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‘I love this book! Practical, evidence-based advice on how to thrive—one Microstep at a time!’


ANGELA DUCKWORTH, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Grit, founder of Character Lab


‘Your Time to Thrive offers excellent and timely guidance for improving health and well-being. This book will inspire you to achieve a better future.’


BJ FOGG, New York Times bestselling author of Tiny Habits, founder of the Behavior Design Lab at Stanford University


‘Right now people are looking for a change—and small steps lead to big breakthroughs. Your Time to Thrive will inspire you with tangible ways to actually make that change happen so you can live the life you envision for yourself.’


GABBY BERNSTEIN, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Universe Has Your Back


‘In a world defined by constant change, Your Time to Thrive invites us to give our attention to what matters most for our optimal well-being. It’s nothing less than a blueprint for living a better life.’


LORI GOTTLIEB, New York Times bestselling author of Maybe You Should Talk to Someone


‘Your Time to Thrive is the guide we need, packed with small steps anyone can take to live a healthier, happier, and more fulfilling life.’


ADITI NERURKAR, MD, mind-body medicine physician, and speaker on resilience









About the Book


DISCOVER THE REVOLUTIONARY BEHAVIOUR CHANGE SYSTEM BUILT ON MICROSTEPS – TINY, ACTIONABLE CHANGES THAT ARE TOO SMALL TO FAIL


Creating meaningful, sustainable change isn’t just about moving from point A to point B or about undergoing a major life overhaul. It’s about taking small actions to tap into what’s best in you: your creativity, wisdom and strength. Arianna Huffington founded Thrive Global with the mission of changing the way we work and live by ending the collective delusion that burnout is the price we must pay for success. Your Time to Thrive brings together science, storytelling, ancient wisdom and advice, from inspiring people from all walks of life, to create a revolutionary behaviour change system that will help you to immediately improve your health, happiness and sense of purpose.


Unlock your greatest potential with Microsteps: tiny, science-backed actions you can start taking right away to build life-improving habits. With hundreds of Microsteps to help you better your physical health, build your mental resilience, strengthen your relationships and be a part of something larger than yourself, Your Time to Thrive is a go-to guide of practical and inspiring advice that will empower you to change your life – one Microstep at a time.


LIVE THE LIFE YOU WANT, NOT THE ONE YOU SETTLE FOR.









FOREWORD


After my collapse from sleep deprivation and exhaustion in 2007, I became more and more passionate about the connection between well-being and performance. And as I went around the world speaking about my experience, I saw two things: First, that we’re facing a stress and burnout epidemic. And second, that people deeply want to change the way they work and live.


That’s why I launched Thrive Global—I wanted to go beyond raising awareness and create something real and tangible that would help individuals, companies, and communities improve their well-being and performance and unlock their greatest potential. (And debunk the collective delusion that burnout is the price we must pay for success.)


Thrive Global’s mission is to end the epidemic of stress and burnout by changing the way we work and live. Yes, that’s a big, ambitious goal, but there’s a road map for us all to get there. To borrow from the famous coda of another long journey, it’s less about giant leaps and more about small steps. We call these Microsteps, and they’re at the heart of our behavior change system. Microsteps are small, science-backed actions we can start doing immediately to build healthy habits that significantly improve our lives.


Hold on just a second, you may say. The way to bring about significant, life-altering changes is through . . . small steps?


That’s right. It’s the idea that if you make the steps small enough, they’ll be too small to fail. And the science is incontrovertible. At Thrive, we’ve taken this science and built a system that works for real people, helping them kickstart real change and start getting results—not weeks or months from now, but immediately.


Our science-backed approach has resonated with a multitude of audiences, from tech workers and new parents to call center workers and executives of multinational companies. We’ve created Microsteps to support mental health, showing people how to identify their individual signs of overstress and take action to recharge their mental batteries. This includes helping people deal with the stress and disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic with, you guessed it, Microsteps. We’ve created a series of Microsteps based on what neuroscientists call habit-stacking—attaching a new healthy habit to an existing habit to make it sustainable—for example, thinking of three things you’re grateful for while brushing your teeth. And we’ve crafted Microsteps to include financial well-being, since financial stress isn’t just about how much we have in our bank account but is connected to our overall well-being.


As people in every industry and at every level struggle to meet the demands of a fast-paced, hyperconnected world, Microsteps have emerged as an accessible solution empowering us to realize that the keys to changing our lives are at hand. And as the science makes clear, to improve our well-being, we don’t need to turn our lives upside down and change everything about ourselves and how we live. Making even very small changes in our trajectory can, over time, lead us to a very different destination. By making our Microsteps too small to fail, we can make those first, small changes on which we can begin to build a new and healthier way of living and working. There’s nothing wrong with aiming big—but we can help ourselves by starting small.


We’ve created an inspiring, motivational guide to incorporating Microsteps into your day-to-day activities—so you, too, can see success in every facet of your life. Led by Marina Khidekel, Thrive Global’s head of content development, our team of editors (including Gregory Beyer, Margarita Bertsos, Alexandra Hayes Robinson, Elaine Lipworth, and Stephen Sherrill), together with Thrive’s scientific advisers—neuroscientists, psychologists, and behavior change experts—weave together the science of Microsteps, ancient wisdom, real people’s behavior change success stories, and of course, dozens of the most effective Microsteps. Whatever phase of life you’re in, whatever your goals and circumstances, you’ll find inspiration to take action. Think of it as your guidebook to a healthier, happier, more fulfilling life.


