEBPF/images/WSosx9x4Ee.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/cYsCORY4kD.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_creativity





2/5/OEBPF/images/oCm_uKR3kXl.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/rwjanAACkr.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/HhpLLg_cfsC.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/JhV_Pl1Gky.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/VqQLgvqwkY.jpg
¥ RVC






2/4/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_Self_improve
ment2





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_Habits1





2/5/OEBPF/images/IHivVDB6bl.jpg





3/2/OEBPF/images/MTL0ozinAq.jpg
WeeKintemmient asting

= eating [] = fasting []= sleeping (and fasting)

Sintay S ontay Ty S sty s tay sy S i






2/5/OEBPF/images/X7p5yomiZh.jpg





3/2/OEBPF/images/IFFHVONfRZ.jpg
Dailyintermittenttastingi(LeanpainsWetho);

= eating [[]=fasting []= sleeping (and fasting)

Sintay S ontay Ty S sty s tay sy S i

ff:lt‘i





2/5/OEBPF/images/I9VqIjwQbWc.jpg





3/2/OEBPF/images/ye-p5uugkL.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/QQ8LdL6wo0v.jpg





3/2/OEBPF/images/LFXn-qndV.jpg





3/2/OEBPF/images/maUF5OwK0w.jpg





3/2/OEBPF/images/feC5peUOu_.jpg





3/2/OEBPF/images/LHPo06MMsk.png
CASHIERS

ENTRANCE

CASHIERS
N .
A

ENTRANCE

Beverage refrigerator that does not contain bottled water

B severage refrigerator that contains bottled water

Basket of bottled water

O Food stations






3/2/OEBPF/images/YUKJA2uGb3.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/o0cbaFs1dG.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/jxKo3HVgD9.jpg
Motivation Needed to Perform a Habit

MoTivaTiol
Neeoep

PELERNTAGE OF
RABIT (ompLETED






2/5/OEBPF/images/Vu1cSgpHa.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/wt059ADF6C.jpg





2/5/OEBPF/images/n4ja6h0xFr.jpg
Feae. vs. AMBiTiON

ENTRE PLENEUASHIP

JamesClear.com





2/5/OEBPF/images/1iMMQfRjKJ.jpg





3/2/OEBPF/images/iWjIiqoJs.jpg
Alternateiayintesmittent¥asting

= eating [] = fasting []= sleeping (and fasting)

Sintay S ontay Ty S sty s tay sy S i






2/2/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_minimalism





3/2/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_Life_lessons





3/3/OEBPF/images/UpHFZ4l3f.jpg





3/3/OEBPF/images/a6HoedgFrs.jpg
The Myth of Multitasking

A

QuaaTyY oF
WOR¥. DONE

Amoont oF
MUVLT\TASK\N G

A= Looks simple, but actually gets results.
B = Looks busy, but actually wastes time.

JamesClear.com





3/3/OEBPF/images/UwYiSVswDB.jpg
AmateVvL EXTELT

) = WRAT You Foous ON

T = WHAT G6TS REeswTs
D = your Success

JamesClear.com





3/3/OEBPF/images/60keKZy9Jp.jpg





1/2/OEBPF/images/3NETytk014S.jpg
“'Never MisS Twies. '






1/2/OEBPF/images/6IB2VlpkOV.png
THE HABIT LOOP






1/2/OEBPF/images/UlrcrPqzuf.jpg
The Copy Machine Study

“Awell-known principle of human behavior says that when we ask

someone to do us a favor we will be more successful if we provide

areason. People simply like to have reasons for what they do.”
~Robert Cialdini

LikxeLivoon
oF
COMPLETING
FAvoR, (72}

('”/o)

NO REAL  FAK
AEASON  HEASON v..ekasou

Source: Journal of Personalityand Social Psychology, Vol 36(6), Jun 1978, 635-642.





1/2/OEBPF/images/nGGEEVbJac.jpg
Motivation Needed to Perform a Habit

MoTivaTion
NEEDED

PeecenTAGE OF
RABIT (CompPLETED





1/2/OEBPF/images/XXI9L3yl4N.jpg
“So BASY You CAR'T SAY No.

MoTivaTion

A= “azo, W consISTENT WARYT

B= ERS'{, CONS\STENT WAR\T





1/2/OEBPF/images/GnwGGLLhR.jpg
LEWIN'S EQUATION

B:[(P,E)

JamesClear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/6tJbyj9_Rq.jpg
THRESHOLD THEORY

Tl PoTenTiaL Fog Gemws

CegeaTviTY

Tweeshow Toe \o/,
INTELL\GENCE

JamesClear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/haXRr6Ozuc.jpg
“So BASY You CAR'T SAY No.

