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BEFORE WE START, I MUST ASK YOU A SERIOUS QUESTION: IF I TOLD YOU THAT LIVING YOUR BEST LIFE POSSIBLE IS ACTUALLY EASY—WOULD YOU BELIEVE ME?















INTRODUCTION






Because here’s the thing: I’ve been asked so many questions throughout my career about every aspect of my life since I was a teenager, and I mean every personal question you can think of. What I eat, how I train, what I do to unwind—believe me, it gets personal sometimes. But the one question I hear most often is, How do you manage to do it all?


Well, guess what? I don’t. In fact, some days I can barely manage a couple things, let alone everything I should be handling all at once.


Throughout my entire career, everyone has just naturally assumed I’m some kind of superhuman multitasker who lucked out with great genetics and this desire to run full steam twenty-four seven, and I get that. Most people assume that pro athletes, or, for that matter, anyone who performs at a high level in whatever they do, must be freaks of nature who crush every goal they have for themselves without breaking a sweat and with a smile as they do it. But I’ll let you in on something only my family and closest friends know about me.


As regimented as most people think I am, my approach to everything in my life—especially when it comes to my health and well-being—is guided by a “shortcut” that keeps me from ever burning out on a lifestyle that I believe in and want to live for the rest of my life.


The truth is anything that I’ve ever accomplished and any obstacle I’ve ever overcome, especially the ones that mattered most and made the greatest difference in my life, has come from making the right series of choices that have allowed me to keep one promise to myself:


Make it easy, make it enjoyable,
but—most of all—make it exciting.


As an athlete, a businesswoman, and simply a person trying to live her best life possible, I’ve always striven to keep things manageable, engaging, and fun. It’s about creating a path of least resistance for yourself as often as possible, because life is beautiful, but it has its challenges. So why make it more difficult? When I stick with this mindset, no matter what my immediate or long-term goals might be to improve my life, things always fall into place a lot faster with less effort or less stress. Adopting this mindset works without fail while simultaneously providing me with peace of mind every step of the way. See, living your best life possible has nothing to do with luck or winning the DNA lottery. It’s all about whether you choose to STRIVE.


Are you ready to STRIVE toward your best life possible? Good, because I’m more than ready to be your guide. Let’s do this!












CHAPTER 1



WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO “STRIVE”?





I believe tough love is vital. Why? Because it leads to self-awareness when we show tough love to ourselves. That self-awareness leads to success because only then do we get a true understanding of all of our strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities. But at the same time, I’m a fair person. I don’t believe in perfection for a lot of reasons, but the biggest is because trying to be perfect all the time is just not enjoyable whatsoever. I mean, c’mon! People who only eat vegetables and never have an ounce of sugar in their life? That sounds boring, and I don’t trust them.


Okay, maybe I’m kidding about that last part, but I mean, who can actually do that? Who has the willpower to resist unhealthy foods all the time without ever having the urge to reach for a comfort food every once in a while? Who can seriously stick with a strict, healthy lifestyle without messing up at some point during the day? I consider myself a pretty strong person, and even I can’t do that. And I’ve had to be on top of what’s best for my body from a performance standpoint pretty much all my life.


But when I was diagnosed with Sjögren’s syndrome a decade ago, my philosophy was put to its greatest test. Finding out I had an incurable autoimmune disorder—one that flares up unexpectedly, causing pain, numbness, and fatigue—was one of the hardest things to accept, especially when my career expects me to be at my physical best.


Being passionate about health and wellness isn’t just a hobby for me. It’s something I’ve researched and explored all my life. That’s why I thought I could just push through it with what I already knew. I expected to find some quick fix, a “Band-Aid” that I could place over my Sjögren’s and move on. But something prevented me from staying on top of my immune disorder using the same systematic approach I had applied to everything else in my life up until then. And that’s when a little sisterly advice to attend a three-week wellness program started me down a path that made me rethink my life.


At the time, I thought I knew all there was to know about health. But it was at the wellness program that I was first introduced to the concept that what you bring to your body—meaning not just what you put into it but also what you apply to it—ultimately decides how difficult it is for disease to exist within it. I learned that everything we do is interconnected when it comes to our wellness and how when one part isn’t working as well as it should, it completely breaks the chain.


This is a concept I already understood through tennis. As an athlete, you not only have to be physically strong but mentally and emotionally strong as well. You can’t afford to have any aspect of yourself be in turmoil, because if one is, it’s impossible to be your best self at that moment. Turmoil challenges the possibility of long-term success, and even if that success is achieved, you’re less likely to enjoy it. To live the healthiest and happiest life possible, you must look at every aspect of yourself—and how each aspect relates to one another.