At Thrive, we take a whole human approach to behavior change. You’ll find Microsteps that help you improve your physical health, build your mental resilience, strengthen your relationships with others, and experience the fulfillment that comes from being part of something larger than yourself. We’ve created this book with a focus on the pain points we see over and over again—the ones that most acutely prevent people from living the lives they want. These pain points might be holding you back too. What we also see again and again is that we can transform what’s not working in our lives through small daily changes, which we’ll help you implement throughout this book.


THE NEW SCIENCE OF MICROSTEPS


We are, as the saying goes, creatures of habit. According to a study from Duke University, around 45 percent of our everyday actions are made up of habits. Our habits, then, are a fundamental reflection of who we are. “Habit is but a long practice,” Aristotle wrote, which “becomes men’s nature in the end.”


So our lifestyle is, in essence, the sum total of our habits. Change your habits and you change your life. But as most of us have learned, unlearning bad habits and learning new ones are not so easy. Even the most generous estimates show that half of us fail to keep our New Year’s resolutions. That’s because most of us start off too big. We decide to launch into a whole new lifestyle all at once. Or we think we’re just going to get there by the sheer exercise of willpower. But that ignores the science of how willpower works. In their book Willpower: Rediscovering the Greatest Human Strength, Roy F. Baumeister, a leading expert in the subject, and coauthor John Tierney show that willpower isn’t a fixed, genetic trait—it’s a muscle, and one that can be strengthened.


And the best way to use our willpower to adopt healthier habits is by starting small. It’s a common element of every successful behavior change program. “Make it easy” is how James Clear, author of Atomic Habits: An Easy & Proven Way to Build Good Habits & Break Bad Ones, puts it: “The central idea is to create an environment where doing the right thing is as easy as possible. Much of the battle of building better habits comes down to finding ways to reduce the friction associated with our good habits.”


For BJ Fogg, director of the Behavior Design Lab at Stanford, it’s about making the minimum viable effort—going as small as you can. “ To create a new habit, you must first simplify the behavior,” he says. “Make it tiny, even ridiculous. A good tiny behavior is easy to do—and fast.”


The benefit of even one small win goes beyond just the new healthy behavior you’ve created—it actually builds that willpower muscle to create even more wins and good habits. “ The more you succeed, the more capable you get at succeeding in the future,” Fogg says. “So you don’t start with the hardest behaviors first, you start with the ones you want to do and you can do and you persist.”


In one of my favorite passages of Fogg’s book Tiny Habits: The Small Changes That Change Everything, he shows how our tiny habits can spark a positive impact beyond just ourselves:




Habits may be the smallest units of transformation, but they’re also the most fundamental. They are the first concentric circles of change that will spiral out. Think about it. One person starts one habit that builds to two habits that builds to three habits that changes an identity that inspires a loved one who influences their peer group and changes their mindset, which spreads like wildfire and disrupts a culture of helplessness, empowering everyone and slowly changing the world. By starting small with yourself and your family, you set off a chain reaction that creates an explosion of change.





In my conversations with Fogg and Clear, I have been inspired by how they have pushed our understanding forward and helped establish the scientific foundation for the power of taking small steps. Your Time to Thrive builds on this foundation of behavior change, sharing a practical system for exactly how to implement Microsteps into each facet of our life. When it comes to leading a healthier, more fulfilling life, most of us know what we should do. And yet, all too often, we fail to act on this knowledge. We need a little help moving from knowing what to do to actually doing it. That’s what our system is here for.


MORE ACTION, MORE MEANING


When we take Microsteps, we are not only moving forward, we’re going inward. By creating rituals in our day, we allow ourselves to get into the metaphorical eye of the hurricane—that centered place of strength, wisdom, and peace that we all have inside ourselves. We all veer away from that place again and again—that’s the nature of life. And it’s a place that we are too distracted to access when we are living life breathlessly and always “on.” But from that place we can tap into the inner reserves of resilience and wisdom that make behavior change possible.


Neuroscience shows, for example, that we can course-correct from stress in just sixty to ninety seconds. It’s why one of my favorite Microsteps is focusing on the rising and falling of our breath, even for sixty seconds, which activates our parasympathetic nervous system, lowering our levels of the stress hormone cortisol.


This process ensures, in the simplest sense, that Microsteps work. But it doesn’t just matter that they work—it also matters how they work. Creating meaningful, sustainable behavior change isn’t just about helping people move from A to B in a mechanical way—getting in more steps every day, for instance, or managing our email inbox. It’s about tapping into fundamental human needs and desires we all share—to live a better life, to unlock our greatest potential, to tap into what is best, wisest, and most creative and empathetic in us. In other words, tapping into our heart.


So you’ll find this heart—heartfulness? heart-itude?—generously sprinkled throughout the book. It’s there in the stories of people committed to improving themselves. It’s in the notes of ancient wisdom woven throughout the book, connecting us to timeless truths. And it’s in the Microsteps themselves. You can see it in this Microstep, which happens to be one of my favorites:




Pick a time at night when you turn off your devices—and gently escort them out of your bedroom. Our phones are repositories of everything we need to put away to allow us to sleep—our to-do lists, our inboxes, multiple projects, and problems. Disconnecting from the digital world will help you sleep better, deeply recharge, and reconnect to your wisdom and creativity.