MoTivaTion

A= “azo, W consISTENT WARYT

B= ERS'{, CONS\STENT WAR\T





1/2/OEBPF/images/NwwibxBLxl.png
HABIT STACKING

cue CRAVING PESPONSE REWARD
waeT |\ I | | I
|
e o= e e e R 4

fmmmmmmmem — == m = — = A
v
werr 4 l I I _i
1
1
____________ J
Fem=-—-





1/2/OEBPF/images/xOvJFxkA_Iq.jpg
Breaw. Bicn WHABITS DowN

JamesCreae.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/s0J197E6XaA.jpg
365
1% BeTree Eveeypay .oy
3es
1% Worse EveayDAY ©- S
| Year

JamesCrear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/VE2_dLnuib.jpg
A Zon€E of
> /_I:ONQ—TEI_M GeowTh
22

SosTAABILITY

ErroeT

A= Laziness

B = Boewout





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/qfM4okCDbm.jpg





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/BiKQHouqdq.jpg
A Zon€E of
> /_I:ONQ—TEI_M GeowTh
22

SosTAABILITY

ErroeT

A= Laziness

B = Boewout





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/oBkejm290D.jpg
Z?w
\,s
%f

u})/

e ey
*'m‘.\"\

M“liflif[
o ,/M I’ il ”

:
ll

]W' ””l\u

l ot M7
\ef“"’
w
*\\Qt"‘






1/1/1/OEBPF/images/8tuaITlPx5.jpg





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/ttKdr8jdM-.jpg
JamesClear.com





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/4VN1h4sXW.jpg





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/MUigma6ht2.jpg
JamesClear.com





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/OkTHk8ivCL.png
Tinf Changes,
Remarkable Results

" An Easy & Proven Way to
Build Good Habits & Break Bad Ones

James Clear





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/az2Ojswvwh.jpg





1/1/1/OEBPF/images/ieEKiMWFAE.png
TinY Changes,
Remarkable Results

1

The Surprising Power
of Atomic Habits

- An Easy & Proven Way to
Build Good Habits & Break Bad Ones

~ James Clear





3/4/OEBPF/images/TkNhqsneUc.jpg





3/4/OEBPF/images/saZuMRUhXN.jpg





3/4/OEBPF/images/Ehvx2oRaZ8.jpg
¥ RVC






3/4/OEBPF/images/q27CCFGqrC.jpg





3/4/OEBPF/images/aX6glj9v1z.jpg
THE PHYSICS OF PRODUCTIVITY

7, = Paoownve Foates

Fo, = Unpeoouctive Foeces

FB DL
L

ErrecTVG ——————————— I EFFEcTIVE.

JamesClear.com





3/4/OEBPF/images/RZOvBCUPQa.jpg
THE PHYSICS OF PRODUCTIVITY

Simeey 3 BrisaTe

OPeaSING Forces

ErFecTNG ——————————— W EFFBCTIVE.

JamesClear.com





3/4/OEBPF/images/kFo29EUjSz.jpg
THE PHYSICS OF PRODUCTIVITY

T = “Powsn Theougs \T"

D
Yo b

EFFecTNG ———————————— W EFFECTVE.

JamesClear.com





1/1/3/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_Habits3





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_Habits2





1/2/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_behavioral-p
sychology1





3/1/OEBPF/images/pUNh3D9pSA.jpg





3/1/OEBPF/images/EkBIDQJdWx.jpg
JamesClear.com





3/1/OEBPF/images/XhQgvz4qzv.jpg
JamesClear.com





3/1/OEBPF/images/y7JNVak2d4.jpg
FAlLLeE OF
STRATEG Y

JamesClear.com





3/1/OEBPF/images/QalOtdB1pT.jpg
STAGE A
" (vViow)

STAKE 2
(WHAT)

_ STAGE 3
(wwy)

7

JamesClear.com





3/1/OEBPF/images/-HtB-Igmja.jpg
THE AVAILABILITY HEURISTIC

Coveesd IN
THE NEWS.

WHAT
Actoarty Happens
IN THE WoeLp.

