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Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is green) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.
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Kindness requires little explanation. We all know what being kind is, whether it’s because we tend to be kind ourselves, or because we’ve received kindness, or even because we know what it’s like not to receive kindness.


In a nutshell, kindness is an honest, heartfelt expression. It can be a thought, a word or an act that is motivated by a desire to help.


It sometimes takes effort. It can “cost” us energy, time, sometimes money. But regardless of the cost, we try to be kind because it’s the right thing to do.


Experience teaches us that being kind is important, from the smiles (or sometimes relief) on people’s faces when we help them to the utterances of gratitude. We know that kindness matters to the people we help. And we know from being the receivers of kindness how much difference a helping hand can make. Who hasn’t come to know the relief when someone takes a difficult situation off their hands, or when someone steps in to save the day, or even when someone is nice when others are not?
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The Fabric of Life


Kindness is like glue. It’s a glue that holds people together. It even holds society together. In my opinion, were it not for kindness, the fabric of society would unravel. It’s the multitude of small gestures, acts of assistance, support, guidance, a listening ear, even a cup of tea, that help us get through our days intact and that hold the wider fabric together.


At the very least, without kindness, society would be more hardened. Kindness softens things. It makes them simpler and clearer. And by soft, I don’t mean weak. It can take strength to be kind when others are not. Kindness can call for courage. It can be through patience or forgiveness, or even standing up for someone (or for an animal) or standing up for what is right. Kindness sometimes moves us out of our comfort zone, but we move anyway because we know that what we are saying or doing is right.


It can take courage to buck the trend, to help another instead of one’s self, to do what feels right rather than what is expected, or to be kind instead of trying to prove a point. But regardless of whether a kind act softens things or rests on strength and courage, it is all of the stitches that make a fabric strong. We’re all part of the fabric of life.
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Start with Empathy


In an increasingly busy world, let us pause to consider the needs of those around us and in the wider community or world. For even though it is in our nature to be kind, it is easily forgotten amid the demands many of us face in the modern world. Kindness often starts with empathy, to feel or share another’s pain. Empathy moves us into kindness.


Our world is becoming more interconnected and seemingly smaller. The currency of the future is not euros, dollars or yuan. It is empathy – the ability to understand and relate to another, to understand the needs of others, to understand what life is like for them, to share their pain. Through empathy, real communication becomes possible. Only through empathy can we actually solve our problems – together.


Empathy is the path to knowing what type of kindness to show.


In the pages that follow, I aim to offer a unique perspective on the discussion of kindness. I wish to show that kindness is more than something we do. It has physical effects!


I wish to tell you what these are and why they occur, and, in so doing, I hope that you will share the knowledge with others, because the more we talk about kindness in one way or another, the more we do kindness. And the more we do kindness, the more everyone benefits.
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Kindness is the Opposite of Stress


Most people are familiar with stress. If I were to ask you, “What is the opposite of stress?” you would probably say that it is peace, calm, feeling chilled out or some other variation. Those answers make sense at first, but they are not the opposite of stress. They are the absence of stress. The opposite of stress, in terms of many of its physical effects, is kindness.


It’s all to do with feelings. It’s because of how being kind makes you feel.


It’s the feelings of stress that produce stress hormones such as adrenalin and cortisol. They don’t just appear in our bodies when there’s a potentially stressful event looming.


“Just as stress produces stress hormones, kindness produces kindness hormones.”
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Our feelings about the event produce the stress hormones. The same set of circumstances might be pleasing for one person, for example, but stressful for another. Most events are generally neutral. Our feelings about them are not.


When you are being kind or someone is kind to you, it feels very different from stress. The warm and connected feelings that accompany being kind produce a different kind of hormone. They produce the “kindness hormone”, otherwise known as oxytocin.


The kindness hormone, oxytocin, goes by a few other names too:


[image: image]  Cuddle chemical


[image: image]  Hugging hormone


[image: image]  Hug drug (hugs produce it)


[image: image]  Molecule of kindness


[image: image]  Love hormone (it is made abundantly when we feel love)


Not only are the feelings associated with kindness opposite to the feelings associated with stress, they also produce opposite effects in the body.
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What


Stress


Does
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Increases blood pressure


Damages the cardiovascular system


Can make people unhappy


Suppresses the immune system


Tenses the nervous system


Increases inflammation


Can trigger depression




	

What


Kindness


Does


[image: image]


Reduces blood pressure


Protects the cardiovascular system (kindness is “cardioprotective”)


Makes people happy


Boosts the immune system


Relaxes the nervous system


Reduces inflammation


Can be an antidote to depression
















An Antidote to Stress


In a study at Yale School of Medicine, researcher Emily Ansell enlisted 77 volunteers to complete a daily assessment for two weeks.1 She asked them to record any stressful events that happened to them that day, for example at work and at home, regarding their health and relationships. The total number was taken as a numerical measure of their level of stress. They were also asked to record their kind acts, such as holding open a door or offering assistance to someone who needed help. The total number was taken as a measure of a person’s kind behaviour. They also rated their mental health each day, which gave a measure of positive and negative emotions.
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