It’s one of my favorites because, for me, it is impossible to separate this Microstep from a very specific moment in my life—a moment when behavior change wasn’t just something I aspired to, but something I desperately needed.


On April 6, 2007, I woke up in a pool of my own blood. I was two years into building the Huffington Post. A divorced mother of two teenage daughters, I had just returned from a week of taking my eldest daughter on a tour of prospective colleges. And since she had insisted that I not use my Blackberry during the day (the Blackberry, if you’re not familiar, was a communication device used in ancient times), I would stay up each night working. And so, the morning after we returned home, I woke up burned out and exhausted—and then I collapsed. The result was a broken cheekbone, several stitches over my eye, and the beginning of a long journey.


In the days that followed, I found myself in a lot of doctors’ waiting rooms, which, it turns out, are great places to think about life. And that’s what I did. I asked myself a lot of questions, like Is this what success really looks like? Is this the life I want to lead?


The answer was no. And the diagnosis I got from all the doctors was that I had a severe case of burnout. So I decided to make a lot of changes to my life. I started meditating again, which I had learned to do as a child. I changed the way I worked so I could be more productive, more focused, more energetic, and less tired and stressed. I started sleeping more. I knew my sleep deprivation was directly connected to my addiction to my phone—it was an addiction—and to my flawed definition of success. I got deep into the growing body of science on the connection between well-being and performance, and how we can actually be more productive when we prioritize our well-being and take time to unplug and recharge. And—eureka!—a Microstep was born.


My seventieth birthday, in July 2020, was a powerful reminder to me that we don’t need to wait to begin living our best life. At the time I was sheltering in place with my daughters and sister at our family home in LA, and while cleaning out the garage I came across dozens of old journals and notebooks filled with pages and pages of my thoughts and goals and worries and dreams from my twenties on!


And as I read back through half a century of notes, I was struck by four things. First, by how early I knew what really mattered in life. Second, how badly I was at acting on that knowledge. Third, how draining and depleting all my worries and fears were. And fourth, how little those worries and fears turned out to matter.


As I paged through my old notebooks, I wanted to shout advice at myself across the years—telling the younger me not to worry or doubt so much, or to just go ahead and take that risk. And that is one of my biggest hopes for this book: that instead of looking at those fearless and wise elders among us and thinking, “I want to be that way when I’m old,” we can use Microsteps to tap into what is wisest, boldest, and most authentic within us and live each day from that place right now, however young or old we may be.


HOW YOU CAN THRIVE


This book explores many aspects of the way we work and live in our modern world, but it’s really about one thing: giving you the tools and support you need to change your life for the better. Our system begins with foundational aspects of well-being, starting with sleep, and builds to address topics that deepen our understanding of what it means to live a thriving life—both for ourselves and in connection with others. There’s a reason why airline attendants always instruct us that, in the case of emergency, we’ll be most able to help others if we secure our own oxygen masks first. Not because we’re selfish, but because that is how we’re going to be at our best and most effective.


Another thing the science tells us: a successful behavior change journey begins with a mindset shift. Think of your mindset as the story you tell yourself—about yourself. If you think of yourself as someone who can’t or won’t improve your life, it’s time to shift that belief. If past attempts at behavior change have failed or stalled, no matter. By starting with just one Microstep—and perhaps habit-stacking it on top of something you already do every day—you’ll build a foundation for positive change. Armed with the science in these pages and inspired by ancient wisdom and the stories of others who have discovered the life-changing power of Microsteps, you’ll be on your way to making small changes that lead to big results—immediately.


So pick an area you want to focus on and commit to a Microstep—just one!—that resonates with you. If you miss a day here and there or veer off course, don’t judge yourself. Simply start again. And remember, you have the power to change your life—one Microstep at a time.


—Arianna Huffington, founder and CEO, Thrive Global
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THE CASE FOR TAKING SMALL STEPS IN OVERWHELMING TIMES (OR, WHY SHOULD YOU BOTHER WITH THIS BOOK?)


As I worked with Thrive Global’s editors to bring this book to life, we had a guiding principle, which became a refrain: there’s nothing wrong with aiming big, but we can help ourselves by starting small.


That was true when we started writing Your Time to Thrive, when we were already facing an epidemic of stress and burnout. And it became really true when COVID-19 hit. In a world reshaped by the pandemic, so many of us are simply trying to stay physically and mentally healthy and be the best people, partners, and parents we can be in a historically difficult time. The idea of making big, dramatic life changes doesn’t just feel hopelessly daunting. It’s unrealistic. Maybe even ridiculous.


That’s why this book is all about small, incremental mindset and behavior shifts. It’s why the unit of change at the heart of our approach is the Microstep, not the giant leap. And it’s why we’ve created a science-backed behavior change system that helps you move from merely surviving to thriving.


Only it doesn’t feel like a system. (We’re sneaky like that.) Your Time to Thrive is broken down into small, manageable actions you can adapt to your life in ways that work for you. There’s a reason we say they’re “too small to fail”: the science shows that it’s precisely these tiny steps that help us build habits, which over time lead to big, meaningful improvements in our lives.