JamesClear.com





3/1/OEBPF/images/C0wHW4jZ3l.jpg
THE SURVIVORSHIP BIAS

ForQ{oTTEN LZEMEMBERED
TERRY | 7
REBRE R
PR REREK

XX XX

JamesClear.com





3/1/OEBPF/images/b_ipwLbcgY.jpg
A /_‘Zuus oF
7/ Long-Teem Growth
2

SosTAABILITY

ErroeT

A= Laziness

B = Boewout





3/1/OEBPF/images/LbCLKSBT8m.jpg
THE CONFIRMATION BIAS

WWAT
CONF | NS
| You® BELIEFS

WWAT THE
FRoTS ST

UNDERVALUED
(OVERVALUED hectich

JamesClear.com





3/1/OEBPF/images/hRuE-aW17S.jpg





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/MtH2-PWCyJ.jpg
The Copy Machine Study

“Awell-known principle of human behavior says that when we ask

someone to do us a favor we will be more successful if we provide

areason. People simply like to have reasons for what they do.”
~Robert Cialdini

LikxeLivoon
oF
COMPLETING
FAvoR, (72}

('”/o)

NO REAL  FAK
AEASON  HEASON v..ekasou

Source: Journal of Personalityand Social Psychology, Vol 36(6), Jun 1978, 635-642.





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/FvGX48z4g3.png
THE HABIT LOOP






1/1/2/OEBPF/images/z008EPYvj8.jpg
“So BASY You CAR'T SAY No.

MoTivaTion

A= “azo, W consISTENT WARYT

B= ERS'{, CONS\STENT WAR\T





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/TsVrdbM6c2.jpg
Motivation Needed to Perform a Habit

MoTivaTion
NEEDED

PeecenTAGE OF
RABIT (CompPLETED





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/-t7RQ32MO_.jpg
PO1i_L07 Ci7 Insert Align

EDIT MENU

CURSOR SCROLL ERASE OTHER MENUS
AE up 4 up 4G char  AJ help 20 onscreen fornat
K doun AZ doun AT yord 21 tab 2K block & save

28 left AR up screen ¥ line U turn insert off P print controls
2D right _ ~C down Del char  “B align paragraph *Q quick Functions
A word left  screen U unerase 2N split the line Esc shorthand

“F word right L find/replace again

R

A centred title

The quick broun fox junped over the lazy dog

BSome bold text"B
['Ssome underlined ~8_
‘YSome italic text™Y

>5 55 sAnAAAAA






1/1/2/OEBPF/images/avwVMn54xj.jpg
“So BASY You CAR'T SAY No.

MoTivaTion

A= “azo, W consISTENT WARYT

B= ERS'{, CONS\STENT WAR\T





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/7kKKRhpWBz.jpg
STRENGTH TRAINING BASICS

Tean WeeE

A= ReasonapLe: “START Too Liawt."

B = ConsisTenT: "Don't Miss WoLrours”
C= \MPRoVEMENT: “MAkE Tiny Gans."

JamesClear.com





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/FYqGUwDzKY.jpg
LEWIN'S EQUATION

B:[(P,E)

JamesClear.com





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/aYxbujidYH.png
HABIT STACKING

cue CRAVING PESPONSE REWARD
waeT |\ I | | I
|
e o= e e e R 4

fmmmmmmmem — == m = — = A
v
werr 4 l I I _i
1
1
____________ J
Fem=-—-





1/1/2/OEBPF/images/nc8x6j-UA.jpg
“So BASY You CAR'T SAY No.

MoTivaTion

A= “azo, W consISTENT WARYT

B= ERS'{, CONS\STENT WAR\T





3/5/OEBPF/images/Ia-qw1DPpQh.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/EX0gtoSqaE.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/1dBWpdTeBba.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/Hi75VzWbhDg.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_Self_improve
ment





2/1/OEBPF/images/lx7S2zOLD9D.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/ZTb9hxNnQP.jpg
Yov ‘RE THe
BOST.





