
  
    
  


  
    NEW From Tom Rath in 2015


    FULLY CHARGED: THE MOVIE


    Fully Charged features the world’s leading experts on behavioral health (Brian Wansink), the psychology of spending (Ryan Howell), social networks (Nicholas Christakis), decision making and behavioral economics (Thomas Gilovich), willpower (Roy Baumeister), and the role of meaning in our work (Amy Wrzesniewski). The film also follows individuals and organizations who are transforming themselves and their communities. You will hear from a company where employees work on treadmill desks; a church that gave its members $500 to spend on others; a “guerilla gardener” who plants vegetables in South Central LA’s abandoned lots; the US Army Surgeon General; and the co-founder of an organization that has helped thousands of low-income students make it to college. Filled with expertise and provocative real-world stories, Fully Charged reveals some of the most practical ways we can all energize our work and life.


    THE RECHARGEABLES


    From Tom Rath, the co-author of How Full is Your Bucket? For Kids, the book that started a conversation about the importance of positive interactions in schools and homes around the world, comes a timeless story about how to be healthy and create energy in our daily lives. Through a series of brief adventures, Poppy and Simon discover what it takes to recharge themselves and bring an entire village back to life.


    EAT MOVE SLEEP: 2015 EDITION WITH NEW WELBE APP


    An updated 2015 edition of the New York Times bestseller that includes access to Welbe, a new mobile app for tracking how you eat, move, and sleep in one central place. Welbe allows you to connect with friends across platforms (e.g., Android, iOS) and wearable devices (e.g., Fitbit, Jawbone, Garmin).
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    Praise for Are You Fully Charged?


    “Tom Rath’s books — which include StrengthsFinder 2.0 and Eat Move Sleep — have sold 6 million copies and spent 300 weeks on the Wall Street Journal bestseller list. This one is arguably Rath’s best. He has written a book that is as readable as it is rigorous and as profound as it is practical.”


    —DANIEL H. PINK, author of Drive and To Sell Is Human


    “Are You Fully Charged? is about renewing ourselves in the fullest sense. Drawing on his extensive research, Tom Rath provides us with the three key pillars that can help create a life of more meaning and perspective: being part of something larger than ourselves, valuing people and experiences over mere stuff, and understanding that looking after our own well-being is the first step to doing more for others. An essential book for anyone wanting more out of life.”


    —ARIANNA HUFFINGTON, author of Thrive and co-founder of The Huffington Post


    “Tom Rath’s brilliant new book, Are You Fully Charged?, builds on his mega best-selling StrengthsFinder series to show you can lead a more meaningful life that results in more energy and better interactions every day. If you follow Rath’s wise counsel and adopt his practical advice, your life will be more fulfilling and rewarding.”


    —BILL GEORGE, author of True North and former CEO of Medtronic


    “How to live? That is the question — and Tom Rath has the answer. In his important new book, Are You Fully Charged?, Rath draws on his decades of research — and his deep humanity — to point you in the right direction, and to instill your journey with joy and meaning.”


    —SUSAN CAIN, author of Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking


    “Are You Fully Charged? lays out a blueprint for a better life that creates more energy. Rath’s book is easy to read, research-backed, and immediately practical.”


    —CHIP AND DAN HEATH, authors of Decisive, Switch, and Made to Stick


    “Once again, the brilliant Tom Rath has written an absolutely indispensable book. Here, he reveals how meaning, interactions, and energy are the three crucial elements that allow us to live happier, healthier, more productive lives. Are You Fully Charged? will inspire people to make changes, starting tomorrow morning.”


    —GRETCHEN RUBIN, author of The Happiness Project and Better Than Before


    “Tom Rath reveals that engagement depends not on happiness but on meaning, interactions, and energy. This important, lucid book is full of fresh evidence that you can put into action to shift your motivation into a higher gear.”


    —ADAM GRANT, Wharton professor and author of Give and Take
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    Prologue: Are You Fully Charged?


    When you are fully charged, you get more done. You have better interactions. Your mind is sharp, and your body is strong. On days when you are fully charged, you experience high levels of engagement and well-being. This charge carries forward, creating an upward cycle for those you care about.


    I am far more effective in my work on days when I am fully charged. I am also a better husband, dad, and friend. Most notably, I can do more for others. However, until recently, it was unclear to me what specific actions create this daily charge.


    I’ve spent my entire career studying workplace engagement, health, and well-being. While I have written several books on these topics, the greatest challenge I have faced personally is how to integrate findings from my research into my own daily routine. After all, knowledge does little good unless I can change my behaviors.


    Fortunately, a new body of research has recently emerged that focuses on the topic of creating daily well-being. Historically, asking people questions and tracking their actions was time-consuming and expensive. As a result, researchers gathered broad, general information about people’s lives and work. Most research on well-being over the past century was based on asking people about their lives over the span of years or decades.


    When people are asked to reflect on an entire lifetime, the first things they think of are broad concepts like health and wealth. The problem is, these general measures are not very practical for improving people’s lives on a daily basis. Health is the sum of many years. Wealth is not created in a span of days. This is why a different way of measuring what’s important in life is crucial.


    The Science of Daily Experience


    The time and cost of tracking what people do are now remarkably low. It is much easier to measure thoughts, feelings, and behaviors on a daily, even momentary, basis. New technology enables scientists to ask people what they are doing at various times of the day, who they are with, and how much they enjoy an activity. Sensors and wearable devices can even measure how people are doing, with no input required from those wearing the devices.


    These technologies, paired with innovative research methods, have led to a rapid expansion in knowledge about the central elements of daily well-being. Researchers call this daily experience, which is the product of positive and negative experiences (or positive and negative affect) throughout the day. Daily experience is measured by asking people whether they have emotions like happiness, enjoyment, stress, and other feelings within a given day. This distinction between daily well-being and broad evaluation of life satisfaction is important because it leads to very different conclusions about the best investment of time and resources.


    Traditional measures of life satisfaction, for example, might suggest putting a great deal of energy into increasing your income. Yet, although life satisfaction scores continue to increase (almost indefinitely) with income, making more money does not actually change daily experience once people reach an income threshold.


    In the United States, for example, daily well-being does not show any statistically significant increases after someone reaches $75,000 of annual household income. While this figure has received a good deal of attention, people tend to miss the fact that almost all of the gains in daily well-being associated with increases in income occur below the $40,000 level. Essentially, a certain income level is necessary for food, shelter, and preventing daily worries, but once you have reached that basic level of financial security, making more money is unlikely to lead to better days.


    The study of daily well-being is also upending the conventional wisdom that wealthier countries have happier citizens. In the past, when scientists looked at life satisfaction, the wealthiest countries were consistently at the top of the national well-being rankings. But when Gallup asked people in 138 countries about their daily experience, the results told a very different story. The country with the highest “positive experience” score was Paraguay, a nation that ranks 105th in terms of its wealth (measured by GDP per capita). Among the top five countries on this daily well-being index, four were in the bottom half of the wealthiest countries list.


    This research is encouraging to me because it suggests that daily well-being does not depend on accumulating riches or living in a wealthy country. The more I’ve learned about the difference between long-term evaluation and daily experience, the more I’ve grown to understand the importance of the latter. Personally, I care a lot more about laughing, smiling, and enjoying moments with my wife and kids today than how I might rate my overall life satisfaction 10 years from now. And trying to help people improve their day-to-day experiences is more practical than trying to improve their life satisfaction over time.


    Your overall satisfaction with life certainly matters. But you create meaningful change in moments and days, not years and decades. It is easier to improve your own happiness — and the well-being of others — when you focus on doing it right now. Taking small, meaningful actions today is the best way to make changes. And eventually, these small changes will lead to important long-term outcomes.


    The Three Keys to a Full Charge


    To discover what creates a full charge, my team and I reviewed countless articles and academic studies, and interviewed some of the world’s leading social scientists (video from these interviews and direct links to all references are avialable at tomrath.org). We identified and catalogued more than 2,600 ideas for improving daily experience. As we narrowed down the concepts to the most proven and practical strategies, underlying patterns continued to surface. Three key conditions differentiate days when you have a full charge from typical days:


    
      	Meaning: doing something that benefits another person


      	Interactions: creating far more positive than negative moments


      	Energy: making choices that improve your mental and physical health

    


    When we surveyed more than 10,000 people to see how they were doing across these three areas, we found that most people struggle on a daily basis. For example, when we asked them to think about their entire day yesterday, a mere 11 percent reported having a great deal of energy. Clearly, most people are operating well below their capacity.


    As a result, they are less effective in their work. Their interactions with friends and family are nowhere near as good as they could be. And their physical health worsens as days with too much stress and too little activity accumulate. It is time for this to change.


    The good news is that you don’t have to go on a retreat in the woods to find meaning, you don’t need to find new friends at a cocktail party to have better interactions, and you certainly don’t need to run a marathon or embark on a fad diet to create physical energy. The biggest changes for your daily well-being start with a few small steps.
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    Create Meaning with Small Wins


    What will you do today that makes a difference?


    I started asking myself this question, rather intensively, when I was a teenager. Not because I was ahead of my time or enlightened, but as a result of my cancer diagnosis at age 16. After I lost sight in my left eye to a large tumor, my doctors suspected I had a rare genetic condition that shuts off a powerful tumor suppressor. The results of a blood test confirmed I had this VHL gene mutation, which leads to cancerous growth throughout the body. I essentially lost the genetic lottery.


    My doctors told me I would need to spend a week in the hospital for scans and testing every year for the rest of my life. This allows my physicians to keep track of cancers — currently growing in my eye, kidneys, pancreas, adrenal glands, and spine — and to operate or try chemotherapy as needed. But if everything goes well, as it has most of the time, I leave the hospital at the end of that week with a fresh 12-month lease on life.


    Having this extension — with terms that are renewed annually — energizes me to try to make a difference every single day. Thinking back to when I first received my diagnosis, what’s most fascinating to me is how there was almost no negative effect on my daily well-being. If anything, having this constant threat has caused me to focus even more of my time on the little things that matter most in a given day.


    It has now been 23 years since my diagnosis. And while I continue to live on somewhat borrowed time, I have spent most of my life working on what will outlast it. From research and writing to building relationships and playing with my kids, I see all of this time I spend as an investment in the future that can grow when I’m gone. Trying to create a little meaning each day has also kept me from dwelling on a genetic condition beyond my control. In the process, I have learned far more about living than I have worried about dying. The reality is, nobody knows if their lease on life will last for days, years, or decades.


    Through both research and personal experience, I have discovered that creating meaning is central not just to my existence but to that of every organization in society today. Businesses, schools, governments, families, and faith-based groups are being challenged more than ever to show how they make a meaningful contribution to society. The essential thing people want in a job today is work that will allow them to create meaning for others. My research suggests that the odds of being completely engaged in your job increase by more than 250 percent if you spend a lot of time doing meaningful work throughout the day.


    To discover what leads to better work and lives, Harvard Business School’s Teresa Amabile and psychologist Steven Kramer sorted through 12,000 diary entries and 64,000 specific workday events collected from 238 workers across seven different companies. Their conclusion from this research was: “Of all the events that engage people at work, the single most important — by far — is simply making progress in meaningful work.” This research also showed that creating meaning is an evolutionary process that grows by the day, as opposed to a grand purpose that suddenly falls in your lap.


    Small wins generate meaningful progress. You might create a small positive charge for one of your customers today or work on a new product that will benefit people in the future. Over the weekend, maybe you’ll have a long conversation with a loved one that makes a difference. It is these little moments, not grand actions, that create substance and meaning.


    Abandon the Pursuit of Happiness


    The pursuit of meaning — not happiness — is what makes life worthwhile. Despite Thomas Jefferson including it in the Declaration of Independence, the “pursuit of happiness” is a shortsighted aim. Putting your own well-being before well-doing pulls you in the wrong direction.


    People who spend life seeking happiness are unlikely to find it. Much like chasing fame or wealth, seeking happiness alone is misguided and can lead to poor decisions.


    Clearly, happiness is a positive condition. Being around people who have higher levels of well-being is more enjoyable than being around people who don’t. It is the constant pursuit of your own happiness that leads you astray. Pursuing happiness for loved ones or for your community is a worthwhile goal. But trying to create happiness for yourself can have the opposite effect, according to recent studies.


    Scientists are still uncovering the reasons why the pursuit of happiness backfires. Part of the explanation lies in its self-focused nature. Research suggests that the more value you place on your own happiness, the more likely you are to feel lonely on a daily basis. When participants in experiments were deliberately induced to value happiness more by reading a bogus article extolling the benefits of happiness, they reported feeling lonely. And samples of their saliva indicated corresponding decreases in progesterone levels — a hormonal response associated with loneliness. Seeking your own happiness and nothing else results in feelings of futility. But if you spend as much time creating meaningful interactions as you do pursuing happiness, you will be better off in both areas.


    Swim in the Deep End of Life


    Happiness and meaningfulness are two distinct human conditions. While there is some overlap, the differences have clear implications for how people spend their time. Those who pursue happiness, for example, are what psychologists calls “takers.” As Roy Baumeister and his team noted after studying this topic extensively, “Happiness without meaning characterizes a relatively shallow, self-absorbed or even selfish life.” In contrast, co-author Kathleen Vohs explained, “People leading meaningful lives get a lot of joy from giving to others.”


    Baumeister points out that it is not the pursuit of happiness but the pursuit of meaning that sets humans apart from animals. In some cases, creating meaning involves putting another person’s needs before your own, which could lead to short-term decreases in your happiness. However, when you do, you make a contribution that improves the environment around you.


    Happiness and meaningfulness also appear to have distinct influences on physiological health. When participants in a study led by the University of North Carolina’s Barbara Fredrickson were happy but lacked meaning in their lives (defined as pursuing a purpose bigger than self), they exhibited a stress-related gene pattern that is known to activate an inflammatory response. They had the same gene expression pattern as people dealing with constant adversity have. Over time, this pattern leads to chronic inflammation, which is related to a host of illnesses, like heart disease and cancer. Fredrickson noted, “Empty positive emotions . . . are about as good for you as adversity.”


    Unfortunately, 75 percent of participants in Fredrickson’s study fell into this category; their happiness levels outpaced their levels of meaningfulness. In contrast, participants who had meaning in their lives, whether or not they characterized themselves as happy, showed a deactivation in this stress-related gene pattern. In other words, their bodies did not act as if they were under constant duress and threat.


    Participating in meaningful activities elevates your thinking above yourself and your own momentary needs. Every minute you can set aside your own happiness for the sake of others will eventually lead to stronger families, organizations, and communities. In the end, the pursuit of happiness and “success” will pass. What endures is creating meaning in your own life and in the lives of others.
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    Pursue Life, Liberty, and Meaningfulness


    Historically, finding meaning has been portrayed as a personal journey — something you discover through extensive searching or call on in times of need. Finding a higher purpose in life is considered the ultimate existential and philosophical goal. The study of meaningfulness has been influenced by Viktor Frankl’s landmark 1946 book Man’s Search for Meaning, which chronicled his experience in a Nazi concentration camp. The book describes how finding something meaningful in the bleakest of human conditions allowed Frankl and others to survive. Surely a conclusion this substantial could come only from enduring such harrowing conditions, right?


    As it turns out, Frankl’s discoveries about meaning started years before he was forced into a concentration camp, when he was a medical student trying to prevent suicide in teenagers struggling with depression. Frankl developed a treatment that he called “logotherapy.” The basic principle of this approach is to help people find practical goals and steps that create “specific and individual meaning.” In Frankl’s words, “Happiness cannot be pursued; it must ensue. One must have a reason to ‘be happy.’” It was this work that he used as he helped fellow prisoners in concentration camps.


    Frankl’s initial theory about how young people find meaning is now being tested through carefully designed experiments. A 2014 study followed a group of teenagers for a full year to see how their brains reacted to self-fulfilling (hedonic) acts versus acts that created meaning (eudaimonic) using fMRI scans and questionnaires. While the participants were in the fMRI scanner, researchers posed scenarios to them about keeping money for themselves versus donating it to their families. The researchers also followed up at the end of the year to review any changes from the teens’ baseline levels of depressive symptoms.


    The results revealed that teenagers who had the greatest brain response to meaningful actions had the greatest declines in depressive symptoms over time. In contrast, teens who made more self-fulfilling decisions were more likely to have an increase in risk of depression. Meaningful activity essentially protects the brain from dark thoughts. As Frankl observed in the early years of his career, people’s need for meaningful work begins when they are young.


    Get a Charge From Within


    Meaningful work is driven by intrinsic, rather than extrinsic, motivation. Extrinsic motivation is a nice way of describing when you do things primarily to receive a reward. You might take a new job because of the higher pay and better benefits package. Then you work 60-hour weeks to reach an arbitrary goal that someone else has set. After all, it will look good on your résumé a few years from now when someone is judging you — based on their own motivations.


    Intrinsic motivation — or deep internal motivation — is much richer. For example, consider a teacher who is inspired by the growth of a student or a doctor who is driven by improving health. Intrinsic motivation stems from the meaningfulness of the work you do. You are driven by what you yearn to do even if there is no reward or compensation.


    Emerging research suggests that it is better to focus solely on intrinsic motivation, because deriving any motive whatsoever from external incentives could decrease performance. Yale’s Amy Wrzesniewski and her team followed 11,320 West Point military cadets and assessed their motives for attending the academy over a 14-year period. The researchers made a startling discovery: Cadets who entered West Point because of internal motivators were more likely to graduate, become commissioned officers, receive promotions, and stay in the military compared with those who entered due to external motives. Those cadets who entered with both strong internal (e.g., a desire to lead others) and external (e.g., to get a better job and make more money) motives, however, did not exhibit that same likelihood of success.