As you begin to explore the Microsteps within these pages, you may think to yourself, “These don’t seem like such a big deal.” Correct! That’s exactly the idea. With minimal time and effort, you can seamlessly integrate Microsteps into your days, with immediate benefits for your well-being, resilience, focus, relationships, and sense of purpose. And over time, the results can add up to a very big deal indeed.


That’s what happened with my own favorite Microstep. Like most of us, I would start my mornings by checking my phone as soon as I woke up. I never liked the feeling I got when I did this, but when the pandemic hit, I realized I was experiencing a palpable spike of anxiety each morning—a shortness of breath that took hours to go away. So I vowed to try the Microstep of not checking my phone for at least one minute after waking. Instead I decided I would first take a few deep breaths and set my intentions for the day. I would sometimes even wait until I’d taken a shower to unlock my phone.


Breaking my old habit took a few tries, but I stuck with it, and this tiny shift made a huge impact on my stress levels. I had known that checking my phone before even brushing my teeth wasn’t a good idea, but until I stopped doing it, I didn’t realize why it was so bad. When you check your phone first thing, what you’re doing is starting your day focused on what other people expect from you (email, Slack threads, texts), what others prioritize in their lives (social media), and all the instability going on in the world (headlines) instead of focusing on what you want from your day. Since incorporating this change into my mornings, I’ve realized the value of taking a couple minutes (and sometimes a hot shower) for ourselves, and letting our thoughts assemble themselves before turning our attention to the outside world. In fact, those quiet moments have become a calm respite for me (no more daily anxiety spike), and have even created an opening for some creative ideas to bubble to the surface. And the benefits carry over into the rest of my day, in the way I interact with others and what I choose to prioritize.


Of course, I’m far from alone in seeing the impact a single Microstep can have. At Thrive, we don’t just create Microsteps and share them with the world, we practice them in our own lives. (We also have a big, colorful Microstep wall in our New York office, complete with magnetic Microstep stickers that visitors can choose and take home with them for inspiration!) Throughout the book, we share the stories of many of our Thrive colleagues as they challenged themselves to test a Microstep for thirty-two days. The resulting Microstep Diaries are honest and encouraging, and they will give you a sense of how Microsteps can fit into a busy life. At the end of each chapter you’ll find a page where you can take a moment to think about how to incorporate those Microsteps into your own life.


There’s just one more thing I want to add before you dive into the book. It’s become clear that one key value we need to prioritize if we are to thrive in our Next Normal is compassion—both for others and for ourselves. The practice of Microsteps isn’t meant to be a sink-or-swim proposition. It’s a journey, and one that you really can’t get wrong. If you start working on a Microstep and fall off the wagon (or decide you’d rather prioritize a different one), that is more than okay. This idea of self-compassion came into sharp relief for me during the making of this book. As I was working on the chapter about focus and prioritization, I found myself attempting to multitask—check emails, reply to Slacks, prep for my next Zoom meeting—no fewer than ten times. The irony wasn’t lost on me that as I was editing a section about how multitasking helps no one, there I was trying to do it anyway. And of course, meanwhile, I was failing miserably in being productive or creative. I finally made myself stop everything, took a few deep breaths, blocked off twenty minutes of “heads-down” time on my calendar, and came back to the work. I wanted to practice what we preached, but I also wanted to stop mentally punishing myself when I stumbled. Any time my mind wandered after that, I would do the “block off a small chunk of focused time” Microstep again. It took a few tries (and I was kinder to myself on subsequent slipups), but I’m happy to report I’ve made it a habit.


The point is, we can do this! And I’m so excited to go on this journey with you. As you begin to make small changes in the areas of life that matter most to you, you’ll see—as I did—just how powerful Microsteps can be.


—Marina Khidekel,
Thrive Global’s head of content development
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SLEEP


If we’re going to truly thrive, we must begin with sleep. It is one of humanity’s great unifiers. It binds us to one another, to our ancestors, to our past, and to the future. No matter who we are or where we are in the world and in our lives, we share a common need for sleep. But in our fast-paced, hyperconnected world, a good night’s sleep has never been harder to come by.


As I shared in the Foreword, for much of my life I bought into a definition of success marked by sleep deprivation, exhaustion, and a frenetic, breathless way of living. It worked well for me—until it didn’t. But after my painful wake-up call, I began to rekindle my relationship with sleep. Getting seven or eight hours of sleep became a nonnegotiable for me, and Microsteps helped me get there. The benefits were immediately apparent. Not only did I wake up feeling refreshed, it became easier to meditate and exercise, make wiser decisions, and connect more deeply with myself and others.


Now I get asked all the time how much sleep I get. That’s what happens when you write a book called The Sleep Revolution, travel around the world talking about it, and found a company committed to ending our global burnout crisis. So when the question comes, I’m ready: I reply that 95 percent of the time I get eight hours per night.


What about the other 5 percent? When I don’t get the sleep I need, I instead get a glimpse of my old life of burnout, feeling exhausted and underslept, and begging for a third Starbucks to stay awake. Every now and then lack of sleep happens, and I get irritable, my mind is cloudy, I’m looking for toothpicks to keep my eyes open, and there isn’t a lot of joy in what I’m doing.


That’s how I know that maintaining my eight hours habit is well worth it. And why I’ve repeatedly renewed my vows in my love affair with sleep.


I learned the hard way what happens when I don’t get sufficient sleep. Here we share the latest science, role models, and actionable Microsteps to help you get the sleep you need—so you can be your best, most rested, most fulfilled self. Whatever your current relationship with sleep, you’ll find inspiration and advice to make immediate changes and improve every aspect of your life.