2/1/OEBPF/images/vJ4A2CM6n0.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/TiJENSUXAd.jpg
JamesClear.com





2/1/OEBPF/images/_-FB1ek4hN.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/iyBgueknB17.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/7RZFebUrmD.jpg
A /_‘Zuus oF
7/ Long-Teem Growth
2

SosTAABILITY

ErroeT

A= Laziness

B = Boewout





2/1/OEBPF/images/Uzm6-Q4SgBB.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/1QU47DfJQ.jpg





2/1/OEBPF/images/vEhl2PzphG.jpg





2/2/OEBPF/images/aDS3kq9wm.jpg
PO1i_L07 Ci7 Insert Align

EDIT MENU

CURSOR SCROLL ERASE OTHER MENUS
AE up 4 up 4G char  AJ help 20 onscreen fornat
K doun AZ doun AT yord 21 tab 2K block & save

28 left AR up screen ¥ line U turn insert off P print controls
2D right _ ~C down Del char  “B align paragraph *Q quick Functions
A word left  screen U unerase 2N split the line Esc shorthand

“F word right L find/replace again

R

A centred title

The quick broun fox junped over the lazy dog

BSome bold text"B
['Ssome underlined ~8_
‘YSome italic text™Y

>5 55 sAnAAAAA






2/2/OEBPF/images/-jCteng0R4.jpg
Walking for 10 minutes after breakfast

Automaticity

0 10 220 2 40 0 @ W N 0 10

Day

Source: “How are habits formed: Modeling habit formation in the real world.” European Journal of Social Psychology, 40(6), 998-1009. (2010)





2/2/OEBPF/images/ReDXWt_pcw.jpg
JamesClear.com





2/2/OEBPF/images/kjt2TbZvch.jpg





2/2/OEBPF/images/FQN-FefBop.jpg





2/2/OEBPF/images/W3_aKeyQXc.jpg
The Myth of Multitasking

A

QuaaTyY oF
WOR¥. DONE

Amoont oF
MUVLT\TASK\N G

A= Looks simple, but actually gets results.
B = Looks busy, but actually wastes time.

JamesClear.com





2/2/OEBPF/images/jk8ugQnamB.jpg





2/2/OEBPF/images/qmEN7vThV3.jpg
- -

VOLLMER

vitlon 2012

"Agggg)

. ~— -
e e
__55.98 Ty
B LT e





2/2/OEBPF/images/s3ya4_4ghr.jpg





2/2/OEBPF/images/Ug_C9wdKpM.jpg
TWO PATHS TO IMPROVEMENT

A 4« A=YOURAVERAGE
PERFORMANCE

RESLLTS

HOW CAN YOU IMPROVE YOUR AVERAGE?
A B

OPTION 1:
DO MORE
GREAT WORK.

OPTION 2:
DOLESS
BAD WORK.

Most people focus on Option 1 and ignore Option 2.
Remember, both options work.

JamesClear.com





2/5/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_Motivation





3/5/OEBPF/images/GXcR8sfcfQ.jpg
WHAT WHAT THE
You Coerte WoeLp sees

Yoor \meACT





3/5/OEBPF/images/fv2tC7RyHg.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/7ryx5JfF2g.jpg
Average Age of Nobel Prize Winners and Great Inventors

9
8
3
28
§
H
w8
5
20 30 40 50 60 70 80
Age
Nobel Prize Winners  ————- Great Inventors

Figure I: An Age Distribution for Scientific Genius. The Ages at which Individuals Produced
Nobel-Prize Winning Insights and Great Technological Contributions over the 20™ Century
(Source: Jones 2010).






3/5/OEBPF/images/Xl6MKtJOSs.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/oOtFHK2_E5.jpg
PO1i_L07 Ci7 Insert Align

EDIT MENU

CURSOR SCROLL ERASE OTHER MENUS
AE up 4 up 4G char  AJ help 20 onscreen fornat
K doun AZ doun AT yord 21 tab 2K block & save

28 left AR up screen ¥ line U turn insert off P print controls
2D right _ ~C down Del char  “B align paragraph *Q quick Functions
A word left  screen U unerase 2N split the line Esc shorthand

“F word right L find/replace again

R

A centred title

The quick broun fox junped over the lazy dog

BSome bold text"B
['Ssome underlined ~8_
‘YSome italic text™Y

>5 55 sAnAAAAA






3/5/OEBPF/images/jIB7P3Q0d3.jpg
THRESHOLD THEORY

Tl PoTenTiaL Fog Gemws

CegeaTviTY

Tweeshow Toe \o/,
INTELL\GENCE

JamesClear.com





3/5/OEBPF/images/CSqmyASZJ-.jpg
- -

VOLLMER

vitlon 2012

"Agggg)

. ~— -
e e
__55.98 Ty
B LT e





3/5/OEBPF/images/d3MLYd1hJL.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/gfVgaOhK5G.png
MASTERING
CREATIVITY

Break Though Your Menial Blocks,
Uncover Your Hidden Creatia Geniis,
‘anc Make Brllance s Hab

JAMES CLEAR






3/5/OEBPF/images/hQLXieHFPk.jpg
A= GeveTie

B= GEIT AND
PRACT\CE

(RN

CrEATIVITY

JamesClear.com





2/3/OEBPF/images/oPopy_nlDWJ.jpg
THE ACTIVATION ENERGY OF NEW HABITS

JamesClear.com/cheistry-habits

evelaY

WAGVT PRoGRESS

Every habit has an activation energy that is required to get started.
The smaller the habit, the less energy you need to start.