    Contrary to what these researchers initially suspected, two strong motivators led to poorer outcomes across all of these measures when compared with internal motivation alone. The results caused the researchers to question whether the Army should put more emphasis on leading others and serving your country instead of money for college or career training. They also questioned this general logic for other professions, like the practice of motivating teachers with bonuses for higher test scores.


    “Helping people focus on the meaning and impact of their work, rather than on, say, the financial returns it will bring, may be the best way to improve not only the quality of their work but also — counterintuitive though it may seem — their financial success,” observed Wrzesniewski and her co-author Barry Schwartz. This is especially important because it is easy to fall into the trap of allowing external incentives, such as monetary rewards at work, to detract from your ability to focus on meaningful efforts to serve others.


    One challenge is that cultivating and developing intrinsic motivation often requires conscious effort. To study this, researchers randomly assigned groups of creative writers to take a survey that either subtly reminded them of intrinsic or extrinsic motivations for writing. If the writers thought about intrinsic reasons beforehand, their subsequent work was graded as far more creative. In contrast, when writers spent even five minutes thinking about the external motivators for their work, it had the opposite effect.


    Think about the implications for your work. When you are bombarded with conventional carrot-and-stick motivators, even if they help at first, they are not sustainable. Instead, look for small ways to keep your best internal motivators top of mind throughout the day.


    Just having photos of my kids on my smartphone lock screen and desk is a great reminder and motivator for me. A friend of mine in publishing is driven by a weekly report that shows how many people are reading the books he has worked on. James Allen, a train station attendant in London, motivates himself by trying to get even the most hardened commuters to smile. The things that charge you from within are likely very different from what works best for the people around you. Intrinsic motivations are not universal; they are individualized.


    Try to find activities outside of work that appeal to your intrinsic motivation. One study found that employees who were encouraged to engage in creative activities unrelated to work, such as creative writing or other artistic endeavors, subsequently performed better on the job. Researchers at the University of Exeter found that simply being able to decorate your workspace with things like plants, art, or pictures of loved ones could increase productivity by up to 32 percent. This is why companies like Google encourage employees to make their workplace feel like home, even if it looks like a mess to others.


    Forge Meaning in the Moment


    Meaning does not happen to you — you create it. One of the most important elements of building a great career and life is attaching what you do each day to a broader mission. Until you understand how your efforts contribute to the world, you are simply going through the motions each day.


    Creating meaning in your work does not require a grand plan about how you personally will alter the fate of the world. It can be much more practical — and relevant — to the people you care about most. Start by asking why your current job or role even exists. In most cases, jobs are created because they help another person, make a process more efficient, or produce something people need.


    If you stock shelves at a grocery store, you are saving people time and making it easier for them to have nourishing meals at home with their family. Almost anyone who works in customer service or a call center has an opportunity to comfort someone, solve a problem, and improve another person’s day. If you develop apps or software for a living, your products provide great utility, save time, entertain, or keep people connected. When you think about it, it’s not that difficult to find meaningful aspects of almost any job.


    Once you have identified how your efforts create a better life for others, consider what you could do to deliver a better product to the people you serve. Just think of all the different interactions you have had as a customer. When a customer service rep treats you and your request poorly, it can derail the rest of your day. On the other hand, if someone resolves your problem in a warm and understanding manner, the response gives you a positive charge and can turn a bad experience into a good one.


    This is the type of daily impact you can have in your interactions with your friends, family, colleagues, and customers. But it takes effort to determine exactly how your interactions charge the environment around you every day. Start by attaching meaning to small interchanges. Over time, you will be able to connect the dots between your efforts and a larger purpose.


    Most people I talk to have the opportunity to engage in meaningful pursuits on their own time. However, when I ask people about the meaningfulness of their work each day, they struggle with the question. To me, this is deeply concerning, given the fact that most people spend the majority of their waking hours dedicated to being full-time workers, students, parents, or volunteers.
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    Make Work a Purpose, Not Just a Place


    When Amy Wrzesniewski studied workers on the cleaning staff in a hospital system, she was amazed by how differently people viewed the same job. Some workers saw their job as a paycheck — a way to put food on the table and cover expenses. Others, meanwhile, considered their work to be a true calling.


    When Wrzesniewski and her colleagues dug deeper, they found that these differences were not the result of what shift someone worked, the unit they worked on, or how long they had been on the job. Instead, the difference lay in whether or not a worker had strayed from their formal job description and become involved in meaningful interactions and relationships with patients and visitors. Those who had done this found greater meaning in their work. As one of the workers explained to Wrzesniewski, “I do everything I can to promote the healing of patients. Part of that is about creating clean and sterile spaces in which they can recover, but it also extends to anything else I can possibly do to facilitate healing.” When these workers identified with being a part of the overall care team, it completely transformed their work and identity.


    The work you do each day is how you make a difference in the world. You probably spend the majority of your time doing something that is considered a job, occupation, or calling. It is essential to make this time count. If you can find the right work, you can create meaning every day, instead of trying to squeeze the most important things in around the edges.


    Work should be more than a necessary means to an end. Yet one dictionary lists “work” as synonymous with “drudgery” and “servitude.” When I ask people about their career expectations, one of the most frequent replies I hear is, “You don’t live to work; you work to live.” The assumption built into this belief is that people work primarily for a paycheck in a job devoid of meaning.


    While defining work as little more than a monetary transaction may have rung true a century ago, it is at best an incomplete description of what employees are looking for today. This type of transactional relationship is also directly at odds with what organizations require from employees in a modern economy. The last thing businesses need is employees who show up to punch a time clock and who give only a fraction of their energy and effort to the organization’s mission.


    The fundamental relationship between an employee and an organization is finally starting to change. When I was young, most adults I observed in the workplace were working hard primarily for the paycheck, trying to move as quickly as possible to the next step on a ladder, or working to the point of exhaustion so they could retire early. These efforts were usually rooted in good intentions or a strong work ethic. However, this dynamic is neither sustainable for individuals nor optimal for productivity.


    Work for More Than a Living


    The concept of bringing people together in groups, tribes, or organizations is based on the fundamental premise that human beings can do more collectively than they can in isolation. Hundreds of years ago, people banded together for the sake of sharing food and shelter and keeping their family safe. The basic assumption was that the association gained by joining a group would benefit individuals and their loved ones. As a species, humans are better off together than they are apart. Simple enough.


    This is why I was taken aback by research Gallup conducted on this topic. When workers across the United States were asked whether their lives were better off because of the organization they worked for, a mere 12 percent claimed that their lives were significantly better. The vast majority of employees felt their company was a detriment to their overall health and well-being.


    How did this relationship between individuals and organizations go so wrong? One catalyst for this change was the Industrial Revolution, when people almost literally became cogs in big machines and assembly lines. The premise was that an employee would work at a routine task for a fixed number of hours in exchange for a set amount of hourly pay. While this led to a great deal of automation, innovation, and productivity growth, it also resulted in unintended side effects that linger today.


    These transactional relationships made it easy for companies to work someone to the point of burnout, knowing they could hire the next person in line. Everything from organizational hierarchies to compensation structures sent a simple message: You are replaceable. At almost every turn, classic economics ruled. No one was even asking whether people’s lives were better because they were part of a particular organization.


    When I entered the workforce in the 1990s, the general expectation was not much different. A company offered you a job performing a specific task. If you completed that task, you earned a wage. Some jobs also provided benefits like health insurance, retirement funds, or other incentives to retain employees. A few companies even asked employees if they were satisfied with their jobs. However, these satisfaction levels have gotten progressively worse over the past 25 years.


    Go Beyond Engagement


    Near the start of the 21st century, some companies began asking if their employees were emotionally engaged (not just satisfied) with the work they were doing each day. These inquiries created a major shift; managers and leaders were finally paying attention to whether people were not just showing up but also giving all of their “discretionary effort” to the organization.


    Employers are now quite savvy about whether you are engaged or disengaged while you are on the job. They know what the organization is getting out of you. However, in most cases, you do not know how, or even if, your life is improving because you are part of that organization.


    This relationship needs to change for the foundational compact between individuals and organizations to succeed. The reality is: What’s good for an employee is in the organization’s best interest as well. A Towers Watson analysis of 50 global companies found that organizations with low scores on traditional engagement measures averaged a 10 percent operating margin. This went up to 14 percent among companies with high employee engagement scores. In organizations with “sustainable engagement,” meaning the organization also improved employees’ personal well-being, the average operating margin was greater than 27 percent.


    This analysis suggests that your personal well-being is just as important as how engaged you are in your job, even if you look at things only from an employer’s financial perspective. If you show up for work fully charged, it increases your engagement and leads to better interactions with your colleagues and customers. This is good for your peers, the people you serve, and the long-term interests of the organization.


    A healthy relationship between an employee and an organization starts with a shared mission, meaning, or purpose. A 2013 study of more than 12,000 workers worldwide found that employees who derive meaning and understand the importance of their work are more than three times as likely to stay with an organization. Author Tony Schwartz described how this one element has “the highest single impact of any variable” in a study that looked at many elements of a great workplace. Meaningful work was also associated with 1.7 times higher levels of overall job satisfaction.


    The future of work lies in redefining it as doing something that makes a difference each day. Work is a purpose, not a place. Work is about productively applying your talent. Work is about making your life, and the lives of other people, stronger as a product of your efforts. But getting to this point starts by moving beyond the pull of a paycheck.
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    Find a Higher Calling Than Cash


    Working primarily for money is little more than a modern-day form of bribery. If another person is paying you to do what he wants you to do when you would rather be doing something else, that is not an ideal situation. The path of least resistance is to treat monetary compensation as the central element of the relationship between a person and an organization. But that sets both parties up for inevitable failure.


    Countless studies have shown that nonfinancial incentives — such as recognition, attention, respect, and responsibility — can be more effective than financial incentives. People who wrap their identity around their annual income rarely find satisfaction in their work. Someone else will always have a bigger house or a better car. It is a race you will never win. Money and power can be used for great purposes, but they can also be a trap.


    For me, keeping monetary incentives in perspective is an ongoing challenge. Every month, I sort through a wide range of opportunities to spend time with different groups or work on specific projects. If I based my decisions strictly on the economic benefit, it would make for much easier choices. However, while money does matter to an extent, it should not be the primary determinant when allocating time and effort. Instead of starting with classic economics to prioritize my time, I now begin by asking how my time can make a difference for others.


    I have found that leading with this fundamental question, before delving into the financial aspects, usually leads to better choices. When I reflect on what I’m most proud of throughout my career, the first thing that comes to mind is a project I worked on in 2001 called StrengthsQuest. My task was to work with a small team at Gallup to create a book and online program that helped freshmen build their college experience around their natural talents.


    More than a decade later, 2 million students have completed this program and are better equipped to find careers that capitalize on their strengths. I give an effort like this even more weight — in my informal calculus of creating meaning — because it is reaching students at such a critical time in their lives. Even though I was working behind the scenes as an IT project manager and could barely see the direct influence on students from that distance, the meaning I derived from being a part of that effort continues to influence my choices today.


    Avoid Upward Comparison


    It’s easy to think that doubling your income will lead you to an entirely different level of happiness. One national sampling found that Americans thought their overall life satisfaction would double if they went from making $25,000 a year to making $55,000 a year. When researchers looked at the actual differences in life satisfaction that a sudden doubling of income produced, it did boost happiness — by 9 percent. Nine percent is better than 0 percent, but, as one of the study’s authors put it, “It’s still kind of a letdown when you were expecting a 100 percent return.”


    It’s important to note that financial security is vital to your well-being. Constant worry about being able to afford basic necessities or to pay off debt can lead to stress, fear, and uncertainty. Yet if you are able to reach a level of basic financial security, making more money becomes less important for your daily well-being. At much higher income levels, increases in annual pay are unlikely to produce any real effect.


    Even at the highest end of the continuum, there are many millionaires who don’t feel “rich enough” relative to their peers. A study conducted in the United Kingdom found that satisfaction and income are almost entirely relative to one’s comparison group. One of the researchers summarized, “Earning a million pounds a year appears to be not enough to make you happy if you know your friends all earn 2 million a year.” The challenge is to figure out how to avoid this game of upward comparison.


    Judging the success of your career based on the amount of money you make can quickly lead you astray. Think of all the people you know who worked tireless hours at jobs that were less than enjoyable for decades. Behind the scenes, many of these seemingly “successful” people led pretty miserable lives because they failed to put things in perspective and work for meaning instead of a paycheck. Nobel Prize–winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman and his co-authors found that wealth can lead people to spend less time doing things that are enjoyable and more time doing things that create stress.


    Unless dying with more money than anyone else in the cemetery is your ultimate goal, you need to evaluate the health of your career more broadly. Ask yourself a few basic questions: Are your relationships stronger because of your job? Is your physical health better because of the organization you are part of? Are you contributing more to society because of what you do every day?


    Keep Money From Killing Meaning


    Simply thinking about money can cause you to put your own interests ahead of the collective good. Even if you have the best intentions, once you are paid to outperform your peers (who are presumably given the same motivation), individual incentives create a division between you and your colleagues. Left unchecked, financial motivation can erode your well-being and relationships, and it can diminish your contribution to society.


    A University of Minnesota study found that when participants were reminded of monetary rewards, they were three times more likely to prefer working alone to working with others. The same study revealed that in a social setting, the mere thought of money made people position their chairs roughly 12 additional inches apart. Participants literally moved away from other people and isolated themselves when money was on their minds. This is one reason why group incentives tend to work better, as they create more cohesion and less division.


    The more you focus your efforts on others, the easier it is to do great work without being dependent on external rewards like money, power, or fame. A fortune will always be relative to the person who has more, and fame is fleeting. While you may be rewarded with a large bonus or major recognition at certain times, most days consist of making a little forward progress without external reward. This is why identifying meaning and purpose in the process of your daily work is essential.


    Whenever possible, get your motivation from doing things that contribute to a collective good. Incentives based on group performance have been shown to boost innovation more than individual incentives. Instead of focusing solely on your own performance at work, find a way to gauge the performance of your team. Then put your energy into helping the group achieve. Working toward a shared mission with other people will add a positive charge to each day.
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    Ask What the World Needs


    When the Great Recession hit in 2008, Ron Finley’s fashion business was ruined. But Finley found another way to apply his creative talents. Driving the streets around his Compton home, Finley realized that his neighborhood was profoundly unhealthy. There were countless fast food restaurants and dialysis centers in South Central Los Angeles — but there were no gardens, and access to fresh fruits and vegetables was limited.


    Finley redirected his creative energy to address this need. He planted fruits and vegetables in abandoned lots, outside his home, and on traffic medians. Between the sidewalk and the street near Finley’s home, you can now see an explosion of green, punctuated with color. There are sunflowers, a banana tree, blackberries, raspberries, a pomegranate tree, an apple tree, a plum tree, a fig tree, an almond tree, squash, lemongrass, rosemary, and a host of other plants.


    “It’s all art,” he says. “With this art, you build community. You build your health, you build lasting relationships, because you can trade food.” He wanted to show his community that anyone could grow their own food, and at the same time surround themself with beauty.


    You create meaning when your strengths and interests meet the needs of the world. Knowing your talents and passions is critical, but that is only half of this supply-­and-demand equation. What may be even more important is understanding what the world needs from you and how you can productively apply your strengths and interests.


    Start with a focus on others’ needs to ensure that the things you are passionate about have a practical application. Finding a way to make a difference through your work requires the same kind of analysis that businesses perform when designing new products. Just as a company would not invest millions in a product that wouldn’t serve many customers, you don’t want to invest thousands of hours developing a talent or interest when there is little demand for it from your employer or your community.


    One of the rightful critiques of all the “follow your passion” advice is that it presumes that you are the center of the world, and pursuing your own joy is the objective of life. Those who make a profound difference, in contrast, begin by asking what they can give. Starting with this question allows you to direct your talents toward what matters most for others.


    Step back for a moment and explore some of the most pressing needs in your social circles, organization, or community. Look for specific problems or issues that require time and attention. As you think about what people around you need most, identify areas that overlap with your strengths and interests.
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    Maybe a company needs a talented graphic designer, a child needs a mentor, or a community group needs someone with expertise in fundraising. Look for ways that your unique talents, background, expertise, dreams, and desires can serve some of these local and global needs. What is your unique purpose that continually sets you apart from your peers? What do you believe in so deeply that you’re willing to sacrifice short-term happiness in order to make it happen?


    Double Down on Your Talents


    There is something that you can do better than anyone else in the world. You were born with talents as unique as your DNA. Perhaps you have noticed how some people have a natural ability to comfort others in times of need. Another person has an innate curiosity and is always learning. And the next person has a great deal of talent for selling and persuading. These differences create far more diversity than broad categories of gender, race, age, or nationality do. This diversity of talent is what makes individuals distinct from one another.


    Yet society keeps telling you that you can be anything you want to be . . . if you just try hard enough. This age-old aspirational myth does more harm than good. While people can overcome adversity and are remarkably resilient, the most potential for growth and development lies in the areas where you have natural talent to start with. The more time you spend building on who you already are, the faster you will grow.


    That is the main lesson I learned from my late mentor and grandfather, Don Clifton, who spent a lifetime studying people’s strengths. Instead of aspiring to be anything you want to be, you should aim to be more of who you already are. Starting with your natural talents — then investing time in practicing, building skills, and increasing knowledge — yields a much greater return.