—Arianna Huffington


WHILE EVERY TOPIC covered in this book is essential, with potential to improve key aspects of our lives, there is one that lies at the core of the connection between our well-being and performance: sleep.


Sleep is like a gateway—or, as some experts call it, a “keystone habit.” “Keystone habits start a process that, over time, transforms everything,” writes Charles Duhigg, author of The Power of Habit. “Keystone habits say that success doesn’t depend on getting every single thing right, but instead relies on identifying a few key priorities and fashioning them into powerful levers.”


When we think of sleep as a luxury we can’t afford, we pay a price—in terms of our physical and mental health, relationships, performance, focus, and more. But when we make sleep a priority, it becomes a powerful lever, making other important habits and decisions easier. In fact, getting even just a little more sleep enhances your ability to make meaningful changes in all the areas we explore throughout this book.


Of course, when it comes to making sleep a priority, we’re up against some harsh realities: the accelerated pace and “always on” nature of modern life. Our modern society’s definition of success, which tells us that sleep is idle or even wasted time. And perhaps most of all, the delusion that we can either get the sleep we need or we can succeed at work—but we can’t do both.


We can’t undo or even ignore these realities. But as we’ll see, we can make small changes in our routines that allow us to get the sleep we need—with big, immediate results for the rest of our lives.


ENDING OUR COLLECTIVE DELUSION


Throughout history, until our modern era, sleep was respected and even revered. Sleep and dreams have played a singular role in virtually every religion and spiritual tradition. The Greeks and the Romans each had their gods of sleep: Hypnos for the Greeks, Somnus for the Romans.


But somewhere along the line, our culture began to devalue sleep. As Thich Nhat Hanh, the renowned Vietnamese Buddhist monk, says, “We humans have lost the wisdom of genuinely resting and relaxing. We worry too much. We don’t allow our bodies to heal, and we don’t allow our minds and hearts to heal.” We’re only now beginning to come out of a phase that started with the Industrial Revolution, in which sleep became just another obstacle to work.


Consider some of the ways this attitude still shapes our relationship with sleep. All too often, we associate sleep with a lack of ambition or commitment, or consider it a luxury we simply can’t afford. We brag about how little sleep we get, and we celebrate others for pulling all-nighters or burning the candle at both ends. Much of our society is still operating under the collective delusion that sleep is simply time lost to other pursuits, that sleep can be endlessly appropriated to satisfy our fast-paced lives and overstuffed to-do lists—a delusion perfectly captured in the phrase “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”




HOW I THRIVE


TIFFANY CRUIKSHANK, bestselling author and founder of Yoga Medicine





Turn down the lights in your home when it’s nearing bedtime.


“A couple hours before bed, I start to slow down, power down, and turn the lights down to help slowly lower my cortisol. I’m very protective of this sleep ritual, no matter where I am in the world.”





For those who believe they can operate at peak levels without sufficient sleep, the justification usually goes something like this: “Sure, other people need a full night’s sleep in order to function and be healthy and alert. But I’m different.” The truth, however, is that less than 1 percent of the population actually qualifies as “short sleepers”—those rare few who are able to get by on little sleep without experiencing negative consequences. ( Though many people would like to believe they can train themselves to gain admission to the short-sleeping 1 percent, the trait is actually the result of a genetic mutation.)




YOUR BRAIN ON SLEEP


Sleep is a period of extraordinary and meaningful activity for the brain. Recently, researchers have even discovered that sleep acts as a sort of “flushing out” system for the brain, clearing out harmful waste proteins that build up between its cells—a process that may reduce the risk of Alzheimer’s and other brain diseases. . . .


How many hours of sleep do we need? There are indeed individual differences, but the rough rule of thumb is to get five sleep cycles of 90 minutes each, which translates to 7.5 hours of sleep.


So if you want to make better decisions, rise to a higher level of performance, and take care of your brain, commit to getting the sleep you need, every night. Your morning self—recharged, refreshed, and ready to take on the biggest challenges and most important decisions—will thank you.


—Baba Shiv, professor of marketing, Stanford Graduate School of Business, who has done extensive work on the emotional brain and its role in shaping decisions and experiences





And yet modern science is validating ancient wisdom around the value of sleep. Study after study affirms sleep’s benefits to our well-being, performance, and ability to live a more fulfilling life. Sleep is an essential period of recovery for the body and brain, and it facilitates memory, learning, repair, productivity, emotional intelligence, mood, creativity, and resilience.


Just look at what happens in the brain while we sleep. We may imagine sleep to be a period of idleness, but in reality it’s a time of incredible activity. It’s like bringing in an overnight cleaning crew to clear the toxic waste proteins that accumulate between brain cells. Maiken Nedergaard, a neuroscientist at the University of Rochester Medical Center, says sleep is “like a dishwasher” for the brain. As Heraclitus, the ancient Greek philosopher, wrote, “Even a soul submerged in sleep is hard at work and helps make something of the world.”


When we deny our brain this time to clean and recharge, we pay a price. In fact, skimping on sleep has shown similar effects to being intoxicated. For many of us, being awake for seventeen to nineteen hours is a normal day. But when we’re awake this long we can experience levels of cognitive impairment equal to having a blood alcohol level just under the legal limit in many US states. And if we’re awake just a few hours more, we’re up to the equivalent of being legally intoxicated.