2/3/OEBPF/images/j6FXA4o7lH.jpg
THE CHEMISTRY OF BUILDING BETTER HABITS

JamesClear.com/chemistry-habits

AetivaTion

B ENERGY

REACTION PROGEESS

A = Unlit match
B = Striking the match
C = litmatch





2/3/OEBPF/images/_Fw1AuzEVG1.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/l2_4GwZlZg.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/smVT6JLd7b.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/eRCQI_PI2zA.jpg
Yov ‘RE THe
BOST.





2/3/OEBPF/images/otg8UhAyGni.jpg
Walking for 10 minutes after breakfast

Automaticity

0 10 220 2 40 0 @ W N 0 10

Day

Source: “How are habits formed: Modeling habit formation in the real world.” European Journal of Social Psychology, 40(6), 998-1009. (2010)





2/3/OEBPF/images/A86vsv8FYH.jpg
JamesClear.com





2/3/OEBPF/images/JviP4up91MY.png
'DELIBERATE PRACTICE IN ACTION

Which player would you predict would be the
better shooter after 100 hours?

Player A: Player B:
200 practice shots per hour. 50 practice shots per hour.
Colleague retrieves shots. Retrieves his own shots.
Keeps a record of shots made, Dribbles leisurely, takes

shots missed, and errors. several breaks.






2/3/OEBPF/images/KhXwPlQMHR.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/lklQPJRWin.jpg
SEEKTHE HIGHEST GROWTH CURVE

Similar paths may follow the same rules (exponential growth), but have very different curves.

Software company
Candle company

Results

Time

JamesClear.com





2/3/OEBPF/images/bN-2Fs7_md9.jpg
SMALLERTASKS, FASTER GROWTH

Focusing on a series of smaller tasks can lead to faster growth because they are easier to master.

Results

Time

JamesClear.com





2/3/OEBPF/images/WfReY3BQ_lG.jpg
EXPONENTIALGROWTH

Improvements come slowly in the beginning, but your gains increase rapidly over time.

Results

e —

Time

JamesClear.com





2/3/OEBPF/images/bL6mqz4oVW.jpg
LOGARITHMIC GROWTH

Improvements come quickly in the beginning, but your gains decrease overtime.

Results

Time

JamesClear.com





3/4/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_procrastinat
ion





2/3/OEBPF/images/zZVuLmJAQ7.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/gIeU-UlqMvD.jpg





1/3/OEBPF/images/nbKTwNU0e2.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/N2DckcbN5e.jpg
e L NIy






2/3/OEBPF/images/rPrLshVr2.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/b0ZtocoxlO.jpg
Active Practice vs. Passive Learning

e AeTive
Pracrice
dkLL
DEVELOPMENT
PASS IVE
* LEARN\N G
KNOWILEDGE

DEVELOPMENT

JamesClear.com





1/3/OEBPF/images/kkJECnMIr.png
THE HABIT LOOP






1/3/OEBPF/images/o4Zn_ApkZi.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/NaKpVeZ0_J.jpg
Motivation Needed to Perform a Habit

MoTivaTion
NEEDED

PeecenTAGE OF
RABIT (CompPLETED





1/3/OEBPF/images/4_FEQeE1RH.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/4WE2NtFFZfN.jpg





1/3/OEBPF/images/VuUxUy0NNG.jpg
Proportion favorable decisions

Ordinal position

Fig. 1. Proportion of rulings in favor of the prisoners by ordinal position.
Circled points indicate the first decision in each of the three decision ses-
sions; tick marks on x axis denote every third case; dotted line denotes food
break. Because unequal session lengths resulted in a low number of cases for
some of the later ordinal positions, the graph is based on the first 95% of the
data from each session.