That three-week program was an eye-opener for me. I immediately stopped looking for the “Band-Aid” and started asking myself: Why do I even need a Band-Aid in the first place—and can I treat the source of the problem instead of just treating the symptom? It also made me wonder: What else don’t I understand about health and wellness, and how it’s all connected? And is it even possible to bring it all together in a way that is still easy, enjoyable, and exciting?


With that new perspective, I began seeking out philosophies and strategies both traditional and untraditional within the spaces of health, exercise, rehabilitation, and nutrition. And along the way, I figured out how to combine these different approaches into a road map that lets them work with one another and amplify their individual strengths. This is a strategy that allowed me a decade ago—and still allows me today—to continue doing all the things I love even with Sjögren’s, as well as reach any health and wellness goals I ever set for myself.


The STRIVE Solution


It shouldn’t be hard to be healthy, and it shouldn’t take a lot of work to be well. Every day I commit to eight actions:


•   I observe everyone and everything around me—including myself.


•   I always make time to appreciate all that I’m blessed with.


•   I accept that my life will never be in balance, but I don’t stress about that.


•   Instead, I throw that energy into things that enrich my life and allow me to grow as a person.


•   I soothe my body and mind by knowing how to slow things down and put my life on pause, as well as rely on the best therapeutic methods that heal me both externally and from within.


•   I understand the power of confidence and make it a practice to believe in myself and every step I’m taking along the way.


•   I actively look for what inspires me and use those little motivations to stay on track and move forward.


•   And finally, I always make sure I have at least one goal I’m striving toward—something that brings me happiness in its own unique way.


Observe, appreciate, balance, enrich, soothe, believe, inspire, and STRIVE. It always comes down to these one-word actions. When you focus on them every day like I do—even for just a few minutes each—these eight tiny but essential actions change your life for the better. I’ve found that following these eight actions daily is the fastest way to make smarter health decisions turn into habits. Habits that have little choice but to become a simple-to-follow lifestyle over time. And all the hopes you have for yourself in terms of wellness, well—they all fall right into place a lot faster with way less effort or stress.


That is the magic of STRIVE. When you do it the way I’m about to show you, feeling happy and accomplished is always within your grasp no matter who you are. Because at the end of the day, if you can truthfully say you did something that honored all eight actions—even if it’s the smallest of efforts—then technically, you’ve won that day. If, before you go to sleep, you can say to yourself . . .


•   I observed something today.


•   I appreciated something today.


•   I balanced something today.


•   I enriched something today.


•   I soothed something today.


•   I believed in something today.


•   I inspired someone today—either myself or someone else.


•   I strove toward something today.


. . . if you can do that—and you will, trust me—then that day, you’re a success. And, more importantly, you’ll be more likely to repeat what you did and to try even more things to capture that proud feeling the very next day—and the next day after that.


Look, I’ve spent the last decade investing in how to take care of myself because, at the end of the day, it was my responsibility to take care of me. Just as it’s your responsibility to take care of yourself. Only now, you’re not alone. This is the unfailing advice I use every day that makes moving forward with my health and wellness goals easy, enjoyable, and exciting. This is the road map that continues to guide me mentally, physically, and spiritually—not only as an athlete but as a woman, a daughter, a sister, and someone just looking to be happy and healthy for as long as possible.


Simply put, these are the actions that have never failed me.


And now, they are the actions that will never fail you.












CHAPTER 2



THE FOUR TO STRIVE FOR





Now that you know the eight actions you’ll be taking each day, let me address the big question I know you’re wondering about: How exactly do you observe, appreciate, balance, enrich, soothe, believe, inspire, and STRIVE?


There are four significant areas of my life that whenever I’ve taken a moment to invest in—even when I’m only able to put the slightest bit of energy toward them—always result in payoffs that are well worth the effort.


1.   My diet


2.   My activities throughout the day


3.   Who and what’s around me


4.   And finally, myself


I know what you’re thinking. That sounds like a lot of work. I hear you. Overhauling any one of these could easily be a full-time job, let alone all four at the same time! But it really doesn’t take much work to see a huge change if you start with these four—it just requires being consistent, giving each a little attention on a regular basis.


I’m serious. Some of the lessons that I’m about to share with you in this book might seem new or profound to you, but many are also super simple and take very little effort or time. That doesn’t mean they aren’t as game changing. When you think about it, sometimes the simplest things can be the hardest to do because they’re so easy to blow off when you’re too busy or think you have bigger problems to deal with. But when you have discipline with the smallest of details, you can achieve the biggest of dreams.