And while we may feel accomplished and productive when burning the midnight oil, we also know that when we’re sleep deprived, we’re simply less likely to be the best version of ourselves. This can have consequences not only for our poor, exhausted selves, but for anyone unlucky enough to come into contact with us. A study from Karolinska Institutet in Stockholm, Sweden, found that even one night of bad sleep can mess up our mood and challenge our ability to regulate our emotions, which can strain even our social interactions.


SETTING THE SCENE FOR SLEEP


Sleep doesn’t exist in a vacuum (unless you’re Michael Phelps, the champion swimmer who retires each night in a low-oxygen, high-altitude sleep chamber). Our ability to get the sleep we need depends heavily on environmental factors. As nice as it sounds, most of us aren’t able to simply fall into restorative sleep the second our head hits the pillow at the end of a demanding and fast-paced day. But if we put just a bit of forethought and effort into creating a more welcoming sleep environment, the outcomes can be transformative.


Let’s start with the bedroom. Personal preferences vary, but research has given us clear guidelines on how to create conditions in our bedroom that will ease our transition to sleep. With Microsteps, we can make small changes to our environment that can yield big results. As Arianna wrote in The Sleep Revolution, “When we walk through the door of our bedroom, it should be a symbolic moment that marks leaving the day, with all of its problems and unfinished business, behind us.”


We can start by banishing our phones from our bedroom at a certain time each night. Our phones are repositories of everything we need to put away to allow us to sleep—our to-do lists, our inboxes, multiple projects, and problems. Plus, the blue light given off by our electronic devices suppresses melatonin, which make these devices especially bad for our sleep. According to George Brainard, a circadian rhythm researcher and neurologist at Thomas Jefferson University in Philadelphia, staring at a blue-light-emitting device before bed serves as “an alert stimulus that will frustrate your body’s ability to go to sleep later.” For those of us who like to end the day with an episode (or four) of our favorite show, it’s worth knowing how this habit can eat into our sleep. For American adults, 88 percent admit they have lost sleep because of binge-watching shows, according to a recent survey from the American Academy of Sleep Medicine.


Then there’s the temperature of your bedroom. We know that being too hot or too cold can get in the way of a good night’s sleep. And, in fact, there are clear guidelines: the National Sleep Foundation recommends sixty-five degrees and says that sleep is disrupted when the temperature rises above seventy-five degrees or falls below fifty-four degrees.




HOW I THRIVE


TOM BRADY, NFL quarterback and Super Bowl champion





Turn off all your electronic devices a half hour before you go to sleep.


“If there’s a TV in your bedroom, consider putting it somewhere else. It’s a bedroom, not a tech cave. My wife doesn’t even allow cell phones near the bed when we sleep.”





Just as sleep, as a keystone habit, impacts other parts of our lives, our choices leading up to bedtime affect our sleep—even those activities we might not associate with sleep. For example, it’s true that eating big meals right before bed isn’t a great idea. Late-night snacking or turning to food to power through a late-night work session can backfire. “We have this illusion that with the flip of a switch, we can work at any time and part of that is eating at any time,” said Christopher Colwell, a professor of psychiatry at UCLA. “But our biological systems . . . work based on having a daily rhythm.”


The way our modern lives are organized makes this hard. It does feel like we are flipping a switch from on mode to off mode, trading the demands of the day for however many hours of sleep we can squeeze in. But with Microsteps we can create bedtime rituals that ease the transition, reduce our stress, and even bring more pleasure to each evening. Taking a bath or shower, sipping chamomile or lavender tea, even putting on pajamas can serve as a symbolic moment when we pass from the arena of action into the realm of recharging.


These rituals serve a dual purpose, not only preparing us for sleep but helping us to leave the day—with its stresses, worries, and to-do lists—behind us. As Ralph Waldo Emerson put it, “Finish every day, and be done with it. . . . You have done what you could—some blunders and absurdities no doubt crept in, forget them as fast as you can, tomorrow is a new day. You shall begin it well and serenely, and with too high a spirit to be encumbered with your old nonsense.”




HOW I THRIVE


TAMRON HALL, broadcast journalist and talk show host





Take a midday nap.


“My days are split between very early mornings and evening events, so I really try to energize with afternoon naps. But never longer than 30 to 35 minutes; anything longer than that is a problem.”





GOOD SLEEP STARTS EARLIER THAN WE THINK


Naturally, we associate sleep with the nighttime. But one mindset shift we can make that will improve our ability to sleep when nighttime comes around is to identify Microsteps we can take throughout the day.


When we devote small moments throughout the day to recharging, we create pockets of meaning and connection we may have been missing—without even knowing we were missing them. And it’s not just about shut-eye; it’s about enhancing the quality of every moment we’re awake.


“Over the course of the day, little stressors cumulatively have a pretty big impact on our resting physiological tension,” Simon Rego, chief psychologist at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine’s Montefiore Medical Center in New York City, tells Thrive. He likens our daily doses of stress—getting the kids ready for school, rush hour traffic, work pressures, smartphone notifications—to a pot of water on the stove that reaches a boiling point by the end of the day.