1/3/OEBPF/images/HHpZRuhD7w.png
CASHIERS

ENTRANCE

CASHIERS
N .
A

ENTRANCE

Beverage refrigerator that does not contain bottled water

B severage refrigerator that contains bottled water

Basket of bottled water

O Food stations






1/3/OEBPF/images/_ipsN3SaHh.jpg
Percentage of organ donors per country

99.98 gg 99.9199.997 99.5 99.64

1

00
20
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

0

RIRRRRRER

“Check here to donate.” “Check here to NOT donate.”

(Opt-in countries) (Opt-out countries)






1/3/OEBPF/images/yqorzssSMb.jpg
Percentage of organ donors per country

99.98 gg 99.9199.997 99.5 99.64

1

00
20
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

0

Low percentage of High percentage of

organ donors organ donors






1/3/OEBPF/images/juaXLmQBnD.png
THE FOUR STAGES OF HABIT

I CMUE | CRAVING l%esPoNSE,' RewAaep I
1 2 3 q

TmME — 45





1/3/OEBPF/images/loT1HyADTW.jpg
Percentage of Participants Who Exercised at Least 1x/Week

100

80

60

40

38% 35% 91%

Group 1 (control)  Group 2 (motivation)  Group 3 (intention)

20

Source: British Joumal of Health Psychology JamesClear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/ggScQF59zg.jpg





3/4/OEBPF/images/cFowfU7CJT.jpg





3/4/OEBPF/images/eRUuIHNUdC.jpg





1/2/OEBPF/images/0VzB9rPXJL.jpg





3/4/OEBPF/images/FcYC2BufQd.jpg





1/2/OEBPF/images/9hvhBKevrgB.jpg





3/4/OEBPF/images/w8kBHmk2-V.jpg
TEMPTATION BUNDLING

JamesClear.com/temptation-bundling

Sacrificing to perform good behaviors (like going to
the gym after a long day of work) requires you to pay
an up-front cost, but provides long-term benefits.

BeneFiT
To Yoo Time
LiFe
Indulging in bad behaviors (like skipping a workout
to watch TV or eat comfort food) can provide a spike of
benefit or enjoyment in the beginning, but has long-
term costs over time.
BeneFiT s
To Yool L
LiFe \ /

With temptation bundling (like watching your favorite
TV show only at the gym) you can get the short-term
benefits of indulging and the long-term benefits that
result from practicing good habits consistently.

Source: “Holding the Hunger Games Hostage at the Gym: An Evaluation of Temptation Bundling” by Milkman. Management Science. 2013





1/2/OEBPF/images/9502Qw1fN4.jpg
THE AVAILABILITY HEURISTIC

Coveesd IN
THE NEWS.

WHAT
Actoarty Happens
IN THE WoeLp.

JamesClear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/dByDzkGkuh.jpg
THE SURVIVORSHIP BIAS

ForQ{oTTEN LZEMEMBERED
TERRY | 7
REBRE R
PR REREK

XX XX

JamesClear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/L_KNN8cY4z.jpg
THE CHEMISTRY OF BUILDING BETTER HABITS

JamesClear.com/chemistry-habits

AetivaTion

B ENERGY

REACTION PROGEESS

A = Unlit match
B = Striking the match
C = litmatch





3/4/OEBPF/images/Q6v_K4N6eV.jpg
Acrion






1/2/OEBPF/images/DE0TUNJO0X.jpg
THE CONFIRMATION BIAS

WWAT
CONF | NS
| You® BELIEFS

WWAT THE
FRoTS ST

UNDERVALUED
(OVERVALUED hectich

JamesClear.com





3/4/OEBPF/images/_msAim_l9.jpg
0

oo

JamesClear.com





1/2/OEBPF/images/tqYYUNRpDF.jpg
ADD A CATALYSTTO YOUR NEW HABIT

JamesClear.com/cheistry-habits

Withoor
ATaLyST

4

Envetay

WITH CATALYST

ReacTion PROGreESS

Catalysts lower the activation energy required to start a new habit.
Optimizing your environment is one way to catalyze habits in the real world.
In the right environment, every habit is easier.





2/3/OEBPF/images/tRNCGsAjuDY.jpg
ADD A CATALYSTTO YOUR NEW HABIT

JamesClear.com/cheistry-habits

Withoor
ATaLyST

4

Envetay

WITH CATALYST

ReacTion PROGreESS

Catalysts lower the activation energy required to start a new habit.
Optimizing your environment is one way to catalyze habits in the real world.
In the right environment, every habit is easier.