    Gallup’s research suggests that when you use your strengths, you can double your number of high-quality work hours per week from 20 to 40. It also reveals that people who focus on their strengths every day are six times as likely to be engaged in their jobs and more than three times as likely to have high levels of overall life satisfaction.


    If you spend most of your life trying to be good at everything, you eliminate your chances of being great at anything. Unless your goal is to be mediocre at a lot of things, starting with what you are naturally good at is a matter of efficiency. Focusing on strengths is in many ways a basic time-allocation issue. Every hour you invest in an area where you have natural talent has a multiplying effect, whereas each hour you spend trying to remedy a weakness is like working against a gravitational force. Yet many people spend years or even decades working on weaknesses in hopes that doing so will make them well-rounded.


    Do everything you can to avoid falling into this trap. While well-roundedness may be helpful for acquiring the basic tools for any trade — such as reading, writing, and arithmetic — it loses value as you get closer to finding a career. At that point, what’s more important and relevant is what sets you apart. If you want to be great at something in your lifetime, double down on your talents at every turn.


    Act Now Before Today Is Gone


    Throughout my career, I have underestimated the importance of being interested in the work you do every day. Until a couple of years ago, much of the research I had read, primarily from studies on hiring people for entry-level jobs, did not find a very strong relationship between job applicants’ personal interests and their subsequent performance at work. However, recent studies and experiments have changed my perspective on this topic.


    A 2012 study found that when interest profiles match specific job profiles, performance, relationships on the job, and likelihood to stay with the organization improve. Another series of experiments, published in 2014 by a team from Duke, helps explain why interest is critical to success. As you might expect, when people were assigned tasks that matched their interests, they performed better. This happens because activity that is personally interesting “creates an energized experience that allows people to persist when persisting would otherwise cause them to burn out,” according to one of the study’s authors.


    But how much of your time in a typical day is dedicated to activities that give you a positive charge or make a long-term contribution to society? When researchers ask people to keep a journal of how they spend their day, it is remarkable how little time falls into either of these meaningful pursuits that create sustainable well-being.


    The reality is, you don’t always have tomorrow to do what matters most. A couple of years ago, I wrestled with this thought extensively, given my health challenges and interest in this topic. Consequently, I stepped away from a workplace consulting job so I could spend all of my time on research and writing about how to improve health. I felt like I had to do something to help countless friends and loved ones who were battling heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and obesity. When I asked myself how I could use my strengths and interests to do more for the people I care about, it took me in a new direction.


    If you fail to do meaningful work that makes a difference today, the day is gone forever. You can try to make up for it tomorrow, but most likely you won’t. Before you know it, several days will have gone by, then a few years. A decade later, you may look back and realize that you missed the opportunity to contribute to the growth of another person, pursue a new interest, or launch a new product. But the opportunity to do something you love will always be there, as long as you start today.
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    Don’t Fall Into the Default


    Even when people think they are chasing their lifelong ambitions, in many cases, they are following the dreams of someone they admire. Consider how many people you know who have followed in the footsteps of a sibling, parent, or mentor at some point in their career. If you think about the way many people are raised — surrounded by role models and examples — the carryover of one generation’s aspirations to the next makes perfect sense.


    Many of my friends from college went on to attend law school, mainly because of families or cultures that pushed them in that direction. Other friends pursued a graduate degree in law primarily for salary and security. Only one of my close friends went to law school because he had an extraordinary amount of talent and passion in that area. A couple of decades later, he is the only one I know who continues to practice law.


    A Canadian study of more than 71,000 pairs of fathers and sons published in the Journal of Labor Economics reveals just how likely people are to gravitate toward a parent’s career choice. Longitudinal research into young men’s career choices over decades, starting in 1963, found that about 40 percent went on to work for the same employer as their father at some point in their career. Even more striking was the fact that nearly 70 percent of boys who had fathers in the top income bracket went to work for the same company. It is important to note that this large-scale study was limited to men, given the makeup of the workforce during the 1960s. However, smaller studies suggest that a mother’s occupational choices have an even more direct influence than a father’s choices on a daughter’s career choice.


    It is perfectly normal for proud parents to want to share the things they have learned with a son or daughter. And it’s certainly not a bad thing to follow in a parent’s footsteps. You learn a great deal from the people you spend time with growing up, and often interests and passions converge. However, this puts an additional responsibility on you — to ensure that you are following your own dreams.


    Cast a Shadow Instead of Living in One


    When I am out for an evening walk with my five-year-old daughter and three-year-old son, we often play games with our shadows on the street as the sun sets. If either of my children walks into the path of my much larger shadow, their image disappears. When my son steps into his big sister’s shadow, he has to move a bit faster to escape. What my kids love most is being able to see their full image projected on the street ahead, which grows in size as the sun sets in the background.


    While we have fun with this, I can’t help but think about what this imagery represents. For me, it is a great reminder of the basic human need to carve out one’s own image. As a parent, I need to avoid the temptation and ease of treating my children the same. I have to avoid pressuring them into boxes created by society’s expectations or my own. My role is to help my children be more of who they already are.


    I can spot early traces of unique talent in my children, even at their young ages. My three-year-old son is remarkably observant and inquisitive. Simply telling him to do something because “it’s a rule” is typically met with a defiant “no.” Instead, he learns by observing why. His five-year-old sister, in contrast, loves structure and teaching people about what she has learned. She also has an unusual ability to remember things and has a natural gift for empathizing with and relating to people.


    As my children grow up, I have no doubt that both subtle and overt pressures will steer them in different directions. It is already tempting for me to imagine my daughter being a great teacher, like her mother, or a smart and caring physician. Given schools’ intense focus on science, technology, education, and math, I’m sure that both my son and my daughter will feel pressure to excel in these subjects. Yet when they enter the work world, the most valuable goal they can have will be to do something that provides a positive charge and creates meaning.


    Everyone grows up with different expectations. One of the best ways to find your areas of interest or passion is by exploring new subjects. If a parent, friend, or mentor introduces you to something you enjoy that builds on your natural talents, it can be quite informative. There is nothing better than working on something you love with people you love. However, it is also easy to fall into a “default career path” — one that is more about other people’s expectations than about your internal motivations.


    The only shadow you should live in is your own. You were born with unique traits and influenced by people who helped you become what you are today. To do justice to those who have invested in you, the challenge is to live the life you want.


    Craft Your Dream Into Your Job


    Every day you let something keep you from following a dream, you lose an opportunity to create meaning. However, few people find their ideal job on their first attempt. This is why chipping away at a dream in small steps can be deeply motivating.


    You should be able to spend some time every day engaging in activities that energize and recharge you. This is an important distinction; it takes only a few moments to make a day more productive and fulfilling. Even in the worst situations, you can find opportunities for growth. The key is to shift your focus away from what others do that hinders you — or from work situations beyond your control — and instead seek out small things that enable you to make daily forward progress. You can always do something to boost the spirits of a colleague or customer, despite what is going on in other areas of your work.


    Even if you are stuck in a job that is far from ideal, you have the ability to create a little meaning on the side. Volunteering in your community is a great way to spend meaningful time every month. I have several friends who say they get more personal satisfaction from a few hours of volunteering than they do from anything else. This can also be a great way to explore new areas and interests that may turn into something larger down the road.


    A new body of research suggests that people forge great jobs with effort, as opposed to finding them through job postings. This research, led by a team at the University of Michigan, found that you can craft existing jobs to significantly improve the meaningfulness of your work. Effective “job crafting” starts by looking at how much time you dedicate to specific tasks that give you energy each day. It also entails looking at the way your relationships at work and your perception of what you do create meaning for others. If you review these three areas, you should be able to build some of your dreams into your current job.


    Think back through your education and career. Identify a few instances when you felt such a positive charge that you lost track of time. Make note of exactly what you were doing and who you were with at these times. Then see if you can bring that into your current work and think about one thing you can do tomorrow to spend more time in your element.


    Also consider how you can spend more time around specific people who energize your work and less time around those who don’t. You can do more for other people if you stay clear of those who consistently stress you out or drag you down. Work is like any other social network: both negative and positive emotions spread quickly.
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    Initiate to Shape the Future


    In this age of infinite information and endless distraction, it’s easy to spend an entire day reacting and responding. Demands coming at you from others will always consume some portion of your day. Yet in most cases, what you will be most proud of a decade from now will not be anything that was a result of you simply responding.


    What will matter later in life is what you initiate today — striking up a conversation that leads to a new friendship, sharing an idea with someone at work that turns into a new product or offering, or investing in another person’s growth and watching her succeed over the years. If you want to create a positive charge for others, your ability to do so will be almost directly proportional to the amount of time you can spend initiating instead of responding.


    Yet it’s much easier to react and respond to what others want. Do a quick calculation of the percentage of time you spend responding to things in a typical day (answering email and phone calls, etc.). Compare this with the percentage of time you spend initiating actions. In most cases, reactionary time greatly outweighs proactive time. When you’re having trouble at work or feeling stuck, that is the best time to bring your focus back to what you can do to change the situation.


    While some people feel like their job is to respond, in most cases, it is not. If you work in a role serving customers directly and answer their questions with the minimal amount of information required, you could have a day full of responding. This approach is not good for you, your organization, or your customers. However, if you individualize your interaction with each person, anticipate a future need, or help even more than a customer expects, that is initiating.


    Manage your communications, online and offline, instead of letting them run your life. If you don’t, you will inadvertently spend a majority of your time responding to other people’s needs instead of creating anything that lasts. While you can’t predict what will happen in the future, by initiating something new each day, you will be a part of creating that future.


    Put Purpose Before Busyness


    Being “busy” is often the antithesis of working on what matters most. Yet when I ask friends or colleagues how they are doing, some variant of “I’m busy” is the most common response I receive. What’s worse, for more than a decade, “I’m busy” has been my standard response when people ask me how I am doing.


    Like many others, I have been caught in the trap of mistaking activity for real progress. If a mouse runs on a wheel for 12 hours in a row, it will have been “very busy” the entire day, yet it will have gone nowhere and achieved nothing.


    Similarly, on many days, I confused busyness with meaningful progress. I would boast that I had worked my way through more than 200 emails or sat through eight hours of important meetings. Most of the time, I was multitasking and doing both — responding to emails while using a headset to participate in conference calls.


    I started to notice a similar pattern in most workplaces. Employees feel the need to look, act, and talk as if they are so busy that a gaping hole would appear in the universe if they missed a day of work. In their minds, this shows others how hard they work and how essential they are to the organization.


    You can’t blame anyone for learning to equate busyness with importance, given the way it is built into social expectations. However, the result of trying to be busy is a poorly managed life. If you are busy throughout the day and bouncing from one thing to the next, you’re probably not focusing on constructive activity. You are also probably not giving your full attention to the things that matter most, from working to spending time with your family.


    Instead, aim for a daily routine that allows you enough time to do what you want, work on projects that make a difference, and spend time with people who matter to you. I have started forcing myself to substitute thinking “I’m busy” with “I need to do a better job managing my time.” That little mental trick helps me prioritize. Whether you try this or something else, find a better answer than being busy all the time. Work smarter, not harder.


    Focus on Less to Do More


    Staying connected is now remarkably easy. As a result, getting anything of substance done is not. The average American, for example, spends eight and a half hours in front of a screen and receives a whopping 63,000 words of new information each day. When workers sit in front of a computer screen, no more than three minutes at a time go by without interruption.


    A study of 150,000 smartphone users found that these devices are unlocked 110 times per day on average. During peak evening hours, people check their devices nine times an hour. From email and text messages to breaking news alerts, phone calls, and social network updates, distraction is the new default. By one estimate, the average worker loses 28 percent of each day to distraction. Only one in five workers report having the ability to focus on one thing at a time during a workday.


    On average, people spend about half of their time thinking about something other than what they are doing at any given moment. According to one very detailed study by Harvard’s Matt Killingsworth and Dan Gilbert, people reported that their minds were wandering 47 percent of the time. What’s even more disturbing is that this is not pleasant mind wandering; instead, the distractedness tends to make them less happy.


    Killingsworth and Gilbert wrote, “A human mind is a wandering mind, and a wandering mind is an unhappy mind.” During almost all of the activities they studied — walking, eating, talking to a colleague, shopping, watching television — people spend no less than 30 percent of the time with their minds wandering. There’s even a very good chance that your mind is wandering while you are reading this book.


    Trying to do a little bit of everything leads to doing nothing of substance. When you let the demands of a day pull you in 20 different directions, they do exactly that — causing you to react to a bunch of small things instead of doing anything big. Working while distracted has also been shown to decrease performance and quality levels. In most cases, the human mind simply functions better when it is highly focused.


    Saying no to distractions can be challenging. But it is something you need to do for the sake of focusing on the things that matter most. The rare occasions when I have been able to completely disconnect for a full day of writing have been some of the most peaceful, productive, and liberating days of my life. And oddly enough, everything around me continues to go smoothly, without missing a beat.


    If you can eliminate a few small distractions that take up a great deal of your time, then you can spend more time on things that energize you and give you a positive charge. This additional mental downtime can also help you be more creative. Start by writing down one thing you are doing today that you know is not a good use of your time. Commit to changing your pattern to do less of it. Then come up with a short list of distracting things you will do less of in the future.


    The next time a new opportunity presents itself, think carefully before you make an ongoing commitment. If it is something you feel you should take on, determine what other activity you might need to let go of. When you are struggling between two choices, remember that there is always a third option: doing nothing. In many cases, declining both options is the best route.


    Silence Pavlov’s Bell


    In the late 1800s, Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov first observed that dogs could be conditioned to start salivating the moment they heard a bell ring. He had taught the dogs to associate the bell with receiving their food; thus, the dogs drooled in expectation every time they heard the bell ring. This phenomenon came to be known as “classical conditioning,” and it is exactly what you do every time you hear a buzzing that indicates you have a new message.


    Each time your computer dings to signal a new email, your phone vibrates with a new text message, or you see a notification on your screen, you associate these stimuli with the “reward” of having new information available to read. A few decades ago, all of your mail arrived just once a day, when it was delivered to your physical mailbox. This system provided structure: you could count on receiving a batch of information at roughly the same time each day and could then consume it all at once. Today, endless notifications have turned into the electronic equivalent of Pavlov’s bell.


    Most job descriptions do not list checking email and social networking sites as a core part of anyone’s daily responsibilities. Yet people often spend more time on these activities than they do on more productive investments of their working time. One study estimated that professionals spend at least half of their day responding to email and checking social networks.


    The most disturbing finding from this study is the degree to which people allow messages to interrupt their work. Nearly a quarter of workers basically sit around watching their inboxes, and read information the second it arrives. Another 43 percent admit to checking messages more than they should. Only 30 percent of people check their messages occasionally, but not to an excessive degree. This means that more than two-thirds of people could be letting electronic communications run their lives, causing undue anxiety.


    A 2015 study from the University of British Columbia found that people experience less stress if they check their email fewer times a day. Yet many continue to experience what researchers dubbed “telepressure,” or feeling the need to respond immediately. When people experience telepressure, it is associated with a decrease in sleep quality, more sick days, and the likelihood of mental and physical burnout.


    To overcome some of the most common distractions, shut off the alerts that break into your day every few minutes. Email and phone calls are the two most common disturbances that infringe on people’s time, according to a recent survey. Other interrupters include toggling between applications, checking social network feeds, instant messaging, text messaging, and Web searching.


    I have found that even something as subtle as glancing at a “breaking news” notification on my smartphone’s lock screen can ruin my concentration. It seems like most of the messages and notifications are from people or organizations who think it is important that you see their messages immediately. This is why halting these alerts, even for short blocks of time, can do wonders. One group estimates that it takes 67 seconds to recover from every message you read.


    Most of these alerts are easy to turn off when you want to get things done. Almost every phone has a ringer switch. Messaging programs allow you to turn off instant notifications. Perhaps acknowledging the magnitude of this problem, the newest smartphones include a “do not disturb” setting that prevents all (non-emergency) calls, messages, and notifications from interrupting you.


    Take a moment today to tweak your routine to minimize interruption. Set specific times to catch up on news, email, and social networking sites. Keep distractions from buzzing, dinging, vibrating, and flying through your visual field whenever you need to focus on important work or pay attention to other people. It’s fine to check your messages, just don’t let them chase you around all day.
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    Focus for 45, Break for 15


    While I was working on this book, I stumbled across an article written by Tim Walker, an American schoolteacher who moved to Finland in 2014 and began teaching fifth grade at a public school in Helsinki. What grabbed my attention was his skepticism about a nuance of the Finnish educational system.


    In Finland, for every 45 minutes in the classroom, students are given a 15-minute break. At first, Walker resisted following this routine and instead kept his students in the classroom. But he eventually decided to test the 45/15 model, and he was astounded by the result. Walker described how kids were no longer dragging their feet in a “zombie-like” state. Instead, they walked into the room with a renewed bounce in their step after each 15-minute break, and they were more focused on learning throughout the day. The more Walker studied this model, which has been in place in Finland since the 1960s, he discovered that it wasn’t about what students did during this break time; instead, simply giving them freedom from structured work gave them renewed energy and focus.


    More formal experiments on this topic have found that students are consistently more attentive in class when they have regular breaks. The research also suggests that it is important that these breaks consist of free time, as opposed to activities structured by teachers.


    Reading Tim Walker’s story made me wonder if a similar hourly structure could be beneficial for adults as well. The answer to this question may lie in DeskTime, a software application that meticulously tracks employees’ time use throughout the day. When the makers of this software looked at the most productive 10 percent of their 36,000-employee user base, they made some surprising discoveries. What the most productive people have in common is an ability to take effective breaks. These elite 10 percent work for 52 minutes at a time, then take a 17-minute break before diving back into their work.


