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      If you look at any bookstore in the self-help section, the word “habits” is going to jump out time and time again. If you are walking down the street, you will see plenty of billboards talking about overcoming your bad habits, your addictions, and your shortcomings. Different strategies to change our habits or change them completely bombard us day after day. There are so many options, suggestions, tips, and tricks, so many different habits to adopt, that it may be overwhelming to even think about them. So very often we just resign and shrug our shoulders. “I can’t do it. I wish I could, but I’d have so much to change about myself that I already know I’m set up to fail.”

      Have you ever felt this way? I’m sure you wish to be able to maintain a healthy lifestyle, which involves healthy eating habits, regular exercise, meditation, regular meaningful communication with loved ones, a digital detox, a decluttered environment, punctuality, a stress-averse mindset, and so on. I bet you want to be your best self at home, at work, in your community, in your faith … and there is an abundance of suggestions on which habits to adopt to achieve all of those. In maintaining a healthy lifestyle, I listed eight habits, and my list wasn’t exhaustive at all. Eight habits there, eight habits for good relationships, eight habits for work … Who would even want to get started in adopting them? It feels like running a lifetime marathon to be “our best selves.”

      On one hand, yes, life is a long stretch of striving to grow, to learn, to improve. But we don’t need to be overwhelmed by its magnitude. There are some shortcuts—even when it comes to good habits—we can learn and use to our benefit. This book is about those shortcuts.

      Let me present what I’m talking about with learning to drive. When you’re sixteen to eighteen, depending where you’re from, you decide that you want to get your driver’s license. You go to driving school and learn to drive a regular-sized car. It takes some practice, of course, but soon enough you’ll get the hang of it. Once you know how to drive a car, it’s much easier to learn to drive a truck, a lorry, heck, even a bus. While different types of vehicles require different skills, they all have a gas pedal, a brake, and a steering wheel. The basic driving principles apply to them all. You will use your basic car driving skills to drive anything more advanced.

      The nine habits I am about to present in this book are like learning to drive a regular car. They are the foundation upon which other habits are built—with much more ease. These habits are called keystone habits.1 The term was first introduced by Charles Duhigg, the author of The Power of Habit.

      Keystone habits are not easy to adopt; they require commitment, dedication, and practice. I won’t lie to you, it will take some time to master them. But once you’ve nailed them, every other related habit will be much easier to learn.

      Let me give you an example, self-discipline. If you work your self-discipline muscle, a lot of good things can come to your life. You’ll become more persistent, more resilient, less likely to give up, and more likely to stick to commitments such as doing regular exercise. It is much easier to concentrate your efforts on becoming generally more self-disciplined than to try to maintain productivity at work, forcing yourself on a diet, and becoming a good listener at the same time, right?

      Before we delve in the nine keystone habits, let’s first ask …

      … what are habits?

      You probably think that’s a funny question to even ask. Of course you know what a habit is! It’s something you keep on doing, right? The dictionary definition of habit is “a settled or regular tendency or practice, especially one that is hard to give up.” It is something you keep on doing, and you don’t even think about it.

      There’s the key right there. Habits require little to no thinking before you do them. Actually, thoughts do go into your habits, but it all happens in your subconscious. Your habits are an automatic response to the cues that happen throughout your day. Certain situations, people, and things you see on a daily basis elicit a response in your mind that makes the habit happen.

      Charles Duhigg in his book The Power of Habit talks about numerous studies on how habits are formed and maintained. Based on Duhigg’s book, the formation of habits can be broken down into three different parts.2 An environmental cue leads to a behavioral response, and then a reward.

      CUE → BEHAVIOR → REWARD

      For example, let’s say you bite your nails. Millions of people bite their nails. It is a habit that is extremely hard to get rid of. In fact, there are even substances you can paint onto your nails to make them taste bad in hopes you’ll stop biting them. But why do so many people bite their nails? The problem is that people don’t fight the right enemy. The enemy is not nail biting itself, but the trigger elicited by a cue that you associate with biting your nails.

      This could be your boss calling you into a meeting unexpectedly, a long night of boredom from studying, or maybe your nails just grew a little more and it’s time for you to bite them. These cues trigger your mind’s desire to perform the behavior. When you start biting your nails, your brain relaxes a little and you feel better by performing the habit.

      In order to break this habit or form new habits, you need to focus on the cues instead of the behavior. You need to focus on the boredom from studying, on the sense of meaninglessness another pointless meeting causes. Remind yourself that these things are dull, a pain in the backside, and instead of starting to chew on your delicious nails, take three deep breaths instead. In and out. It will be hard to remember this switch in the beginning. You will make mistakes. However, you’ll find yourself breathing more and more often when boredom kicks in. Changing a habit requires a certain amount of mental presence.

      Most of us zoom in on the habit itself. For example, you want to start cooking dinner instead of eating out every night. So instead of focusing on just making your dinner, create a routine leading up to cooking dinner. One way to help yourself is to choose an easy cue to start with. Maybe the cue is getting home from work and feeling hungry. Right when you get home from work, focus on the routine that will develop your habit of cooking dinner. Light up a candle, put on an audiobook or relaxation music. Pull out the ingredients you need to cook dinner. If the ingredients are already out by the time you get out of your work clothes and do anything else you need to do, you’re going to cook.

      Day after day, continue this same routine. You’ll notice soon that you don’t have to think about going to the fridge and pulling out ingredients—it will just happen. This is your habitual response to your environmental cue of getting home from work.