1/2/OEBPF/images/3ukzGiD2OG.jpg
THE ACTIVATION ENERGY OF NEW HABITS

JamesClear.com/cheistry-habits

evelaY

WAGVT PRoGRESS

Every habit has an activation energy that is required to get started.
The smaller the habit, the less energy you need to start.





1/2/OEBPF/images/ppNmAH560X.jpg
TEMPTATION BUNDLING

JamesClear.com/temptation-bundling

Sacrificing to perform good behaviors (like going to
the gym after a long day of work) requires you to pay
an up-front cost, but provides long-term benefits.

BeneFiT
To Yoo Time
LiFe
Indulging in bad behaviors (like skipping a workout
to watch TV or eat comfort food) can provide a spike of
benefit or enjoyment in the beginning, but has long-
term costs over time.
BeneFiT s
To Yool L
LiFe \ /

With temptation bundling (like watching your favorite
TV show only at the gym) you can get the short-term
benefits of indulging and the long-term benefits that
result from practicing good habits consistently.

Source: “Holding the Hunger Games Hostage at the Gym: An Evaluation of Temptation Bundling” by Milkman. Management Science. 2013





3/4/OEBPF/images/8tBtjIGiKg.jpg
- -

VOLLMER

vitlon 2012

"Agggg)

. ~— -
e e
__55.98 Ty
B LT e





3/4/OEBPF/images/GDzS37zth8.jpg
“So BASY You CAR'T SAY No.

MoTivaTion

A= “azo, W consISTENT WARYT

B= ERS'{, CONS\STENT WAR\T





3/4/OEBPF/images/DDj06P-Jqa.jpg
THE PHYSICS OF PRODUCTIVITY

ORVECTS I MOTioN Tend To STAY IN MoTiow.

_Oﬁ—"@\\'\,

QeT STARTED,

JamesClear.com





3/4/OEBPF/images/wDBUWnuziN.jpg
THE PHYSICS OF PRODUCTIVITY

ENQINEERING DBQREE

AcchitecT ¢‘ PROFESSIL

EnTesPrENBOR

l

Invents QoogLe

JamesClear.com





3/1/OEBPF/images/PMfwO8nOLj.jpg





3/1/OEBPF/images/BD00Nr3w3i.jpg
THE EISENHOWER BOX

URGENT NOT URGENT
DO DECIDE
s Doitnow. Schedule a time to do i.
=
-4
[¢]
o
=
= DELEGATE | DELETE
E Who can do it for you? Eliminate it.
[¢]
[
2
=
[e]
z

“What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom important.”
-Dwight Eisenhower, 34th President of the United States






3/1/OEBPF/images/4Tt32MODhH.jpg
Proportion favorable decisions

Ordinal position

Fig. 1. Proportion of rulings in favor of the prisoners by ordinal position.
Circled points indicate the first decision in each of the three decision ses-
sions; tick marks on x axis denote every third case; dotted line denotes food
break. Because unequal session lengths resulted in a low number of cases for
some of the later ordinal positions, the graph is based on the first 95% of the
data from each session.






3/1/OEBPF/images/uixNfXkCBY.jpg
10

oo

JamesClear.com





3/1/OEBPF/images/sB6mnDsXtu.jpg
AsseTs

DERTS

~Creare SwErvIng

PAGE TUAT Dos Tue

Woty V2 You,
~ Deveroe setye
Ausunting Pocesy

T Avmomatio Screou,
DYSTEM

NG

= PNsweling BmAg
" ¥WING  LeMMenTs ?

- AeebpTing INTeavigos
- DoInG TRINGS

Nioel BCTLYy TRE
Filest TimMe





2/3/OEBPF/images/LdxQLIHT3j.png
OUTCOMES

PRoCESSES

\DENTTY





2/4/OEBPF/images/OA4k_8OSml.jpg





2/3/OEBPF/images/uXyrQ2JMM4.jpg
AmateVvL EXTELT

) = WRAT You Foous ON

T = WHAT G6TS REeswTs
D = your Success

JamesClear.com





2/4/OEBPF/images/85izVHKnFA.jpg
Percentage of Participants Who Exercised at Least 1x/Week

100

80

60

40

38% 35% 91%

Group 1 (control)  Group 2 (motivation)  Group 3 (intention)

20

Source: British Joumal of Health Psychology JamesClear.com





2/3/OEBPF/images/F3w_sZt1b1.png
HABIT STACKING

cue CRAVING PESPONSE REWARD
waeT |\ I | | I
|
e o= e e e R 4

fmmmmmmmem — == m = — = A
v
werr 4 l I I _i
1
1
____________ J
Fem=-—-





2/3/OEBPF/images/y10GgaPgnP.jpg
TWO PATHS TO IMPROVEMENT

A 4« A=YOURAVERAGE
PERFORMANCE

RESLLTS

HOW CAN YOU IMPROVE YOUR AVERAGE?
A B

OPTION 1:
DO MORE
GREAT WORK.