    According to Julia Gifford, who works with DeskTime and wrote the report, the reason this pattern helps productivity is that the top 10 percent treat the periods of working time like a sprint. “They make the most of those 52 minutes by working with intense purpose, but then rest up to be ready for the next burst,” Gifford wrote. She also noted that during the 17 minutes of break, the group was more likely to go for a walk or tune out rather than checking email or Facebook.


    While the ideal ratios will vary by profession and occupation, there is a great deal of support for the general notion of working in intense bursts paired with a period of time to recharge. If it is practical for you, try working in highly focused bursts of about 45 minutes, and then take a 15-minute break. Adjust up or down from there to determine what ratio allows you to remain fully charged throughout the workday. Even carving out 5 or 10 minutes for a break should help. In Gifford’s words, short breaks that get you ready for each sprint are the essence of “work with purpose.”


    Use Purpose to Prevent Plaque


    Serving a higher purpose can prevent mental deterioration and Alzheimer’s disease later in life. It can also help you think better and sharpen your mental acuity. At least, that’s what researchers at Rush University Medical Center found when they studied a group of people as they aged for a decade.


    To look at the effect on the brain of having a purpose in life, this team of scientists followed 246 participants who subsequently died. For up to 10 years, the participants were given annual clinical evaluations, which included detailed cognitive testing and neurological exams. They also answered questions about their purpose in life and how they derived meaning from life’s experiences. Then, after the subjects passed away, the scientists conducted autopsies of each person’s brain and quantified the amount of brain plaques and tangles. These plaques and tangles disrupt memory and other cognitive functions and are very common among people who develop Alzheimer’s.


    Dr. Patricia Boyle, one of the study’s authors, stated, “These findings suggest that purpose in life protects against the harmful effects of plaques and tangles on memory and other thinking abilities. This is encouraging and suggests that engaging in meaningful and purposeful activities promotes cognitive health in old age.”


    Being able to see the purpose of your work also yields benefits for your health and well-being. A 14-year study of more than 6,000 people found that those with a sense of purpose had a 15 percent lower risk of death. What’s more, the research found that this longevity benefit is not dependent on age. So, whether you are 20, 40, or 60, being able to see the purpose of your work gives you a long-term advantage.


    Keep Your Mission in Mind


    Try to remind yourself why you do what you do every day. Bringing your mission to the forefront keeps you motivated. It could also make you a lot more productive.


    Consider what happened when Wharton School of Business professor Adam Grant first studied the motivation of call center workers who spent their days calling the school’s alumni to request donations for future scholarship recipients. Given the job’s degree of difficulty (calling people in the evening and asking them for money) and its high level of turnover, Grant wondered if introducing call center workers to an actual scholarship recipient would provide additional motivation. So Grant and his fellow researchers brought in a scholarship recipient to speak with one group of these workers for a mere five minutes.


    A month later, the call center workers who had spoken with the scholarship recipient were remarkably more productive. This group made almost twice as many calls per hour. Before the intervention, each caller raised about $400 per week; afterward, they raised about $2,000 per week.


    Since this original research more than a decade ago, Adam Grant has studied these “pro-social” tendencies in several environments. In a technology company’s call center, for example, hearing from internal colleagues who benefited from their work was more meaningful to employees than motivating words from the organization’s CEO. In hospitals, Grant and his colleagues found that signs reading HAND HYGIENE PREVENTS YOU FROM CATCHING DISEASES had no effect, yet signs reading HAND HYGIENE PREVENTS PATIENTS FROM CATCHING DISEASES increased use of soap and hand sanitizer by 45 percent among doctors and nurses.


    If, in your job, you have difficulty seeing the direct influence you have on another person, it’s worth taking the time to try to make that connection. General Electric is aware of the value of making this connection. The company brings cancer survivors to visit the men and women who build the large mechanical scanners (MRIs) that help people track and prevent cancer. GE’s videos from these events illuminate how much meaning and purpose everyone on the manufacturing floor experiences upon seeing the very real (and emotional) impact of their work.


    As part of one experiment, patient photos were included when radiologists reviewed CT or MRI scans. In most cases, radiologists simply looked at scans and did not see or meet the actual patient. However, when a photograph was included, the radiologists admitted feeling more empathy toward the patient, and they wrote 29 percent longer reports. Most important, when a photo was attached, the radiologists’ accuracy of diagnosis improved by 46 percent.


    Other organizations coordinate regular “field trips” so employees who do not typically see the results of their work can make that connection. John Deere invites employees who build tractors to spend time with the farmers who use the company’s products. Wells Fargo shows its bankers videos of people describing how low-interest loans saved them from severe debt. Facebook invites software developers to hear from people who made connections with long-lost friends and family members through its vast social network.


    Find a way to infuse each day with a reminder of your mission. It can be as simple as keeping a story of the impact of your work on hand or having an image, quote, or statement that brings the “why” of your job to life. If you want to stay motivated about the contribution you make to society, keep the mission at the forefront of your mind.
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    Make Every Interaction Count


    As a young internist on Chicago’s South Side in the 1990s, Dr. Nicholas Christakis would take his leather medical bag and make house calls on the dying. As he visited his patients, a mix of working class African Americans and University of Chicago faculty members, Christakis had a unique view of the impact of dying and death on loved ones. This led him to study the widowhood effect, a phenomenon also referred to as a spouse dying of a broken heart.


    The doctor’s perspective was forever changed one day when he received a call on his cell phone. Christakis had just been visiting an elderly woman, dying of dementia, who was being cared for by her daughter. As he was leaving her house, Christakis answered the phone and heard a voice on the line he did not recognize.


    The caller turned out to be the best friend of the daughter’s husband. Caring for her mother left the daughter exhausted, and the daughter’s exhaustion had left her husband sick. The man was calling because he was concerned about his best friend. In that moment, Christakis realized the widowhood effect didn’t just affect one person but an entire network of people.


    He has since gone on to study how networks of relationships affect everything from obesity and smoking to voting and how nice you are. Through the elaborate mapping of relationships and behaviors over time, Christakis and his colleagues have shown that we are not only influenced by interactions with our friends but also by our friends’ friends — and our friends’ friends’ friends. People we’ve never even met.


    Each of our interactions also ripples outward in the network. “When you lose weight, when you act happy, when you act kindly . . . you affect other people and they in turn affect other people. And by our estimates you can affect ten, a hundred, sometimes more, individuals from your actions,” says Christakis, now a professor and co-director of the Yale Institute for Network Science.


    Life is a composite of millions of individual interactions. These moments — which usually involve an exchange with another person — give your days a positive or negative charge. The actions you take throughout every single day accumulate to shape your years, decades, and overall life. However, when you think about a typical day, it’s easy to take these moments for granted.


    Even brief interactions count, such as exchanging a smile or greeting while passing someone on the street. If you look at moments as three-second windows, there are 1,200 moments per hour and 19,200 in a day. That equates to roughly 500 million moments over a lifetime. The frequency of these brief experiences, within a given day, is far more important than their intensity, as research on this topic confirms.


    For example, a person who has a dozen mildly positive things happen during a day will feel better than someone who has one single truly amazing thing happen. Even in a single day, it is the little things that count. My team’s research found that people who reported having great interactions throughout the day were nearly four times as likely to have very high well-being.


    Of course, there are many life-altering events that you cannot change, no matter how hard you try. But you absolutely can control your next interaction with another person. No matter how bad of a mood you are in, you can make a conscious choice to add a positive spin to your next conversation. If you do, it is likely to improve your subsequent interactions. It should also set off a positive charge in the other person, resulting in additional energy for your overall environment.


    Assume Good Intent


    With each interaction comes a choice. When you run into someone who is filled with rage or hostility or who flat-out ignores you, that negativity can cancel out any positive exchanges that might have followed.


    Let’s say you are standing outside a coffee shop talking to friends when a guy walks by in a hurry and bumps you, causing you to spill your coffee. In this moment, it is crucial to do everything you can to turn this mishap into a positive situation, even if the other person is at fault and nowhere nearly as apologetic as he should be. Especially when you are dealing with a stranger, there is no way you can put yourself precisely in his shoes.


    In many cases, I am the one accidentally bumping into other people. As I mentioned in the first chapter, I lost all vision in my left eye to cancer many years ago. I now wear a prosthetic shell, which looks almost identical to my good eye. As a result, when someone approaches me from the left side, they think I see them . . . but I don’t.


    Each time my partial blindness leads to a collision, it gives me a little window into what’s going on in the other person’s life at that moment. Most people follow my (well-rehearsed) lead of smiling, apologizing profusely, and shaking it off. However, some people are quick to assign blame and express clear agitation through their voice and body language.


    It didn’t take me long to realize that the other person’s reaction is more important for their subsequent well-being than it is for mine. Those who assume bad intent are doing a disservice to themselves. As Pepsico CEO Indra Nooyi described it, “When you assume negative intent, you’re angry. If you take away that anger and assume positive intent, you will be amazed . . . [You] don’t get defensive. You don’t scream. You are trying to understand and listen.”


    Even when faced with obvious bad intent — which is rare — it is still in your best interest to try to turn the situation into something positive. Then you avoid getting worked up and dwelling on it for the rest of the day. As you go through each day interacting with friends and strangers, make it your mission to ensure that as many exchanges as possible turn out a little bit better than they started.


    Focus on the Frequency


    All relationships are formed through a series of interac- tions. If you meet someone new today and have a negative experience with that person, you are less likely to seek him out in the future. If you have a positive exchange, you have a much better chance of building a healthy relationship. This part of the equation is pretty obvious. What many people take for granted is that existing relationships require regular and frequent interactions to thrive.


    As Nicholas Christakis first discovered in the 1990s, the people you interact with throughout the day have an enormous influence on your well-being. In 2008, when Christakis and his colleague James Fowler studied the way relationships affect happiness levels, physical proximity mattered much more than I would have guessed. If a friend in one of the participants’ social networks lived within half a mile of that participant (and was happy), the probability of the participant’s happiness increased by more than 40 percent.


    If a friend in someone’s network lived within two miles of the participant, this influence was cut in half to about 20 percent. When a friend in a participant’s social network lived more than three miles away, the effect went down to about 10 percent. This influence continued to decrease with additional distance. Christakis and Fowler noted, “The spread of happiness might depend more on frequent social contact than deep social connections.”


    That being said, close relationships can have a profound effect over time, even when those in the relationship live in a different city or country. It is certainly worth investing time in maintaining and nurturing distant connections — an undertaking that is now much easier thanks to technology and social networks.


    A controversial 2013 study conducted by a team of Princeton researchers found what they described as “massive-scale emotional contagion through networks.” To test whether emotions spread through brief online inter- actions, the researchers altered the Facebook news feed of 689,003 users (this was the controversial part of the study, as it was not clear whether these users had opted into an experiment). When positive expressions in the news feed were deliberately reduced, people generated fewer positive posts and instead wrote more negative posts. When negative expressions were deliberately reduced, the opposite occurred, and users were more positive in their subsequent posts.


    All of this research makes it clear that people greatly underestimate how everyday interactions influence their daily experience. Everyone you communicate with on a daily or weekly basis, whether you consider them friends or even know their name, influences your well-being. This also means that you have the ability to add a positive charge to every conversation throughout your day.
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    Be 80 Percent Positive


    When someone is positive all the time, I often struggle to wrestle the conversation into reality. Being blindly positive has more in common with perpetual negativity than I would have guessed. Both conditions cause others to be frustrated or annoyed or to simply tune out.


    This is why some of the best research on daily experience is rooted in ratios of positive and negative interactions. Over the last two decades, scientists have made remarkable predictions simply by watching people interact with one another and then scoring the conversations based on the ratio of positive and negative interactions. Researchers have used the findings to predict everything from the likelihood a couple will divorce to the odds of a work team having high customer satisfaction and productivity levels.


    More recent research helps explain why these brief exchanges matter so much. When you experience negative emotions as a result of criticism or rejection, for example, your body produces higher levels of the stress hormone cortisol, which shuts down much of your thinking and activates conflict and defense mechanisms. You perceive situations as being worse than they actually are when you are in this fight-or-flight mode. The release of cortisol is also a sustained response, so it lasts for a while, especially if you dwell on the negative event.


    When you experience a positive interaction, it activates a very different response. Positive exchanges boost your body’s production of oxytocin, a feel-good hormone that increases your ability to communicate, collaborate, and trust others. When oxytocin activates networks in your prefrontal cortex, it leads to more expansive thought and action. However, oxytocin metabolizes faster than cortisol, so the effects of a positive surge are less dramatic and enduring than they are for a negative one.


    We need at least three to five positive interactions to outweigh every one negative exchange. Bad moments simply outweigh good ones. Whether you’re having a one-on-one conversation with a colleague or a group discussion, keep this simple shortcut in mind: At least 80 percent of your conversations should be focused on what’s going right.


    Workplaces, for example, often have this backward. During performance reviews, managers routinely spend 80 percent of their time on weaknesses, gaps, and “areas for improvement.” They spend roughly 20 percent of the time on strengths and positive aspects. They need to flip this around. Any time you have discussions with a team or group, spend the vast majority of the time talking about what is working, and use the remaining time to address deficits.


    Use Positive Words as Glue


    Most of the words you use carry either a positive charge or a negative charge. Fortunately, there is what researchers call a “positive bias in human expression.” The vast majority of words people use are more positive than negative. In large-scale studies on this topic spanning multiple countries, roughly four out of every five words used in writing were found to be positive.


    Positive words, whether used verbally or in writing, are the glue that holds relationships together. Most conversations, letters, and emails are overwhelmingly positive. They need to be so the heavily weighted negative words do not counteract them.


    Words with a negative charge have roughly four times the weight of those with a positive charge. If you type a note to a friend and make one negative remark, it will take approximately four positive comments just to get that person back to neutral. If you have an online debate with a colleague, every sentence the recipient perceives as negative will increase the deficit.


    When you need to challenge someone, address difficult issues, or deliver bad news, just be sure to mention a few positive things as well. Balance the overall conversation with far more positive than negative words. Then try to close with specific and hopeful actions. Help the other person see the positive consequences of any changes you discuss. If you bombard the recipient with negative remarks, which have a disproportionate influence, he is more likely to shut down and not listen.


    Teachers, for example, are often told to structure parent-teacher conferences with this idea in mind. When conferences start on a good note, parents are more likely to listen and be receptive.


    Any time you are communicating with another person, be mindful of the importance of using positive words to hold things together. It may seem inconsequential in the moment, but subtle messages stick in a person’s mind. If friends know they can count on a message or phone call from you to boost their mood a little, it will strengthen the bonds of your relationships.


    At Least Pay Attention


    Even when you can’t say something nice, go ahead and say something. Contrary to what I was told growing up, negative comments are less harmful than ignoring someone. A study conducted by Canadian researchers in 2014 suggests that being ignored at work is even more detrimental to mental and physical well-being than harassment or bullying.


    As one of the study’s co-authors put it, “We’ve been taught that ignoring someone is socially preferable . . . but ostracism actually leads people to feel more helpless, like they’re not worthy of any attention at all.” Participants in this study rated ignoring someone as being the safer and less detrimental route, even though it did more damage. People who were ostracized in the workplace had less engagement with their work, were more likely to leave their job, and had more health problems compared with workers who reported they had been bullied.


    While the comparison to bullying in this study is dramatic, the overall finding is consistent with a great deal of research I have studied and conducted. Having a manager who is not paying attention nearly doubles your odds of being disengaged on the job compared with a manager who focuses primarily on your weaknesses.


    People commonly underestimate the value of simply paying attention to another person. When people are ignored, they have a tendency to assume the worst. If someone I communicate with regularly has not spoken to me in some time, I am quick to wonder if I did something wrong or offended them. Most of the time, this is not the case. But the brain often perceives a lack of communication as something much worse.


    Even negative feedback is better than nothing at all. When others critique you, at least you know they care enough to pay attention. The ideal scenario is when a dose of reality is paired with several servings of encouragement.
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    Start Small and Be Clear


    If you allow society to keep redefining happiness for you, you’ll enter a race that you have no chance of winning. Everywhere you turn, something is suggesting that you need more to find true contentment and satisfaction in life. To persuade you to consume more than you have today, marketers will continue to make a case for why you will be happier if you can just get to the top of the next hill. But getting caught up in this race only ensures that you’ll never win.


    Fortunately, the things that give your day a positive charge are usually in plain sight and do not require major purchases. A warm interaction with your spouse on your way out. Stopping by a colleague’s desk to share a few words of praise. Going for walk outside on a nice day. Talking to one of your best friends on the phone and giving her the gift of your attention when she needs it most.


    These small gestures might even be more effective at boosting another person’s well-being than larger acts, according to a recent study from Stanford and Harvard Business School. As part of a series of experiments, one group of participants was assigned a goal of making another person happy, while a second group was told to simply do something that made another person smile. The results showed that small, straightforward actions to make someone smile were far more effective than broad, nebulous attempts to improve overall happiness.


    The study’s authors wrote, “Acts with small, concrete goals designed to improve the well-being of others are more likely to lead to happiness for the giver than are acts with large, abstract goals — despite people’s intuitions to the contrary.” This study reveals a surprisingly simple way to approach major challenges. When a friend is going through a difficult time, do something to lift her spirits before you get into the bigger issues.


    Use Questions to Spark Conversation


    Whether you struggle to strike up a conversation or it comes naturally, you will benefit from talking to new people. I understand how challenging it can be to initiate a conversation with someone you don’t know in a room full of people. In fact, the mere thought of it increases my heart rate. Yet I have learned that it’s easier to start talking with people when I focus on asking good questions and then listen to the answers. Asking questions reduces my social anxiety because I no longer feel the need to say something interesting to join a conversation or fit in. While trying to win people over is not a strength of mine, I love observing and learning about interesting people.