So while sleep might be the last thing on our mind when we’re starting the day, we have an opportunity to set ourselves up for success from the moment we wake up. For example, getting exercise throughout the day helps—and it doesn’t have to mean going to the gym. University of Pennsylvania researchers showed that those who walked for exercise got better sleep and that, as lead author Michael Grandner put it, “these effects are even stronger for more purposeful activities, such as running and yoga, and even gardening and golf.” Small changes in the course of a busy day, such as taking the stairs instead of the elevator, are sneakily effective.


Many of us depend on caffeine to help us power through our days. There’s nothing wrong with that, as long as we know when to cut ourselves off, since too much caffeine hinders our ability to sleep at night. We should be aware of how caffeine affects us personally, but also know that caffeine has a half-life of five to six hours. Many experts recommend not consuming caffeinated beverages after 2 p.m.




WE NO LONGER HAVE TO ASK WHAT SLEEP IS GOOD FOR


The physical and mental impairments caused by one night of bad sleep dwarf those caused by an equivalent absence of food or exercise. It is difficult to imagine any other state—natural or medically manipulated—that affords a more powerful redressing of physical and mental health at every level of analysis.


Based on a rich, new scientific understanding of sleep, we no longer have to ask what sleep is good for. Instead, we are now forced to wonder whether there are any biological functions that do not benefit by a good night’s sleep. So far, the results of thousands of studies insist that no, there aren’t.


—Matthew Walker, PhD, professor of neuroscience and psychology at the University of California, Berkeley, and author of Why We Sleep





If we’re not getting the seven or eight hours a night of sleep we need, researchers have found that even short naps can help us course-correct. According to David Randall, author of Dreamland: Adventures in the Strange Science of Sleep, a short nap “primes our brains to function at a higher level, letting us come up with better ideas, find solutions to puzzles more quickly, identify patterns faster and recall information more accurately.” And if you’ve come to equate napping with laziness or a lack of ambition, consider that, throughout history, famous nappers have included Leonardo da Vinci, Eleanor Roosevelt, Thomas Edison, Winston Churchill, and John F. Kennedy. More recent nap champions include marketing executive Bozoma Saint John, TV host Andy Cohen, NBA star Steph Curry, and Olympic marathoner Ryan Hall.


SLEEP’S GREAT AWAKENING


As study after study affirms the science-backed connection between sleep and performance, more and more results-driven leaders in every profession are talking about sleep as a superpower—and showing others how to take action through Microsteps. That’s because they’ve realized sleep’s direct connection to decision-making, productivity, and other measures of success.




HOW I THRIVE


HODA KOTB, co-anchor of the TODAY show and TODAY with Hoda & Jenna





Before bed, read a few pages from an inspiring book.


“I try to fill the last couple of minutes before I close my eyes with something nourishing, whether it’s a book I keep on my bedside table, or something that I read that’s uplifting.”





Jeff Bezos told Thrive that eight hours of sleep a night makes a big difference for him, so he tries hard to make it a priority. “If you shortchange your sleep, you might get a couple of extra ‘productive’ hours, but that productivity might be an illusion,” he said. “When you’re talking about decisions and interactions, quality is usually more important than quantity.” And as Kristin Lemkau, chief marketing officer for JPMorgan Chase, put it, “Sleep loss deteriorates judgment. When I look back on mistakes I’ve made—hiring the wrong person, approving something that needed more work, or snapping at someone who didn’t deserve it—they all have one thing in common. I was tired. When I’m tired, I put off tough conversations. And when I’m tired, I’m not the leader, the mother, or the person I strive to be. Everything suffers.”


And while the world of tech startups is practically synonymous with burnout and sleep deprivation, that’s changing. Reid Hoffman, a venture capitalist and cofounder of LinkedIn, describes the myth of the burned-out entrepreneur as a “pervasive tale that you can—and that you must—work inhumanly long hours. Put yourself under enormous stress. Forego sleep, meals, relationships and life’s other pleasures. And that doing so is a fundamental part of the founder’s journey. Taking too many gulps of this particularly popular flavor of Kool-Aid is a path paved with peril.”


Those who equate sleep with laziness or lack of dedication may want to consider what’s going on in the world of sports. To professional athletes, sleep is all about performance. It’s about what works, about using every available tool to increase the chances of winning.


Olympic gold medalist Mikaela Shiffrin’s daily routine includes a heavy focus on sleep. In fact, the skier is known for her sleep schedule. In addition to logging an average of nine hours per night, she “is famous for her naps—she requires an hour a day, and has been known to snooze in the snow in the starting area of a race,” according to the New Yorker.


Then there’s NBA all-star Andre Iguodala. At the height of his career, he made sleep a priority. But it wasn’t always that way. He’d stay up late watching TV and then hit the gym early. On game days he’d take three-or four-hour naps, but his performance suffered. Sleep turned out to be the key piece that was missing from his routine.


With the help of a sleep therapist he began to make small changes. When Iguodala adjusted to a consistent eight hours of sleep a night, his points per minute went up 29 percent, his free-throw percentage increased 8.9 percent, his three-point-shot percentages more than doubled. Meanwhile, his turnovers decreased 37 percent and fouls dropped 45 percent.




HOW I THRIVE


SHELLY IBACH, CEO of Sleep Number and Thrive Global’s sleep editor-at-large





When you can’t fall asleep, breathe deeply and think about what you’re grateful for.