      The reward of cooking the dinner, on one hand, is the delicious and healthy meal that you get to eat once you finish cooking. But on the other hand, you can keep at home some dessert, like your favorite ice cream, to reinforce the target behavior after you’ve completed it. Home-cooked meals are delicious, and you may find yourself looking forward to getting new recipes and cooking up something new.

      When there is something in your life that you want to change, habits can help you get there. The creation of new habits can be applied to your personal life to ensure that you have a better life of your making. Throughout this book, I will outline the different habits that highly successful people have so that you can create a better life.

      These new habits will help you change your daily routine and set you up for success. It’s a long path to walk, but each day you’re taking action, you’ll become better than the day before.
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      Have you ever heard of the marshmallow experiment? It sounds like something I’d definitely want to be a part of. Marshmallows? Yum! On a more serious note, in 1972, psychologist Walter Mischel conducted an experiment with children and marshmallows.

      One by one, he called the children in the room where the experiment took place and gave them a single marshmallow. After dispensing the sweets, he said he had to leave for a little while. Before leaving the room, he told the children if they waited until his return to eat the marshmallow, he would give them an additional marshmallow when he got back.

      The results were the following: one-third of the children ate the marshmallow right when Mischel left. Another third waited for a little while, but then ate the marshmallow anyway. The last third waited the fifteen minutes it took for Mischel to get back and were rewarded with another marshmallow.

      Mischel was interested in seeing if a child’s age correlated with their ability to be self-disciplined and delay gratification. Based on his experiment, he concluded that older children could wait longer before eating the marshmallow.

      Twenty years after this experiment, Mischel tracked down the now-grown-up children to see if the ones who didn’t delay gratification (immediately ate the marshmallow) were less successful than the ones who did delay gratification (waited for Mischel to get back).

      Mischel found that the children’s ability to delay gratification had a strong connection with their success later in life. The correlation was greater than almost any other measure, including intelligence, test scores, income, religion, personality type, and gender. Psychologists continued to revisit and replicate this study to find that individuals who are able to delay gratification longer were physically healthier, more successful academically, financially more stable, and had a better quality of life.1

      Even though these findings have been proven time and time again, the ability to delay gratification and hold greater self-discipline seems to be at an all-time low in our society. More people are obese and in debt, consumed by entitlement and anxiety, and our attention spans are shrinking. So what’s going on?

      Our generation currently focuses on self-esteem rather than self-discipline. And because of this shift of focus, the effects we are experiencing are rather harmful. We need to develop our self-discipline and learn to hone in our focus to create a higher quality of life.

      How to Become More Self-Disciplined

      In order to become more self-disciplined, we need to strengthen a mental muscle. This muscle is willpower, which is not an endless well. In 1998, Roy Baumeister made a discovery in the field of psychology pertaining to willpower.2 He proved that people who are forced to use their willpower on one task have less willpower to execute upon another task.

      In his study, Baumeister placed cookies in front of individuals and told them to resist eating the cookies. After these individuals had to use willpower to resist eating the cookies, they had to perform problem-solving tasks like puzzles. Results showed that the people who resisted eating the cookies did worse on the problem-solving tasks than the individuals who indulged themselves by eating the cookies.

      Other psychologists worked to reproduce this data time and time again and found that if you have to exert willpower on one task, you will be less focused and worse at exerting willpower on tasks that come after. This research showed that willpower could be drained.

      The phenomenon is frequently referred to as willpower depletion. What do you do after a hard day of work? Are you hyped up on energy and ready to get more stuff done? Doubt it. Most of us just want to sit on the couch, watch some Netflix, and shovel Ben & Jerry’s ice cream into our mouths. Willpower depletion is also responsible for why it’s easy to convince us to eat a whole pizza or chocolate cake after a week of strict dieting. When we get a lapse in our willpower, it’s easier to give in to those temptations.

      Thankfully, we can all hit the willpower gym. Think of your willpower as a muscle that can be exercised and made stronger. But because it’s like a muscle, it can also be completely neglected. The strength of your willpower is all up to you.

      Some things for our willpower get easier as we get older. Remember how hard homework was in elementary school? But hey, once you got to college, homework became second nature. By the time you hit the age of fifty, most boring, dull tasks like paying bills and filling tax reports are as simple as your ABCs. This is because as we age we get more experienced and well practiced in certain activities. We get a higher threshold for willpower depletion.

      The same goes for the overachievers you have in your neighborhood. Ever looked at the perfect PTA mom and thought, How does she do it all? Or that Mercedes A-class father who has it all together—the job, the family, the appearance? Well, these individuals aren’t superhuman or even all that extraordinary. They have simply built up their willpower muscle, or put differently, their fuel tank is bigger than most people’s.

      Practicing willpower over a long period of time allows those things that started off as hard to become the new normal. If your willpower is feeling a little weak, studies have shown that putting yourself into a positive or competitive mood can restore it.

      Listening to your favorite jam can help bring back that willpower. So can glycogen, the result of eating something sweet or starchy.

      Don’t worry, I won’t tell on you for shoving that marshmallow in your mouth. It’s only helping your willpower (as long as you weren’t told you needed to wait to eat it, of course).

      Why Do Diets Fail?

      Jumping off the sugar train for a minute, let’s talk about dieting. Dieting is something people often do. But just like a certain someone I know, most people fail at their weekly or monthly diet. Why is this?

      When someone says they are going to lose ten pounds in three weeks, they are going into the diet with a “crash” mentality. They choose whatever diet they read about that week and then they say, “I won’t eat desserts. I’m going to skip my morning breakfast. I will work out for thirty minutes five times a week. I will lose ten pounds. I will be happy.”
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