    Asking questions is even more effective when others may be skeptical of your influence or credibility or when you are engaged in a debate. A team of researchers in the United Kingdom who have been studying recordings of expert negotiators for many years found that questions are one of the most effective forms of bringing people into agreement. The average negotiators spent less than 10 percent of their total time asking questions during a given session. However, the most successful group of negotiators spent 21 percent of their time asking questions.


    People love to talk about themselves. By some estimates, 40 percent of everyday speech consists of people telling others what they think and feel. According to scientists, talking about oneself triggers the same reward centers in the brain as food or money. Diana Tamir, a Harvard neuroscientist who conducted experiments that included brain imaging on this topic explained, “Self-disclosure is extra rewarding . . . [P]eople were even willing to forgo money in order to talk about themselves.”


    The more open you are about yourself, including revealing embarrassing moments and occasional mistakes, the more likely another person is to trust you. So accept your own small mistakes, slip-ups, and natural quirks. A series of experiments suggests that being humble and embracing self-deprecating moments is an asset, not something to be ashamed of when things go astray. In short, humility creates trust.


    When UC Berkeley researchers studied these social tendencies, the results showed that people want to associate with someone who is comfortable being embarrassed in front of others. For example, the researchers videotaped 60 college students recounting embarrassing moments. The stories included typical sources of embarrassment, such as public flatulence, mistaking an overweight woman for being pregnant, or making other incorrect assumptions based on appearances. The team of researchers then rated the levels of embarrassment each subject showed.


    When others saw these displays of public embarrassment, they were more cooperative and generous when they subsequently played games with the people who had been embarrassed. These studies suggest that there is no need to worry about awkward moments. In fact, a genuine response to such situations may even engender trust and friendships in the future.


    I used to be quite hesitant about exposing my own insecurities and vulnerabilities, especially in a professional context. But I have learned that making fun of myself is often the safest thing to do, given the risk of offending others in unfamiliar situations. Talking about my fears, flaws, and follies often leads to an exchange of entertaining stories. Sometimes it leads to lasting connections. Being open about who I am — good, bad, and awkward — also saves me a lot of time because I am never pretending to be someone I’m not.


    Connect for Speed and Creativity


    It is easy to dismiss the need for close relationships at work until you focus on the bigger picture. Sure, you can get more done tomorrow if you put your head down and plow through a bunch of work. But if you fail to cultivate and maintain relationships, it will slow you down over time.


    Anything of substance in life is created by working with others. I have yet to do anything very useful in isolation. Relationships boost achievement and create efficiency. If I need to explain something to a colleague I do not work with often, it may take 15 minutes. If I need to explain the same topic to a close friend at work, I can accomplish it in 60 seconds.


    Friendships speed things up because emotions spread faster than words. When you see a friend at work, even if you don’t say anything, you exchange an emotional state simply based on observing each other’s facial expressions and body language. The closer you are with someone, the more likely you are to mirror each other’s words and mannerisms. This serves a valuable purpose in helping you exchange even more information in less time.


    Psychologist James Pennebaker has spent his career studying this topic. He said, “When two people start a conversation, they usually begin talking alike within a matter of seconds.” When Pennebaker and his team looked at the synchronization of words married couples use, they found that word usage was similar during good points of marriages and less similar at low points. This suggests that the mirroring of another person’s words may be a harbinger of a thriving relationship. But mirroring another person’s body language, facial expressions, or words need not be reserved for your closest friendships; simply emulating the facial expressions or posture of a complete stranger can improve the quality of a conversation.


    Friendships at work also come with a level of trust that allows for energizing and efficient interactions throughout the day. This is particularly relevant when a group is trying to solve a problem that requires creative thinking or when making a new product. When you get together with a group of people you enjoy spending time with, it puts you in a better mood. Experiments show that if you are in a better mood, your creativity increases and your thinking becomes more expansive. This helps explain why Gallup’s research has shown that people who have “best friend”-caliber relationships at work are seven times as likely to be engaged in their job.


    When researchers asked employees how they formed a close workplace friendship, they found that it takes about a year for an acquaintance at work to become a friend. The telltale sign of a friendship between co-workers was the amount of time they spent talking about topics unrelated to work. Then the next phase, a very close friendship at work, was marked by something less intuitive: sharing problems from one another’s personal and work lives. This self-disclosure was the central element of the strongest relationships.


    Building great relationships at work takes time and effort. But it can start with something as simple as asking a colleague about his weekend or regularly going to lunch with one of your friends. The effort is worth it because the relationships you build are good for your work and well-being.
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    Take a Break for Relationships


    When Bank of America first set up its call centers, it deliberately designed them for maximum efficiency in handling customer calls. Employees’ breaks were timed so they didn’t coincide with any of their peers’ breaks. The intent was to ensure that the phone lines were always covered. Yet employee turnover was unacceptably high.


    When the bank’s leaders looked into the retention issue, they discovered that a lack of relationships and daily communication between employees was the root of the problem. This lack of cohesion was six times more predictive of performance than any other metric. Because of these findings, the bank’s leaders changed the shift schedules to ensure that groups of employees could have lunch and take breaks at the same time.


    Three months later, the same group of employees was handling calls 23 percent faster, and group cohesion had gone up by 18 percent. These increases translated into $15 million in added revenue for the company. The bank discovered that when employees had the opportunity to connect throughout the day, relationships inevitably formed and grew. And those relationships resulted in positive business outcomes for the bank.


    Want What You Already Have


    If you spend time with people who care about your development, you will grow. In turn, if you surround yourself with people who are hostile and negative, they will inevitably bring you down. The direct influence of people you spend time with affects everything from your well-being to your habits and choices.


    For instance, when a friend smokes, it increases the odds that you’ll smoke by 61 percent. Even if a friend of a friend (a second-degree connection) smokes, you are 29 percent more likely to smoke. This influence goes out to someone three degrees away from you in a network. If a friend of a friend of a friend smokes, you are 11 percent more likely to smoke. This is what researchers have dubbed the “contagion effect” in relationships, and it applies to everything from smoking to obesity levels.


    Fortunately, the contagion effect in relationships works in a positive direction as well. If you have a friend who is happy, it increases your happiness levels even more than a $10,000 increase in annual pay. When you do something kind for another person, he or she is more likely to pay it forward, as is the next person, and so on. Almost any investment in another person has an exponential return beyond what you can see in the moment.


    Recent experiments suggest that the best way to produce sustainable increases in well-being is to appreciate what you already have and to continue creating new positive experiences with the people who matter most. When you value what you already have, not only will you grow, you won’t feel the angst of wanting more. Any time you create experiences in the context of your existing resources and relationships, it has a compounding effect on your well-being.


    Use Your Phone When You’re Alone


    Paying attention requires a little effort, but the rewards are great. Nothing adds more value to life than close social relationships. This is why it is so important to focus on the people you are with when you are with them.


    There are countless distractions around you. In some cases, these distractions can be helpful. When I’m stuck in a long line at a grocery store, my digital pacifier (smartphone) is remarkably useful. Having the Internet in my pocket turns boring and frustrating moments into an opportunity to learn something or text a friend. However, these distractions create problems when you use them while spending time with friends, colleagues, or loved ones.


    In fact, a 2014 study titled “The iPhone Effect” shows how the mere presence of a smartphone can ruin a conversation. In an experiment with 200 participants, researchers found that simply placing a mobile communication device on the table or having participants hold it in their hand was a detriment to their conversations. Any time the phone was visible, the quality of the conversation was rated as less fulfilling when compared with conversations that took place in the absence of mobile devices. People reported having higher levels of empathetic concern when phones were not visible.


    Another study found that a visible cellphone decreased both attention and the ability to perform complex tasks. As I read more on this topic, I made some practical changes in my routine. I am much more conscious about the implicit message when I set my phone on a table, even if I do so just for convenience or comfort. It doesn’t matter if my ringer is muted or my phone is off. Simply seeing a smartphone is bad for my concentration, others in the room, and the quality of my relationships.


    Giving your undivided attention to others tells them how much you value their thoughts, opinions, and time. Intently listening to what another person is saying is a great way to forge new relationships and invest in your existing friendships. Dedicating a little time to understanding another person’s perspective should also help you learn, grow, and expand your thinking.


    Unfortunately, most of the time people are talking to you, you are not truly listening. You may think you are good at faking listening, but chances are, you’re not. People read facial expressions in a matter of milliseconds. So when you’re not paying full attention, other people can tell subconsciously, even if they don’t say anything about it.


    You have probably experienced how frustrating it can be when you’re talking and it’s obvious the other person has drifted off. According to one estimate, people listen at about 25 percent efficiency compared with what is possible, mostly because they can think much faster than they can listen, and that allows them to multitask.


    Simply being in the same room with someone and making eye contact is not sufficient. Even if you aren’t checking your smartphone messages while someone is talking, it’s just as easy to tune out mentally. At times, I’m guilty of allowing my mind to wander on to what I plan to say next instead of listening to the other person’s complete thoughts. Another challenge is that the average person listens for just 17 seconds before interrupting.


    When you choose to have dedicated time with another person, such as dining, driving somewhere, or going on a walk, give that person your undivided attention. Talking on your phone, using apps, or reading a message tells others you don’t value their time as much as you could. You chose to be with them, so make it count.
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    Put Experiences First


    Think back on some of the most memorable vacations, trips, events, and experiences you have had throughout your life. As you reflect on these moments, you may notice how much joy you derive (even years later) from recalling the times you spent with people you care about. The best experiences create memories and well-being that last for years to come.


    There is no better use of your financial resources than to spend them on meaningful experiences with other people. This may be the single most important discovery about how to use money effectively. Consider what occurs before, during, and after a trip with loved ones. If you plan a vacation well in advance, you experience several exciting months of anticipation. Then you have the actual experience of a trip with friends or family, followed by many years of fond memories.
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    Compare all of this goodwill with the cheap thrill of buying a new shirt for yourself, or even a new car. You might get a small spike in happiness immediately after the purchase, but the excitement of buying that new car fades quickly when you’re sitting in traffic the following Monday morning. Even brief interpersonal experiences, such as going out to dinner with your spouse, a concert, or taking your kids to a sporting event, are a much better use of your financial resources.


    One notable exception is spending on material goods that help you learn and grow, such as books, videos, sporting goods, and musical instruments. A 2014 study found that experience-oriented products do lead to increases in happiness.


    According to San Francisco State University’s Ryan Howell, a leading researcher on spending habits, people underestimate the extended value of experiential purchases. “What we find is that there’s this huge misforecast,” he said. “People think that experiences are only going to provide temporary happiness, but they actually provide both more happiness and more lasting value.”


    In Howell’s studies, people’s estimates of how happy they will be two weeks after a material purchase are pretty accurate. However, two weeks after an experiential purchase, people’s ratings of whether their money was well spent are 106 percent higher than their initial forecast. As Howell described, “Over time, material items are just crashing and life experiences are staying stable.”


    Even waiting in line is more enjoyable if it’s for an experience — for instance, if you’re waiting to buy tickets to a sporting event or concert. In addition to lasting longer than material purchases, experiential purchases can boost the well-being of multiple people at the same time. Every dollar you spend on an experience with another person is a well-being multiplier.


    Yet most people, in the United States in particular, spend far too much on material goods relative to experiential purchases. In a typical American family, a whopping 50 percent of all annual expenditures are spent on cars and housing. This simply does not leave enough — at least on a percentage basis — for better investments, such as food, entertainment, trips, and other forms of recreation. In other developed economies, people spend just 30 to 40 percent of their resources on housing and transportation, which leaves two to three times as much discretionary income for experiential purchases.


    One caveat is that spending on experiences won’t work if you are doing it merely to impress other people. Howell noted, “Why you buy is just as important as what you buy . . . [W]hen people buy life experiences to impress others, it wipes out the well-being they receive from the purchase.”


    Howell’s research reveals that experiences make people happier because they fill basic psychological needs for human growth, such as the need to feel competent, autonomous, and connected to others. Howell surveyed 241 people and discovered that their motivation for purchasing an experience determined whether their psychological needs would be met. He found that people who chose to buy life experiences — because those experiences were in line with their desires, interests, and values — were far more fulfilled as a result.


    Buy Happiness (for Someone Else)


    Michael Norton, a professor at Harvard Business School, has spent much of his career studying the relationship between finances and overall well-being. He has found that the raw accumulation of wealth is not what matters most. Norton explained, “It’s not that it’s bad to accumulate money; it’s that people are focusing on something that doesn’t pay off all that much.”


    What’s more important is how people spend their money. One of the most common traps Norton has studied is when people think they can buy their way out of a rut in life by spending on themselves. In extreme cases, people can live in enormous houses and drive expensive cars but have no friends and be clinically depressed.


    Fortunately, Norton’s research also identifies the right ways to spend. Consider this example: If you go out right now and buy a coffee for yourself, it does little for your own well-being. But if you buy a coffee for someone else, it boosts your well-being and the other person’s happiness at the same time. Norton’s impression after conducting this research is that people leave a huge amount of happiness on the table by spending primarily on themselves. If you want to maximize both your money and your overall happiness at the same time, start thinking about how you can spend on other people.


    When you are considering purchasing a material item, ask yourself how it will benefit another person or your relationships. If you can clearly see how the money you are about to spend will increase the well-being of people around you, it is a sound investment. However, if a purchase will give you a quick thrill right away but won’t have any lasting impact for you or for others, skip it. Your relationships will be stronger as you put less emphasis and value on material possessions.


    Plan Ahead for Well-Being


    When you’re planning an event, think about how it will increase the well-being of other people — before the actual experience. In 2006, while planning my honeymoon, I stumbled upon some of the earliest research examining the “anticipated utility” of experiences. The researchers measured and classified the degree to which anticipation, an event itself, and the memory of the event made distinct contributions to well-being.


    It turned out that looking forward to a vacation or event provided even more happiness than the event itself. Even the memory contributed more to long-term well-being than the actual experience. While this surprised me at first, if you think back on any recent vacation, your memories may have more value than the experience of packing, going through airport security, sitting in the car for a long time, and so on.


    After studying this research, I realized what a bad idea it was to keep my honeymoon travel plans as a surprise for my wife. So I went ahead and shared all the specifics about what we would be doing and where we were going. It did not take long to see how quickly this paid off. A few days later, I noticed that my wife was exploring the destination on her laptop and discussing it with a friend.


    The next time you are planning an experience for other people, share as much detail as possible. If you are planning a weekend outing to a local park, tell your friends or your children the day before. Every time I have tried this with my two young kids, I find that the anticipation helps and enhances the experience itself.


    For trips and events, try to plan several months in advance. A large study on this topic found that the effect of anticipating a vacation can increase well-being for weeks and even months. Even when an experience does not go exactly as you had hoped or planned, it is likely to get better with age. Unlike material goods, which you adapt to and forget about over time, people tend to recall shared experiences with rose-colored glasses. So if it rains while you are at the beach or the amusement park is overcrowded, don’t despair. It will be a fond memory of family bonding down the road.
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    Avoid Flying Solo


    The best moments in life rarely happen while you are sitting around alone. The times that make life worthwhile occur in the company of your closest relationships. However, there is too much time and effort focused on individual achievement. From schooling to work to personal goals, people spend a disproportionate amount of time working on solitary pursuits.


    When researchers ask people to reconstruct the most positive and negative experiences of their lives, they consistently describe social events as their most influential memories over a lifetime. Across a series of four studies, participants recalled the moments when close relationships began or ended, when they fell in love, or when the loss of another person broke their heart. One of the study’s co-authors summarized, “In short, it was the moments of connecting to others that touched people’s lives the most.”


    Participants consistently rated events with other people as more influential than solitary experiences. Independent events or individual achievements, such as winning awards or completing tasks, did not affect participants the most. Instead, the researchers concluded, social experiences “gain their emotional punch from our need to belong.”


    Think about a few of your own priorities. Whether it’s finishing a big project at work, getting a degree, or running a half marathon, consider whether your goal involves another person or is a solitary effort. There is nothing wrong with working on important individual milestones as long as you understand that they may not be the memories you treasure 25 years from now.


    Win While Others Succeed


    The fundamental premise of a relationship is that two people are better off together than they are divided. You should experience more enjoyment when you are with your spouse than when you are apart. A friendship at work should produce more mutual enjoyment or achievement than if you were working independently. However, it is easy to take this for granted.


    A team of researchers that studied new social connections as part of an experiment found that simple conversations made a big difference. When strangers were instructed to get to know one another for 10 minutes, it boosted their subsequent performance on a variety of common tasks. But if these conversations had a competitive edge, the benefit and improvement disappeared.


    This experiment may help explain why it is so important to assume positive intent every time you meet another person. When both parties assume positive intent, there is a better chance they will achieve their shared goals and perhaps be a little happier in the process. However, if either person entering into an encounter views it as a competition, the interaction may be doomed from the start.


    There is an entire body of literature on what political scientists call “zero-sum” situations. Zero-sum means two parties walk into a scenario in which each person is fighting to win a fixed portion of a limited pie. So if I get 60 percent, the best you can do is get 40 percent. In athletics and politics, there are certainly times when a short-term sum is fixed. Yet viewing a relationship as a zero-sum game is the fastest way to set it up for failure.


    You win; someone else loses. The zero-sum mentality is engrained at a young age. Especially in competitive cultures and societies, there is an even more distinct win-versus-loss perspective. An athlete or team wins the gold medal, World Cup, or Super Bowl. The team that comes in second is the loser.