OPTION 2:
DOLESS
BAD WORK.

Most people focus on Option 1 and ignore Option 2.
Remember, both options work.

JamesClear.com





2/4/OEBPF/images/bzlr-iEQ_s.jpg





2/4/OEBPF/images/NhM68rnJLF.jpg
Percentage of organ donors per country

99.98 gg 99.9199.997 99.5 99.64

1

00
20
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

0

Low percentage of High percentage of

organ donors organ donors






2/4/OEBPF/images/TFx3ttNzvr.jpg





2/4/OEBPF/images/Iw7ffPBFdT.jpg
VS. GiEED -S509 C&d

JamesClear.com





2/4/OEBPF/images/vnDHZiGgTU.jpg
Percentage of organ donors per country

99.98 gg 99.9199.997 99.5 99.64

1

00
20
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

0

RIRRRRRER

“Check here to donate.” “Check here to NOT donate.”

(Opt-in countries) (Opt-out countries)






2/4/OEBPF/images/pleR1oHtvt.jpg
Score the “inside cut” along this curve.

S

Discard this part.

Keep
this part.

When breaking the glass,
the "horns” on each end
tend to chip.






2/4/OEBPF/images/MbPKbYujC.jpg
The Power of Tiny Gains

1% better every day [0 /%5 m
1% worse every day qu

Improvement
or Decline

1 Year

JamesClear.com





2/4/OEBPF/images/c98VBAtHPS.jpg
Start shallow and
slowly make deeper
and deeper cuts.






3/1/OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

JamesClear_decision_mak
ing





3/5/OEBPF/images/n84y09_Nd9.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/pCxLzSrPF.jpg
o Mg i o e L it o e
ly e extoks 35 soff a1 i

aofore merc: el e
flewdismer, Ihe v«-mhu-rkm’xq warm
e S sk ew wsdorth

e s ol /*'c o

eourf, Lo 173

BT e kg o

sl Kl i ) s
Jo thio "

g g el vl
;‘,m.ﬁ ,r,,',n [ A.ﬁjf ,,,:f...«:)f/ il

s a/,,,“”

Vlw maker o 153 omt
L0 e e e
BLsyctore Dos shics ayf
i
330 madflB3 i
oy Hio
PO foff

iy powe
o

ol WJ

Tl

e, T\oi neapmilives

Ricecs :,,ca S ok fids .,,,,M,,,,“,,, f, e






3/5/OEBPF/images/9eZR3FjWFO.jpg
THRESHOLD THEORY

Tl PoTenTiaL Fog Gemws

CegeaTviTY

Tweeshow Toe \o/,
INTELL\GENCE

JamesClear.com





3/5/OEBPF/images/3LCkyAunto.jpg
JamesClear.com





3/5/OEBPF/images/lxQFfcUqY-.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/rP5gW3SxKC.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/Tg3DwaD-LX.jpg
Fete pinstetee o B fialy. susole s i e owisolion Pl o il
Wl il Doy s il s Hovinile, ton il GensT Aenapls AT
D Fovgs Ao gon Ailiiolien . Wi 2k ol £ fasle, sl nimimes
Ahrclincy /ﬁ-f/z- o Wadirdadd ol Groe by raal pua e ot i
Fepatis e, 2 wrinnan 3o

Uers O ST e Lty Aonals
o b s Bl iy s Rl Ttlomae
e S e Sy
Fobaeayiploostm s 202 ey Tt P g
2""”“ o pedscaiond aios, "I

in MimclotaaeslT sy for oL

alt e Bstn

P e ety trsTor WopT et B
ity LA AR Wt . s
U st oo oo MeolsT e Mt oo lonllealG e

b ac
i ) il ity G S
“%M««l«amwwdﬂ.‘“w





3/5/OEBPF/images/9XVPiQR4e.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/RysmCafAT1.jpg





3/5/OEBPF/images/ae1oNW5AZG.jpg