“Lying awake in bed and mulling over your to-do list can be distressing. Personally, when I wake up too early, I breathe deeply and slowly and take those predawn moments to relax and think about what I am grateful for. . . . Try closing your eyes and placing your attention on joyful, calming thoughts, whether that’s family, friends, pets, nature, or a favorite vacation spot.”





Sure, Iguodala had the help of a top-notch sleep therapist (Cheri Mah, MS, MD, one of the most sought-after sleep scientists in the sports world). But the steps he took were modest. “My pre-bed routine is pretty much shutting down all the phones, putting every thing on airplane mode and then I’m just kind of decompressing, forgetting about everything—no screens, no lights, making sure the temperature’s right in the bedroom and then I’m ready to go. When I get enough sleep I’m just in a better mood.”


Even if we’re not leading companies or competing for NBA titles, we have an opportunity to bring about real improvements in our work and life, just by giving sleep the respect it deserves. Whatever challenge we’re facing, whatever accomplishment we’re aiming for, we can remember the words of John Steinbeck, who wrote, “It is a common experience that a problem difficult at night is resolved in the morning after the committee of sleep has worked on it.”


As we discussed at the beginning of this chapter, sleep is the ultimate keystone habit. When we are our rested, recharged selves, we are in the strongest position to build and sustain the habits we’ll explore in the chapters to come—habits that allow us to truly thrive.


MICROSTEP DIARY


At Thrive, we’re always challenging ourselves to build healthy new habits with Microsteps. Here, marketing manager of product and brand Clarice Metzger shares her story.


MICROSTEP: Set an alarm for thirty minutes before your bedtime


Why I Chose It


I wanted to start establishing a bedtime routine and use the thirty minutes to unwind before bed. Even if my routine is just making sure that I’m not doing work right until I close my eyes and fall asleep.


What Happened


I consistently practiced my Microstep—the alarm went off every night—but I usually did not end up going to sleep within those thirty minutes. Sometimes I’d be in the middle of something, and wouldn’t finish up in those thirty minutes.


When I did actually do a thirty-minute wind-down routine—shower, drink tea, and do a face mask—I felt accomplished and relaxed, so that as soon as I lay in bed, I fell asleep. When I didn’t, I found myself in bed scrolling through Instagram, unable to fall asleep right away.


I wouldn’t call this Microstep a habit yet, but it’s something I’m continuing to work on in order to make it a habit. My main learning is that I need to get home earlier in order to have time to unwind. If I could do one thing differently, it would be to get home earlier so that I can make dinner and prepare myself for the next day, so that I don’t feel as though I have so much left to do before winding down. I’m going to try that strategy moving forward, so I can set the alarm and actually stick to it!






MICROSTEPS


Before bed, escort your devices out of your bedroom. Disconnecting from the digital world will help you sleep better, deeply recharge, and reconnect to your wisdom and creativity.


Set an alarm for thirty minutes before your bedtime. Setting an alarm reminds you that if you’re going to get to bed on time, you need to start wrapping things up.


Set a daily caffeine cutoff. Taken too late in the day, caffeine hinders our ability to fall asleep. Switch to decaf after 2 p.m.—your nighttime self will thank you.


Conduct a sleep audit. Spend time identifying where on the spectrum your sleep quality and quantity might fall, and what beliefs, behaviors, and mindsets might be driving your sleep habits. Taking the time to list them out might create new awareness and ideas so that you can implement the Microsteps you need to get better sleep.


Rid your bedroom of unwanted noise. Sound is one of the simplest and most direct impediments to deep sleep. Identify any sources of unwanted noise (starting with your devices) and either remove them from your bedroom or silence them.


Set a news cutoff time at the end of the day. While being informed can help us feel more prepared amid a public health crisis, for example, setting healthy limits to our media consumption can help us have a recharging night’s sleep and put stressful news into perspective.


Keep your bedroom cool (between sixty-five and sixty-nine degrees). Set your thermostat to your preferred cool temperature. Research shows even a small drop in our body temperature sends a sleep signal to our brains.


Wear dedicated sleepwear to bed. When you get dressed for sleep, whether it’s in pajamas or a special T-shirt, it sends a sleep-friendly message to your body.


Sip chamomile or lavender tea to ease yourself into sleep mode. Drinking something warm and comforting can put you in a calm frame of mind and help you shed your stubborn daytime worries.


Ease yourself into sleep by meditating in bed. Even a few deep breaths will help ease your transition to sleep. If you don’t meditate, try playing a guided sleep meditation on your iPod or similar device.


Before you go to sleep, take sixty seconds to write down a list of three things you need to do tomorrow. Research shows that writing down your key priorities can help you fall asleep faster than reflecting on completed activities or things that already happened. Refer back to your list in the morning and dive in!












HOW YOU CAN THRIVE


What are some of the biggest challenges you face that keep you from getting the sleep you need?


What environmental factors make it harder for you to sleep?


What are some limiting beliefs you have around sleep or sleep messages that have stuck with you? For example: Other people need a full night’s sleep to function and perform at their best, but I’m different or I’ll sleep when I’m dead.


Did any of the science or stories in this chapter help you think differently about the connection between sleep, well-being, and performance?


What’s one sleep Microstep you read that you can try tonight?


Consider these tips for really making your sleep Microsteps and goals stick:


•Choose an accountability partner to check in with


•Add your Microstep to your calendar


•Habit-stack your Microstep onto an existing habit or ritual
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