    When it comes to the work you do, in many cases, others win more when you succeed. If you build a successful product or business, you create jobs, suppliers, and customers. You also add to the overall economy. Almost anything you do in your work creates more value than you are likely to extract from competitors or rivals. As a result, work teams and organizations that focus the most attention on catching up or beating the competition are the least likely to succeed.


    Use Pro-Social Incentives


    When you think about incentives, individual rewards for achievement usually come to mind. Yet personal rewards are often ineffective, perhaps because they rely on the assumption that people are concerned primarily with their own self-interest — or at least more than they are with helping other people.


    However, a great deal of research suggests that the desire to help other people is part of what makes you human. Scientists are exploring whether giving can be a much more powerful motivator than receiving. A fascinating series of three experiments led by Duke’s Lalin Anik indicates that pro-social incentives help people achieve more and be more satisfied while doing so.


    In one of the experiments, good work was rewarded with money that participants were directed to spend on a bill, expense, or gift for themselves. In contrast, participants in the “pro-social group” were given an incentive but instructed to spend the money on a teammate instead. Even though the study was conducted with a group of pharmaceutical salespeople (which is a traditionally competitive profession), the team that had incentive to do good for someone else saw greater gains in performance than the team with a more selfish incentive.


    A second study was conducted with sports teams, using the same design of asking players to spend money on themselves or their teammates. The teams assigned to the pro-social condition had a dramatic improvement in their winning percentage. The third experiment Anik and team conducted gave bankers a $50 bonus, which they were instructed to donate to a charity on behalf of their company. When compared with a control group, the group assigned the pro-social donation saw significant gains in happiness and job satisfaction.


    When you want to motivate people to do great work, give them an incentive that will serve another person or benefit the entire team. When your friends, colleagues, spouse, or children accomplish something, try giving them a gift that keeps giving. Structure donations of time or resources. Plan an outing that includes some of their closest friends. If it is a material gift, make it one they can share with a group of people, like a gift certificate to a restaurant. Try this when motivating yourself and others, and see if you can set a cycle in motion. Remember that everyone is wired to get more of a boost from giving than from receiving.
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    Build a Cumulative Advantage


    When you focus on other people’s shortcomings, they lose confidence in their abilities. But if you focus on their hard work and successes, you produce a sustainable increase in their self-confidence. What’s more, researchers have discovered that the earlier in life you focus on a person’s daily successes, the greater the gains over time.


    Scientists reviewed studies that followed more than 7,000 people for 25 years. They found that confidence at a young age led to what they described as a “cumulative advantage” — the careers of confident individuals took off at an exponential pace compared with those who had lower levels of self-confidence. The benefits continued to increase by the year. The earlier people gained self-confidence, the more measurable the difference, even in their physical health. The members of the group with higher self-confidence at a young age started at about the same baseline level of health, but they had just one-third as many health problems 25 years later.


    Help the people around you understand what gives them a natural charge. Think about your social circles, and identify someone who may need a little encouragement. Helping others see their daily successes more clearly can lead to rapid growth. Every person has hidden talent waiting to be uncovered. In some cases, you may be the only person who has spotted that unique strength — so be sure to call it out when you see it. As I learned from personal experience, a few encouraging words can go a long way.


    Help Someone See What Could Be


    As a result of my grandfather, Don Clifton’s, lifelong study of strengths, I was raised in an environment in which my family was looking for early traces of talent at every turn. By the time I was five, they had spotted my deep interest in reading. When I was nine, my grandfather noticed some entrepreneurial talent and helped me start a little business selling snacks. He helped me find space and figure out how to buy snacks in bulk. And he taught me some basic financial concepts. But the most valuable lessons I learned were about people, interactions, and relationships.


    Throughout my grade school, high school, and college years, it became clear to me that my talents and interests were in the areas of business, research, and anything involving technology. When I graduated from college in 1998, Don asked me if I would work with him to bring his research on strengths to a wider audience through technology and this new thing called the Internet. I spent the next few years working with Don and our team to create an online strength-based assessment, dubbed StrengthsFinder. But in the midst of all the excitement around this new project, Don found out he had Stage IV gastroesophageal cancer and most likely only a few months left to live.


    Given that I had been battling cancer for a decade at the time, I used my knowledge and dedicated all my time to helping my grandfather extend his life as much as possible. Don and I assembled all the research we could find on the topic as we traveled to different medical centers for treatment. In the midst of this ordeal, I remembered that Don had once told me he thought it was crazy that people wait until someone is gone to say kind things in a eulogy.


    So I stayed up late for several nights and wrote a very long and emotional letter to my grandfather, explaining how much he had influenced my life over the years. It was essentially a eulogy written to someone who was still alive. This letter told my personal story about battling cancer as a teenager and went into great depth about what a difference my grandfather’s ideas and approach to life made during this time. I explained how his love, caring, and thinking essentially built a reserve that helped me make it through all of my health challenges in relatively good shape.


    Because I had almost no confidence in my ability to communicate effectively in writing, I was hesitant to even share this heartfelt letter with Don—but given the circumstances, I decided to give it to him. When he read it, he was deeply moved and grateful. That part did not surprise me, but a brief interaction we had a few days later caught me off guard.


    Don told me that after reading the letter multiple times, he thought I had a real talent for bringing things to life with words. This was something no one had ever suggested, let alone stated explicitly. He asked if I would be willing to share my personal story from the letter in a book. As long as somebody else was doing the writing, I figured that would be okay.


    Then Don asked me if I would help him write that book over the next two months. This was the only time he ever acknowledged the reality of his condition in our conversations. So I agreed to give it a shot and do my best, knowing that my grandfather had quite a bit of wisdom that could benefit other people. We worked tirelessly over the next couple of months and were able to finish our first draft of the book, How Full Is Your Bucket?, just before Don passed away. That book has since helped my grandfather’s work reach millions of people, and we even turned it into a children’s book that is now used in classrooms around the world.


    Develop the Ultimate Strength


    This personal experience showed me how a single interaction and observation can have a lifelong influence. After nearly three decades of exploring my own talent, having great people around me, and taking countless strengths assessments, writing was the last thing I ever planned to do. Then one person said he spotted a talent worthy of investment, and that insight continues to influence how I now spend my time every day. The more I reflect on this experience, the more I realize that the ultimate strength is finding and developing talent in others.


    One of the best ways to help another person grow is through the right types of praise and recognition. Simply telling someone they did a “good job” on a project is nice but not very helpful, especially if your comments lack sincerity. In fact, insincere positive remarks could be even more toxic and detrimental than negative comments.


    In addition to being sincere, words that give people a positive charge should be as specific as possible. A series of six experiments published in 2014 reveals why specificity is essential for motivating other people. Participants in one experiment were asked to “give those who need bone marrow transplants greater hope.” Phrasing the goal that way was less motivating compared with a request for participants to “give those who need bone marrow transplants a better chance of finding a donor.” It was also more effective when researchers asked participants to “increase recycling” rather than “save the environment.”


    The more specific your language is during even brief interactions, the greater the influence. As you help other people see what they do best, you will help them build a cumulative advantage over time. You could also make a contribution to their future health and well-being that you may not be able to see in the moment.
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    Put Your Own Health First


    Some of the most caring people also tend to be the least healthy. This is what I observed, time and time again, while spending the last few years focused on health and well-being. After writing the book Eat Move Sleep, which I will draw from throughout the next three chapters, I heard from thousands of people who were struggling with their personal health and a general lack of energy.


    Surprisingly, workers in the professions I admire most, such as nursing, are often the least healthy. One study found that 55 percent of nurses are overweight or obese. If there is any group that needs to be healthier and set a good example, it is people working in healthcare. As I listened to the stories of workers across professions, from educators to business leaders, it was clear that some of the most mission-driven people have spent a lifetime putting everyone else’s needs before their own.


    While this is admirable on many levels and consistent with the focus of this book, it is a costly mistake. Even if you are determined to be the least selfish person on the planet and do nothing but serve other people, you need the daily energy to do so effectively. When I spoke with hospice nurses who were always putting the needs of terminally ill patients and their families first, the last thing they were thinking about was their own health and energy. Yet when I asked them what it took to be their very best at helping people during this time of need, they acknowledged that they could be of far more service if they invested time in their own health and energy.


    A study of more than 30,000 nurses across Europe found that those who work long shifts (more than 12 hours) are 32 percent more likely to rate the quality of care on their ward as poor, compared with nurses working eight-hour shifts. They were also 41 percent more likely to report failing or poor standards of safety on their ward. In many cases, working longer hours is a disservice to those you intend to serve.


    I have seen this phenomenon in businesses all around the world. There is often an implicit pressure, for leaders in particular, to be the first ones in to the office, to work the longest days, and to claim they need very little sleep. Yet the last thing businesses need is star performers in the workplace burning out because they have a routine that is unsustainable. The research my team conducted on this topic found that people who have very high energy levels in a given day are more than three times as likely to be completely engaged in their work that same day.


    If you want to make a difference — not just today, but for many years to come — you need to put your health and energy ahead of all else. If you are wiped out from working around the clock, subsisting on food from a vending machine, and not making time for daily exercise, then there is no way you’ll be effective at helping your friends, family, colleagues, patients, or customers. The good news is that making choices to improve your energy does not require a complex grand plan. It all starts with the next choice you make.


    Use Short-Term Thinking for Better Health


    As I mentioned at the beginning of the book, I have spent the last 20-plus years battling various cancers and trying to improve my odds of living longer. An important lesson from my own experience is that even a profound threat to one’s mortality is a poor motivator for making better decisions today. Knowing that it may help prevent cancer several years down the road does not motivate me to exercise on a daily basis. Most people don’t stop before eating a fast-food meal to contemplate how doing so regularly could increase their long-term risk of heart disease.


    All of the knowledge about creating healthier lifestyles does very little good until it leads to a change in daily behavior. This is why I’ve spent a great deal of time over the last decade organizing the most practical ideas for better health and more energy. As I read through a wide range of research, I look for studies that connect better daily decisions with short-term wins and incentives. While I’m not a physician or an expert on these topics, I use my background as a patient and researcher to find the most pragmatic ideas for healthier choices.


    Making the connection between better decisions and my daily energy levels has done far more to change my behavior than all I have learned about longer term health consequences. When I have an important day ahead, I make sure to get some activity in the morning so I’m in a better mood and my thinking is sharper. I base my decisions about what to eat for lunch on whether the meal will help sustain my energy into the afternoon and evening. If I am active throughout the day and eat well, I know that I will then have a better night’s sleep, which will give me a head start on the next day.


    It is remarkable how quickly these small choices accumulate, for better and for worse. A breakfast filled with sweet, baked, or fried foods makes it almost impossible to get back on track for the rest of the day. On days when I have to sit on an airplane or in a meeting for several hours, I am physically and mentally wiped out from inactivity. A single night of poor sleep usually makes me grumpy and impairs my ability to work effectively.


    When things go wrong in any one of these three areas — eating, moving, or sleeping — it throws everything else off course. A poor night of sleep leads to skipping a workout, lousy food choices, and so on. The good news is, doing just one of these things well can lead to an upward spiral in the other two areas. Contrary to my original expectations, experimental research suggests that it is a good idea to tackle multiple elements of health at the same time.


    Think about how your eating, moving, and sleeping influence each other every day. Doing all three well is the key to having more energy throughout the day. When you need to be your very best — for work, family, and friends — start by ensuring that you have adequate energy to be fully charged.
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    Eat Your Way to a Better Day


    The foods you eat directly influence your energy levels throughout the day, yet it is often difficult to know what foods to eat and which ones to avoid. Many people, myself included, have gravitated toward blunt measures of overall consumption, like total calorie count. Unfortunately, calories are not a measure of food quality.


    A landmark Harvard University study that tracked more than 100,000 people over two decades makes it clear that the quality of what you eat is more important than quantity alone. This study revealed that the types of food you consume influence your health more than your total caloric intake. Consuming 300 calories’ worth of spinach is not the same as eating a sugar cookie with 300 calories. Yet most people I speak with continue to believe the age-old myth of “everything in moderation.” As the study’s lead author Dariush Mozaffarian put it, the moderation myth is really “just an excuse to eat whatever we want.”


    Eating well is much easier when you begin with the right foods. Instead of jumping from one fad diet to the next, you can build the core elements of eating healthy into something much more sustainable.


    Start with the basics: Avoid fried foods. Eat fewer refined carbohydrates. Eliminate as much added sugar as possible. Build meals around vegetables. Substitute whole fruit for sweets. Drink more water, tea, and coffee instead of soda or other sweetened drinks.


    There is a lot of conflicting advice today about what is good and what is bad in terms of diet. But no one is making the case that you should eat more donuts and fewer apples. Eating right does not need to be overly complicated.


    Building your routine around the right foods is not only sustainable, it’s enjoyable. Start by eating more foods that are a good source of daily energy. This is a lot easier than jumping on the latest diet bandwagon or going to extremes.


    It is important to note that consuming the right foods for your health and energy is very different from schemes to lose 10 pounds in 30 days. The human body takes quite a bit of time to react to dietary changes — in many cases, a year or more. Make better daily choices with the idea of boosting your energy so you do not grow impatient waiting for drastic physical changes, which typically take more time.


    Make Every Bite Count


    Every time you take a bite of food, you are making a small yet important choice. Each drink requires yet another small decision. When you make a choice that does more good than harm, such as opting for a salad over a burger, the resulting net gain gives your body a positive charge. Deciding to drink a sugary soda instead of water produces a net loss.


    Most meals contain both good and bad ingredients, such as high nutrient content but an excess of sugar. You probably eat some foods that are less than ideal several times a day. But try to do some mental accounting. Based on all you know about the components of a certain item or meal, ask yourself if what you are about to eat is a net gain or loss. As you continue to ask this question, you should become better at making decisions in the moment.


    Most people eat more refined (processed) carbohydrates than they need relative to the amount of protein they consume. Yet large-scale studies on this topic show that even modest increases in protein intake, when coupled with a reduction in carbohydrates, improve health. One way to dig beneath the headline of total calories on a menu or box is to look at the ratio of carbohydrates to proteins.


    I started doing this a few years ago, and it is a good shortcut when scanning packaged items in a grocery store or basic nutritional information on a menu. The mixed nuts I carry with me in my bag as a standby snack or the palak paneer (an Indian dish of spinach and cheese) that I eat for lunch are nearly a one-to-one ratio of carbs to proteins. At a minimum, I try to avoid foods that have higher than a 5-to-1 carbs to proteins ratio. For reference, most snack chips or cereals have a 10-to-1 ratio.


    A 2014 study from the University of Missouri found that consuming protein in the morning increases levels of dopamine, a brain chemical involved in moderating impulses, which reduces subsequent cravings for both sweet and savory foods. But if you skip breakfast, it causes your body to store additional fat and increases your waistline over time. To stay sharp and slim, it’s critical to eat the right foods early in the day.


    Sugar-filled cereals and breakfast bars may give you a quick energy boost, but the effect will not last. In contrast, eating foods with a low glycemic index in the morning prevents spikes in blood sugar later in the day, which could make for better choices in the afternoon and evening. Instead of traditional cereals for breakfast, consider foods like egg whites, berries, lean meats, salmon, nuts, seeds, vegetable-based shakes, or other options that are not filled with added sugars.


    Maintaining a better balance of carbohydrates to proteins throughout the day should boost your energy and improve your health over time. The other thing to look for — on any bag, box, or menu — is total grams of sugar. When it comes to this metric, the closer to zero, the better. There is absolutely no dietary need for any added sugar — a toxin that fuels diabetes, obesity, heart disease, and cancer. Sugar substitutes are not much better; they simply lead you to crave more sweet foods.


    Set Better Defaults


    Dietary habits usually follow the path of least resistance. While this tendency sounds like a flaw, it can also be advantageous. If you make a list of healthy foods before you go grocery shopping, you are less likely to stock up on impulse choices. And you’ve probably heard that it is better to shop for food when your stomach is full instead of when you are hungry.


    When I visit my neighborhood grocery store, I spend the majority of my time in the fresh produce and seafood sections. I know that if I can avoid the middle aisles that are loaded with unhealthy and processed items, those things will not wind up in my cart. By now, I have learned that anything that goes in my cart makes it home, and whatever makes it home ends up in my stomach.


    You are also far more likely to eat what you can see in plain view. Organize the foods in your kitchen and pantry so the best choices are most visible and easily accessible. It also helps to hide poor choices in inconvenient places. An even better idea is to clean out your pantry and cabinets and simply get rid of anything with low nutritional value that you may be tempted to eat.


    Put fruits, vegetables, and other healthy options at eye level in your refrigerator, or leave them out on the counter or table. Even when you aren’t hungry, simply seeing these items will plant a seed in your mind for your next snack. Also consider taking small bags of nuts, fruits, or vegetables with you when you are away from home. That way, you can satisfy a mid-afternoon craving even if no good options are available. The more you plan to make healthy choices in advance, the less willpower you will need to avoid tempting last-minute decisions.


    Find Food That Charges Your Mood


    Standing on the bathroom scale at age 38, Jeremy Wright was shocked by what he saw. The scale topped 225. So he went to see his physician and received even more sobering news: his fasting blood sugar was 134, putting him on the precipice of diabetes.


    After stepping on his scale that day, Wright began making small changes to his lifestyle that have added up in the year since. Now, before making any decision, he asks himself if he’s helping or hurting his health. He goes to the gym five days a week, even if it means leaving work an hour earlier. When he works from home, he stands. He’s cut down on the carbs and sweets. When he snacks during the day, it’s on nuts and water.


    Wright said he started feeling better almost immediately after making these changes. Today, his weight has dropped from over 225 to 190. His waist size has gone from 40 to 34. His shirts have gone from extra large to large. His blood sugar is normal. And most important, he has more energy. Even though he’s working fewer hours, he gets more done.


    The food you eat every day not only influences your energy levels, it also clearly affects your mood. When researchers study the relationship between what people eat and mental health, it is clear that some foods give you a positive charge, while other foods have the opposite effect. Eating too much fatty food, for example, can make you lethargic and moody. A 2014 study suggests that highly processed foods with added sugar may also contribute to laziness.


    One experiment on this topic found that people who consumed more trans-fatty acids were more aggressive and irritable as a result. These findings were so pronounced, one of the researchers suggested that places like schools and prisons should reconsider serving unhealthy foods because they might be dangerous for others in these environments. Even “comfort foods” like baked goods actually have the opposite effect of comfort and are likely to make people more depressed.


    Making better dietary choices, on the other hand, can improve your daily health and well-being. Studies suggest that on days when you eat more fruits and vegetables, you feel calmer and happier and have more energy than normal. Every time you decide what to eat, you shape your days and your interactions with others.
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    Learn to Walk Before You Run


    Being active throughout the day is the key to staying energized. Even 30–60 minutes of exercise a day will not cut it if you spend the rest of your day sitting around. Moving around and getting more activity every hour is what will keep you fully charged.


    People now spend more time sitting down (9.3 hours) than sleeping in a day. But the human body is not built for a sedentary lifestyle, which creates a host of problems. Even watching your diet and exercising every day is not enough to offset several hours of sitting. A 2014 study estimates that every two hours of sitting cancels out the benefits of 20 minutes of exercise.


    When researchers from the National Institutes of Health followed more than 200,000 people for a decade, they found that even seven hours of moderate to vigorous physical activity a week was not enough to protect against the hazards of excessive sitting. Even the most active group they studied — people who exercised more than seven hours every week — had a 50 percent greater risk of death and doubled their odds of dying from heart disease if they were also in the group that sat the most throughout the day.


    Keep Sitting From Sapping Your Energy


    Sitting may be the most underrated health threat of this generation. It subtly erodes people’s health over time. On a global level, inactivity now kills more people than cigarettes do. A recent study from the Mayo Clinic found that the average American spends more than 15 hours per day sleeping and sitting. Obese men and women spend less than one minute per day engaged in vigorous activity.


    Consider how the time you spend sitting down accumulates over the span of a single day. Maybe you sit down for a while to watch the morning news and eat breakfast. Then you have a commute that adds another hour of sitting. After arriving at work, you spend 8 or 10 hours in an office chair. After your commute back home, you have a nice sit-down dinner with family and then watch an hour or two of television before going to bed.


    While this is a normal day for some people, I’m hoping you have a bit more activity in your daily routine. When you look at a typical day, you can most likely identify long periods of time when you are seated. What’s not as easy to see is the way this “sitting disease” takes a physical toll.


    When you sit down, the electrical activity in your leg muscles shuts off quickly. Your rate of burning calories drops to just one per minute. The enzymes that help break down fat fall by 90 percent. After sitting for two hours, your good cholesterol drops by 20 percent.


    However, sitting for several hours a day is almost unavoidable for many people, so the challenge is to build as much movement into your day as possible. Little things like stretching and standing a couple of times every hour make a difference.


    Walking increases energy levels by about 150 percent. Taking the stairs burns twice as many calories as walking. Instead of viewing a slightly longer walk as something you don’t have time for, view it as an opportunity to add a little activity to your day.


    Study your surroundings to determine how you can reduce completely sedentary time. The way life has become built around convenience means that many of the things you need are now within arm’s reach. So you can sit for long periods without having to move around and interact with others. Try to turn this around by organizing your home and office to encourage movement more than convenience.


    Small bursts of activity will do as much for your mind as they will for your physical energy. Regular breaks from mental tasks have been shown to increase both creativity and productivity. You simply think better when you move more. A deluge of research published over the last few years has shown how even brief periods of activity improve learning and attention and help your brain function more effectively.


    Measure to Move More


    One of the best ways to increase your activity levels is to measure how much you move every day. While this is a golden era for wearable health-tracking devices, you can also accomplish this goal with an inexpensive pedometer. As part of one experiment, when people were assigned to wear a pedometer, they walked an extra mile per day, compared with a control group. What’s more, participants in this group saw their overall activity levels go up by 27 percent as a byproduct of measuring their movement.


    When I first started tracking my daily activity in 2009 using a small clip-on device called a Fitbit, my typical day consisted of just 5,000 steps. Even though I considered myself fairly active at the time, I had no idea how sedentary my lifestyle had become. A year after I started tracking my movement, I was averaging 8,000 steps per day. Today, I have a rule for myself that I need to hit 10,000 steps before I go to sleep, even on days filled with travel in cars or on planes.


    On my best days, when I’m using a homemade workstation I built atop an old treadmill, I get about 30,000 steps a day. While this may sound like a lot of activity to squeeze into a day, I usually get far more work done on these days because all that walking boosts my energy levels. Each night before I go to bed, the last thing I look at is my total step and distance count for the day. This number has become my single best gauge for whether I had a good day or a sluggish and stressful day.


    Based on the research I’ve studied, 10,000 steps per day is a good target for overall activity. This equates to about five miles, which is not as intimidating as it sounds once you start to add up all your daily movement. At the other end of the spectrum, people who walk fewer than 5,500 steps a day are considered sedentary. Fortunately, going from the low end of this continuum to the recommended 10,000 steps can lead to significant health benefits in the short term as well as the long run.


    Get a 12-Hour Charge in 20 Minutes


    You may have noticed how being active can boost your daily well-being. An experiment on this topic suggests that the improvement in mood may be even more durable over time than I would have guessed. When researchers assigned one group of participants in a study to do 20 minutes of a moderate-intensity workout, they found that the participants had a much better mood immediately following the exercise than a control group who did not exercise. What surprised researchers was how long this increase in mood lasted. Those who exercised continued to feel better throughout the day. Even two, four, eight, and twelve hours later, they were in a better mood than the control group.


    Working out in the evening is better than no activity at all, but if you work out late in the day, you essentially sleep through and miss the boost in mood that exercise produces. The more activity you get the morning, the less likely that 12-hour mood boost will go to waste. Activity early in the day could also help you burn more calories throughout the day.


    Instead of thinking about exercise in the morning as something that will drain your energy, as it sometimes does over the first few days of a new routine, keep in mind that it will eventually give you more energy throughout the day. Even brief activity can produce major gains in creativity and productivity.


    You simply think better when you are active. “Research shows that when we exercise, blood pressure and blood flow increase everywhere in the body, including the brain. More blood means more energy and oxygen, which makes our brain perform better,” explained the University of Illinois’s Justin Rhodes. What’s more, activating these pathways in the brain and body does not require extraordinary effort.


    Moving more throughout the day starts with simple changes. Walk and stand in meetings to keep focused and energized. Use a headset so you can move around while you’re on the phone. If possible, finding a way to work on your computer while standing or walking is even better. The key is to start engineering a little activity into your routine today.
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    Sleep Longer to Achieve More


    While growing up in a hardworking city in the Midwest, I learned that needing sleep was a sign of weakness. The adults I looked up to constantly boasted about running on limited sleep. I now understand that this stemmed from a good-natured work ethic, but it caused me to view sleep as the very first expense I should cut out of my day.


    Over the last decade, however, I have learned that one less hour of sleep is not equal to an extra hour of achievement or enjoyment. Instead, the exact opposite occurs. When you miss an hour of sleep, it decreases your well-being, productivity, health, and ability to think. Yet sleep continues to be the first thing people sacrifice. I fell into this trap for many years, until I realized my assumptions about sacrificing sleep were in direct conflict with a great deal of research.


    When I read K. Anders Ericsson’s landmark studies of elite performance, I noticed that many people overlooked a factor that significantly influenced performance. While many concentrated on his findings relevant to 10,000 hours of deliberate practice, the other factor that differentiated top performance was sleep. The best performers in these studies slept for 8 hours and 36 minutes per night on average. The average American, in contrast, gets just 6 hours and 51 minutes of sleep on weeknights.


    Ericsson’s studies of elite performers — which included musicians, athletes, actors, and chess players — also suggest that resting more frequently boosts achievement. Much like the most effective workers I discussed earlier, elite performers in these professions also work in bursts. Ericsson found that they take frequent breaks to avoid exhaustion and to ensure that they fully recharge. This allows them to keep improving and perfecting their craft.


    When you work on a task for too long, it degrades your performance. To avoid diminishing returns, work in bursts, take regular breaks, and make sure that you get enough sleep. The next time you need an extra hour of energy, try adding an hour of sleep.


    Don’t Show Up for Work After a Six-Pack


    The less you sleep, the less you can achieve. A study from Harvard Medical School found that lack of sleep is costing the American economy $63 billion a year in lost productivity alone. One of the study’s authors noted, “Americans are not missing work because of insomnia. They are still going to their jobs but they’re accomplishing less because they’re tired. In an information-based economy, it’s difficult to find a condition that has a greater effect on productivity.”


    When you’re working without sufficient sleep, you are a different person — and it shows. One study suggests that losing 90 minutes of sleep can reduce daytime alertness by nearly one-third. Amid all the things you need to do in a day, losing this much of your normal alertness creates a serious deficit.


    To put this in perspective, think about it from someone else’s standpoint. The person I want to fly my airplane, teach my children, or lead the company I work for tomorrow is the one who sleeps soundly tonight. Yet people in these essential roles are often the ones who think they need the least sleep. A full one-third of workers may be getting fewer than six hours of sleep on a typical night. In some cases, the consequences go far beyond lost productivity.


    Sleepless driving can be just as dangerous as driving drunk. One scientist who studied this extensively claims that four hours of sleep loss produces as much impairment as a six-pack of beer. An entire night of sleep loss is equivalent to a blood alcohol level of 0.19 percent, which is double most legal limits for intoxication. There is a good reason why doctors and pilots now have mandated periods of rest before working. If you look at major transportation incidents involving cars, trains, and planes, sleeplessness is a common cause of accidental deaths.


    Get a Vaccine for the Common Cold


    Sleeping well may have even more practical value when it comes to preventing the common cold. As part of one study, participants agreed to be quarantined and given nasal drops containing rhinovirus (the common cold). Researchers had tracked these participants’ sleep quality for fourteen nights prior to administering the rhinovirus. The subjects were then monitored for the next five days to see if they developed a cold.


    The results showed that participants who averaged fewer than seven hours of sleep a night before being exposed to the rhinovirus were nearly three times as likely to catch a cold following exposure. This experiment also revealed that total time in bed was not the most important metric. As you have probably experienced, you can spend eight hours tossing and turning in bed and get just six hours of good sleep.


    For that reason, the researchers also graded participants’ sleep quality, or “sleep efficiency,” and assigned a score to each person. This calculation factored in what time people went to sleep in relation to when they awoke, how much time they spent in bed before falling asleep, how many times they woke during the night, and how long they were up throughout the night. The sleep efficiency metric was an even more powerful predictor of which participants developed a cold.


    Study participants who had lower sleep efficiency over the 14-day period before exposure to the rhinovirus were 5.5 times as likely to develop a cold. This compares with the threefold increase based solely on duration of sleep. As with other areas of health, quality of sleep beats quantity by a wide margin. Even though you cannot see what’s going on inside your body, it’s clear that a sound night of sleep has a direct effect on your near-term physiological health.


    Fight Light, Heat, and Noise


    While getting seven to eight hours of sound sleep each night is easier said than done, there are adjustments you can make to improve your odds of a good night’s sleep. And what you do in the hours before you go to bed could matter most.


    More than 90 percent of Americans use electronic communications in the hour before they go to bed. Allowing such stressors into your pre-sleep time is only going to keep you awake. A 2014 study suggests that late-night smartphone use is bad for your work the following day. This research found that using a smartphone late at night not only leads to poor sleep but also creates fatigue and lower engagement in the workplace.


    The light from electronic devices alone can suppress your melatonin levels by as much as 20 percent, which is a direct threat to sleep quality. To avoid that, impose a moratorium on all electronic devices in the hour before your normal bedtime. Be cautious about bright light from any sources in the hours leading up to your bedtime. While natural light in the middle of the day can lead to better sleep and is good for productivity, dimming lights throughout the evening can help you sleep better.


    Creating the right environment in your bedroom can give you a head start on a good night’s sleep. It is easier to sleep in a room that is a few degrees cooler than the temperature you are accustomed to throughout the day. The reduced temperature prevents your natural body clock from waking you up in the middle of the night.


    The same principle applies to noise. If your sleep is often disrupted by random sounds, use a white-noise app or device to keep noises from waking you throughout the night. Creating a routine in which you eliminate as much variance as possible is critical for a good night of sleep.


    Prioritize seven to eight hours of high-quality sleep ahead of all else. You will be more likely to have a good workout, get more done at your job, and treat your loved ones better when you put sleep first. Keep in mind that every hour of sleep does not cost you in terms of efficiency. Instead, it will give you a positive charge for the upcoming day.
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    Eat, Move, and Sleep to De-Stress


    Of all the ways that eating, moving, and sleeping well influence your health, how they can buffer against stress may be the most remarkable. Scientists have known for some time that stressors accumulate and contribute to aging at a cellular level. Telomeres, which are protective caps at the ends of your chromosomes that affect how quickly cells age, protect your cells from stressors. As these telomeres shorten and their structural integrity weakens, cells age and die.


    Telomeres shorten as you age, and they have also been shown to decrease in length as a result of stress. A team of University of California, San Francisco researchers was surprised by the degree to which the shortening of telomeres can be slowed — even in the face of stressors. As part of a remarkable yearlong study, 239 women provided blood samples for telomere measurement and reported on stressful events that occurred throughout the year. Researchers also tracked their eating, moving, and sleeping patterns during the study.


    The researchers found that women who were exposed to more stressors throughout the year saw significant reduction in telomere length. This in itself was notable, as it was the first study to show that stressors can create substantial changes in just one year. However, when researchers looked at the group of women who maintained healthy lifestyles — in how they ate, moved, and slept — the accumulation of life stressors did not lead to significant shortening of telomeres. As lead author Eli Puterman summarized, the results suggest that “keeping active and eating and sleeping well during periods of high stress are particularly important to attenuate the accelerated aging of our immune cells.”


    Keep Stress From Snowballing


    When wet and heavy snow falls on my sidewalk, I know that I need to start shoveling well before the snowfall ends. If I wait too long, the snow will be too deep and heavy for me to shovel. There is also likely to be a layer of ice at the bottom that is almost impossible to crack through. Stress accumulates in a similar manner.


    This is why you should keep stress from piling up in the first place. Of all the things in life that can derail a good day, stress is the most common culprit. While a little stress is not a problem and can sometimes even be helpful, chronic stress creates an extraordinary amount of damage over time. Excessive stress accelerates aging and increases the risk of heart disease, stroke, cancer, and early death. These negative effects are the product of days when stressors elevate cortisol levels and increase inflammation throughout the body.


    For many years, I thought of stress as something that ruins a day now and then, and not much else. I figured that a few days or weeks of excessive stress were fine because I could simply “shut it off.” Yet this is clearly not the case. Every day, week, and month of undue stress is cumulative. As stressful days compile, your energy levels, health, and relationships worsen. There is almost no way you can feel energized when you’re dealing with chronic stressors.


    Consider some of the things that regularly create stress in your life. Map out how you can avoid these situations in the first place, or at least minimize the daily stress they cause. Rarely, if ever, is putting up with intense stress worth the consequences for your health and well-being.


    Avoid Secondhand Stress


    Difficult interactions with other people are at the root of most people’s stress. If your boss is under a great deal of pressure and pushing you to hit unrealistic deadlines, his stress becomes yours. When a spouse or close friend is stressed out, even about something unrelated to your relationship, you can inherit that stress in no time.


    When you hear the word “stress,” consider whom you automatically associate with that word. It is likely that one or more people in your social networks, from friends to family to colleagues, run at a slightly faster pace than others. This is natural. Some people are more laid-back in general and have an easygoing personality. Others live at a faster tempo and thrive on having a lot of things going on at once. And some people become easily upset or angry about things that others take in stride.


    I happen to be one of those people who enjoys constant activity and moving quickly. A good day for me is getting a lot of things done in a condensed period of time and then unwinding with friends and family afterward. But I have realized that when I am in my fast-paced mode, other people mistake it for stress. As a result, they see me pushing through a day without much patience, and it makes them more stressed out. This is certainly not my intent, but I can see the unintended consequences of the tension I project.


    If this sounds familiar, be a little more conscious of what your emotional temperature and words do to other people. When you have a lot going on, how do you come across to your colleagues, friends, and family members? In particular, consider if there is any chance you are unintentionally transferring stress to those who are more easygoing in your social circles. Make sure you can unwind, or at least turn the volume down for a while, when you are around people who are likely to inherit your stress.


    Play defense against inherited stress throughout the day. You have enough emotional stressors to deal with on your own, let alone if you assume the stressors of your colleagues, neighbors, and social networks.
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    Respond With Resiliency


    How you react to potential stressors determines whether you will suffer the consequences. When you respond to a stressor, your body treats it as a threat. However, if you respond to the same event as a challenge, you can get a different physiological response. Responding to a situation as a stressor will leave you depleted, but reacting to the same event as a challenge could increase your energy and provide a positive charge.


    As part of a large-scale study on this topic, Penn State researchers asked participants about what they had done over the past twenty-four hours for eight consecutive days. The responses allowed the researchers to see the “ebb and flow of [the subjects’] daily experiences.” They also collected saliva samples to gauge levels of the stress hormone cortisol. Then researchers tracked the patients’ health for over a decade.


    This study revealed that participants who became upset by daily stressors and dwelled on them were more likely to suffer from chronic health problems — from pain to cardiovascular issues — 10 years later. One of the study’s authors said, “Our research shows that how you react to what happens in your life today predicts your chronic health conditions [for] 10 years in the future, independent of your current health and your future stress.”


    It may even be possible to reframe major stressors to alleviate the damaging effects they have. A team of researchers taught a group of employees a simple three-step process for managing major stressors: First, be aware of the stress. Then, look for the meaning behind the stress (e.g., I’m stressed about this project because I know I’ll get a promotion if I succeed). Finally, they asked the employees how they could channel the stress to add motivation and improve productivity.


    Not only did stress levels decrease, but the participants also saw improvements in both their work effectiveness and their physical health. As one of the researchers, Shawn Achor, put it, “When we divorce the meaning from the activity, our brains will rebel.” However, when you remind yourself why you are doing something challenging, your brain sees a motivator instead of a stressor.


    After studying human behavior for two decades, this is what amazes me most: Human beings are remarkably resilient — almost irrationally so. When faced with life’s most traumatic experiences, from divorce to the death of a loved one, most people have the same response. They bounce back.


    It takes time, but on average, people fully recover from most major life stressors. Keep this in mind the next time you are dealing with something that seems insurmountable. You will bounce back. The only question is how long it will take, and that depends on your response.


    Push “Pause” Before Responding


    When you face an immediate and acute stressor, your instinct is to fight back and respond immediately. While this served your ancestors well when they were being attacked by a wild animal, it is less helpful today unless you are actually being attacked physically. Technology makes it much easier to exacerbate a stressor with a quick response. I know I have been guilty of responding too quickly to people, on email in particular, in a terse tone that only made things worse.


    When you face a brief psychological stressor, it helps to simply hit the pause button in your mind. The more something gets under your skin, causes your heart to race, and makes you breathe a bit more quickly, the more important it is to step back before speaking or typing a single word.


    If an acute stressor hits when you are reading something on a screen, it should be easier to step back and divert your attention for a while. When a person physically close to you is causing the stressful moment — for instance, when someone cuts in front of you in line — do everything possible to avoid a rash response. Not only is it likely to make things worse, but it also tells people around you that you cannot control yourself. Even under the most difficult circumstances, take a moment to gather your thoughts, and then have a rational discussion. This will give you time to think things through and determine a way to deal with the other person in a healthier manner.


    Grin to Bear It


    Making yourself smile, even if it is fake and forced, may help you get through simple stressors. I was skeptical about this concept, but when a team of researchers tricked people’s facial muscles to smile, it produced real returns. The researchers trained study participants to hold chopsticks in their mouth in a way that engaged facial muscles to force either a smile or a neutral expression. Participants were essentially using the muscles required to smile without thinking about it.


    When the participants were asked to work on multitasking activities that were designed to be stressful, the group that was smiling through the tasks responded better to the stressors. These group members had lower heart rate levels and lower self-reported stress levels than the participants who had neutral facial expressions. This research suggests that something as basic as smiling may reduce the intensity of the body’s stress response, regardless of whether you actually feel happy during the experience.


    Sarah Pressman, one of the researchers who led this experiment, said, “The next time you’re stuck in traffic or experiencing some other type of stress, you might try to hold your face in a smile for moment. Not only will it help you grin and bear it psychologically, but it might actually help your heart health as well.”


    Another team of medical researchers has been studying the implications of the research on smiling for patients with depression. As part of an experiment published in 2014, they assigned 74 patients with depression to receive either a single injection of Botox in the “frown muscles” between the eyebrows or to receive saline solution as a placebo. Six weeks later, among the group members who essentially had their frown muscles disabled by Botox, 52 percent showed relief from depression, compared with just 15 percent in the placebo group.


    Keep this in mind the next time you interact with someone who is clearly under duress. Instead of escalating your own animosity in response, force a smile and try to move on. You may trick your mind and body into a better state while avoiding a situation that will only get worse if you engage.

  


  
    Epilogue: Create a Positive Charge


    The best use of an hour is to invest it in something that will continue to grow. When you add a positive charge to another person’s day, it carries forward into each of their subsequent interactions. Even when you do not see the results directly, investing an hour in the growth of another person can increase the well-being of an entire network of people in the span of a day. It will also help you grow.


    You are much better at helping yourself if you are also helping another person with a similar problem. Research from one of the largest clinical trials in alcohol research found that 40 percent of alcoholics who helped other alcoholics during their recovery were successful and avoided drinking in the year following treatment. In contrast, only 22 percent of those who did not help others were able to stay sober. Helping someone else with a similar problem nearly doubled success rates. A subsequent study found that 94 percent of alcoholics who helped other alcoholics experienced lower levels of depression.


    A series of studies conducted with hundreds of college students suggests that people may be even better at solving a creative problem for another person than they are at solving the same problem for themselves. It seems that people are wired to do good and create meaning, even for complete strangers.


    Share Your Most Precious Resources


    Spending time on others yields a greater return than spending time on yourself. The same principle applies to how you use your financial resources. The act of giving does more for you than buying something for yourself. The good news is, you don’t need a lot of money to produce happiness by giving. All it takes is a little effort.


    This is the central finding from a body of emerging research: Giving improves well-being in many ways. When economist Arthur Brooks analyzed data that Harvard University collected from 30,000 families in 41 communities across America, his findings suggested that giving money to charity could (paradoxically) increase a person’s subsequent wealth. As Brooks described in an address at BYU:


    “Say you have two identical families — same religion, same race, same number of kids, same town, same level of education — everything’s the same, except that one family gives $100 more to charity than the second family. Then the giving family will earn on average $375 more in income than the non-giving family — and that’s statistically attributable to the gift.”


    Every dollar given away was associated with an additional $3.75 in future income. Brooks also found that this effect held true for more than just money. People who volunteered time and donated blood were also likely to make more income in the future.


    What’s most intriguing about the research on giving is that it appears to be a universal phenomenon that transcends wealth in countries rich and poor. When a team of leading researchers examined data from more than 200,000 people in 136 countries, they found that donating to charity improved well-being in all parts of the world. This held true even when people reported having trouble securing food for their family.


    When these researchers compared vastly different parts of the world, such as Canada and South Africa, they found that people consistently felt happier when they donated to charity versus buying themselves a treat, even when they would never meet the beneficiary of their gift. This led researchers to conclude that people are not merely donating for direct satisfaction or social connection. Instead, it appears that something deeply embedded in people’s natures makes them feel better when they act altruistically.


    Do Good for a Life Well-Lived


    You have a limited number of days to make a difference. This is one of the few certainties that everyone shares. It can also be an extraordinary motivational force. Embrace the fact that you need to infuse a lot of good into this world while you can. You have the opportunity to decide how you will spend your time. Use this knowledge to stay focused on doing what’s most important every day.


    If you don’t prioritize what’s most important today, you may later find yourself wishing you had spent more time with your spouse or children. You may regret that you didn’t pursue an idea you had many years ago. Fortunately, you do have time to add a positive charge to the world today.


    Start with work that creates meaning. Invest in each interaction to strengthen your relationships. Make sure you have the energy you need to be your best. Doing these three things, in combination, is the definition of being fully charged and adding a positive charge to those around you.
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    Tools and Resources
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    Note: Additional resources and PDF discussion guides for groups, teams, and organizations are available at tomrath.org

  


  
    A. CHAPTER RECAP AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:


    Meaning


    1: Create Meaning With Small Wins


    Recap: Creating meaning for others matters more than pursuing happiness for yourself.


    What percentage of your free time do you spend on activities that create meaning? How could you add one meaningful activity to your daily or weekly routine?


    How did you make meaningful progress through your work today? If you did not today, how could you tomorrow?


    What is the most meaningful thing you have done in the last month?


    2: Pursue Life, Liberty, and Meaningfulness


    Recap: Meaningful work is driven by deep, internal motivation.


    Why does your current job or role exist? Does it help another person, make a process more efficient, or produce something people need?


    Which external motivators tend to pull you in the wrong direction?


    How could you do even more for the people you serve?


    What are your best intrinsic motivators and reminders of why you do what you do?


    3: Make Work a Purpose — Not Just a Place


    Recap: Your work should improve your overall well-being.


    What actions could you take that would allow you to spend more time on meaningful efforts?


    Does the work you do improve your life?


    What makes you feel like you are part of a shared mission?


    4: Find a Higher Calling Than Cash


    Recap: Keep money from killing meaning for the sake of your well-being.


    Are your relationships stronger because of the job you do every day?


    Is your physical health better because of the organization you are a part of?


    Are you contributing to society through what you do every day?


    When does money motivate you in a good way? Are there times when it steers you in the wrong direction?


    5: Ask What the World Needs


    Recap: You create meaning when your strengths and interests meet another person’s needs.


    What are some of the most important unmet needs among your friends, colleagues, customers, and community?


    Think about your unique talents and abilities. What can you do far better than most people you know?


    What activities give you a positive charge and make a long-term contribution to society?


    6: Don’t Fall Into the Default


    Recap: Cast your own shadow by building your dreams into your job.


    What specific tasks do you get so engaged in that you lose track of time?


    Who energizes your days? How can you spend more time with these people?


    What is one step you can take today to see how your work makes a difference for others?


    7: Initiate to Shape the Future


    Recap: Instead of responding to every ringing bell, focus on less to do more.


    What percentage of your time do you spend responding to emails, texts, and phone calls in a typical day? How does that compare to the percentage of time you spend initiating?


    How can you work smarter instead of working harder?


    If you could focus only on a few meaningful things tomorrow, what would they be? How can you spend less time responding?


    How can you use technology to help minimize distractions instead of allowing them to disrupt you?


    8: Focus for 45, Break for 15


    Recap: Work in bursts, take frequent breaks, and keep the mission in mind.


    How can you structure your day so you can work in spurts and be more effective?


    How can you help remind your friends and/or colleagues about the importance of their work?


    Is there a “field trip” you and your team can take to see the influence of your work more directly?

  


  
    CHAPTER RECAP AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:


    Interactions


    9: Make Every Interaction Count


    Recap: Our days depend on brief interactions with the people around us.


    What have you done to infuse positive energy into an interaction today?


    What could you plan on doing in the next few hours that will add a positive charge to someone’s day?


    What friends or colleagues do the best job of adding positive energy to your environment? What could you learn from them to better carry that positive energy forward?


    10: Be 80 Percent Positive


    Recap: Focus most of your time and attention on what is working.


    What proportion of your interactions in the last day were positive? What percentage were negative?


    How can you make sure that people know you are paying attention to their work and efforts?


    What is the most meaningful praise or recognition you have received in the last year? What made this recognition stand out for you?


    11: Start Small and Be Clear


    Recap: Practical goals and good questions create speed and productivity.


    What small action can you take today to boost the well-being of one of your closest friends?


    What is one good question you can ask new acquaintances to learn more about what’s going on in their work or life?


    How can you invest even more time and energy into one of your most productive relationships?


    12: Take a Break for Relationships


    Recap: Social networks that we often take for granted profoundly shape our lives.


    How can you build more in-person social time into your work?


    Which friends and family members improve your health and well-being when you spend time with them?


    What is one practical step you could take to pay attention to other people better when you are together? How will they know they have your full and undivided attention?


    13: Put Experiences First


    Recap: Spending on people and experiences yields the greatest return.


    What is an experience or trip you can plan to create well-being for yourself and others?


    How can you invest more time or financial resources in the long-term growth of another person?


    How can you help others look forward to an upcoming experience or trip you have planned? If you don’t have anything planned right now, what can you do to help someone else benefit from the memories of a past experience?


    14: Avoid Flying Solo


    Recap: We do better work when we collaborate and have shared incentives.


    What are a couple of the best moments in your life? Did they involve other people?


    How much do you focus on beating a competitor compared with the time you spend trying to create new value for other people or groups?


    Do the rewards, recognition, and incentives around you center on individual or group goals? What would the ideal incentives look like if the goal was to do more for others?


    15: Build a Cumulative Advantage


    Recap: The more you focus on another person’s strengths, the faster they grow.


    What is the earliest example you can remember of someone spotting a unique talent of yours and encouraging you to spend time building on that strength?


    When was the last time you noticed someone performing at an exceptional level and you pointed it out to that person?


    Who can you recognize in the next day with great specificity, sincerity, and detail?

  


  
    CHAPTER RECAP AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:


    Energy


    16: Put Your Own Health First


    Recap: When you eat, move, and sleep well, you can do more for others.


    How often do you put your own health first in the midst of a demanding day?


    What could you do to build small, healthy choices into your lifestyle for good?


    What changes do you notice in your mood, energy levels, interactions, and productivity on days when you eat, move, and sleep well?


    17: Eat Your Way to a Better Day


    Recap: Eating well starts with healthier defaults and decisions and with making every bite count.


    What are the central elements of a healthy diet for you? How could you build more of these elements into your routine?


    What are the most common foods you snack on throughout the day? Could you add healthier standby snacks to your routine?


    Do you notice how some foods influence your mood and energy more than others? How can you eat more more things that give you energy?


    18: Learn to Walk Before You Run


    Recap: Being active throughout the day matters most for your health and well-being. The more you move, the better your mood.


    On a typical weekday, how much time do you spend sitting? Add up the time you spend sitting while eating, commuting, working, meeting with others, socializing, watching television, and working on your computer. How could you reduce this number by at least an hour per day?


    What is one thing you could start doing today to add more activity to your daily routine?


    How can you remind yourself to take a break from sitting at least one or two times every hour, even if you just get up for 30 seconds to stretch?


    19: Sleep Longer to Achieve More


    Recap: Every hour of sleep is an investment in your future, not an expense.


    What is the ideal amount of sleep you need to feel well-rested? How often do you get enough sleep to be effective during the day?


    How can you make sleep a clear priority and value in your family and social and work circles? What can you do to help everyone around you structure their schedules for optimal sleep and subsequent energy?


    What is one small adjustment you can make in your bedroom to get consistently better sleep?


    20: Eat, Move, and Sleep to De-Stress


    Recap: Your daily actions can keep chronic stress from accumulating and doing more damage.


    Instead of focusing on one element of health at a time, what can you do to ensure you are eating, moving, and sleeping better every day?


    Chronic stressors are a bigger problem than temporary stressors. How can you structure your days to avoid situations that are constantly stressful?


    Are there specific people who create a disproportionate amount of negative stress in your life? If so, what can you do to reduce the time you spend with these people so you inherit less secondhand stress?


    21: Respond With Resiliency


    Recap: Your reaction to a potential stressor is more important than the stressor itself.


    Identify one small stressor you have today. How can you reframe this stress (why it matters or why it is meaningful to you) in a way that adds motivation while decreasing stress?


    The next time you face an immediate or acute stressor, how can you remind yourself to mentally push “pause” before you respond hastily to someone else — online or in person?


    What is one of the most resilient responses you have had to a major challenge in your life? What could you learn from this experience to turn your next major stressor into a more meaningful challenge?

  


  
    B. Essential Reading


    (ON MEANING, INTERACTIONS, AND ENERGY)

    


    The Progress Principle: Using Small Wins to Ignite Joy, Engagement, and Creativity at Work


    by Teresa Amabile and Steven Kramer


    This team’s study of more than 12,000 diary entries reveals how small daily momentum in meaningful work is what differentiates top-performing individuals and teams from the rest. This book is filled with great research on the topic of our daily work lives.

    


    Connected: The Surprising Power of Our Social Networks and How They Shape Our Lives


    by Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler


    This book summarizes an extraordinary amount of research on the power of the social networks that surround us. Written by two leading researchers, Connected shows how relationships shape our health, work, and well-being in ways we never would have guessed.

    


    Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience


    by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi


    Written by one of the world’s top psychologists, this book coins the term “flow” to describe the state you are in when you love what you are doing so much that you lose track of time.

    


    Happy Money: The Science of Happier Spending


    by Elizabeth Dunn and Michael Norton


    This is the most comprehensive review I have read about better ways to spend your financial resources. Co-authored by two of the world’s leading researchers and experts on spending and well-being, this book led me to rethink how I prioritize my time and financial resources.

    


    Emotions Revealed: Recognizing Faces and Feelings to Improve Communication and Emotional Life


    by Paul Ekman


    This book will change the way you think about your next interaction with another person. Author, psychologist, and researcher Paul Ekman explores how our faces and feelings affect the quality of our days.

    


    Give and Take: Why Helping Others Drives Our Success


    by Adam Grant


    This amazing book details why giving more is good. Written by Wharton professor Adam Grant, who has conducted a remarkable amount of research on these topics, this is an exceptional guide to building better careers, organizations, and communities.

    


    Die Empty: Unleash Your Best Work Every Day


    by Todd Henry


    This is one of the most compelling and provocative books I have read on the topic of doing what matters most every day. Simply reading this book will motivate you to do more tomorrow.

    


    Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us


    by Daniel H. Pink


    This is a remarkable book about why we do what we do each day. Pink summarizes decades of important research about the need to find more intrinsic motivators in our work and lives.

    


    Mindless Eating: Why We Eat More Than We Think


    by Brian Wansink


    If you want to make better decisions about what you eat, this book is the single best place to start. Brian Wansink is the world’s leading authority on the psychology of eating and why we often make choices that work against our long-term interests.
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