Better still, you don’t even have to do everything recommended in my book to see incredible results. Honestly, would I love to see you take on as much as you can handle? Well, yeah! Because I’m hard-core and extremely tough on myself, I typically like pushing people toward creating a new standard they can reach for and live up to.


But then again, I don’t know what struggles you may have going on in your world. I don’t know how many minutes of the day you can give me today versus tomorrow, or what deeply personal and unique goals you’ve set for yourself. But I do know this—STRIVE works for everyone no matter what your age or activity level may currently be. It’s an easy-to-follow program that lets you decide how far you want to take it.


STRIVE Simplified


A lot of lifestyle programs are broken down week by week with incredibly specific instructions when it comes to what they expect you to do. But with STRIVE, here’s how it works.


Imagine the Day


What do I mean by that? I’m saying that every morning, you’re going to wake up and say these eight actions to yourself:


Observe. Appreciate. Balance. Enrich.
Soothe. Believe. Inspire. STRIVE.


I don’t care when you do it—whether it’s right before you jump out of bed or after you’re up and already moving around. But the earlier you say these eight actions to yourself the better, because some of the techniques in this book have a greater impact the sooner you incorporate them into your day.


Why out loud? I mean, do you really have to? Well, I want you to look at it this way. When you say these eight actions aloud, it sets the tone. It reminds you how serious you are about changing your life for the better from minute one of your morning. And the more you say the actions throughout the day, the more often you’re reminding yourself that you need to make certain choices to honor these eight actions all day long.


And hey, if you’re feeling self-conscious about doing this, then that’s the first thing I want you to change. This is you we’re talking about. This is your life and not someone else’s. It shouldn’t matter what other people think, and if someone has a problem with what you’re doing, then explain to them that you’re trying to take a serious step toward a better life for yourself. And, if after that, they still think what you’re doing is crazy, it might be time to question how supportive that person is and to do something about it. (Don’t worry . . . we’ll get into what I mean by that a little later.)


Own the Day


From the time you wake up until roughly an hour or two before bedtime, I want you to stay aware of these eight one-word actions, then challenge yourself to figure out a way to apply each action to any of the following areas:


•   Your diet


•   Your activities


•   Who and what’s around you


•   Yourself


In other words:


1.   I want you to observe one thing about your diet, activities, who and what’s around you, or yourself.


2.   I want you to appreciate one thing about your diet, activities, who and what’s around you, or yourself.


3.   I want you to balance one thing about your diet, activities, who and what’s around you, or yourself.


4.   I want you to enrich one thing about your diet, activities, who and what’s around you, or yourself.


5.   I want you to soothe one thing with your diet, activities, who and what’s around you, or yourself.


6.   I want you to believe in one thing about your diet, activities, who and what’s around you, or yourself.


7.   I want you to inspire one thing about your diet, activities, who and what’s around you, or yourself.


8.   Finally, I want you to STRIVE toward one thing when it comes to your diet, activities, who and what’s around you, or yourself.


How exactly are you going to do that? Easy. Over the next several chapters, I’ll show you a variety of fun and creative strategies and methods you can use to apply these eight one-word actions to all areas of your life. Some suggestions are definitely more intense than others, but I am certain you’ll find at least one strategy you could try no matter how much time you have or energy you have to give at the start.


Do you have to do them in order each day? Meaning, do you have to observe something before you appreciate something? Do you have to balance something before you enrich something? No, absolutely not, especially when you get going and understand the formula. You can go in any order you wish and do them whenever you want throughout the day.


How should you keep track? Any way you want. In fact, get as creative as you can. Have a notecard in your pocket or purse so that you can check off each action as you complete it. Put each word on a sticky note on your computer and take them down as the day goes on. Add a reminder to your phone that alerts you every hour to perform one of the eight actions. Whatever makes it easiest for you is what I want you to do.


Assess the Day


About an hour or two before bedtime, I want you to ask yourself eight questions:


1.   What did I observe today?


2.   What or who did I appreciate today?


3.   What did I put into balance today?


4.   What did I enrich today?


5.   How did I soothe myself (or others) today?


6.   What or who did I believe in today?


7.   What inspired me today—or whom did I inspire?


8.   What did I STRIVE toward today?


Why not right before bedtime? I don’t want you to answer these questions right before you go to sleep for good reason. If the day got away from you and you didn’t have time to tackle all eight actions (and some days you won’t, trust me), this gives you a buffer to take care of whatever actions you missed so you can finish strong. Besides, I don’t want you going to sleep feeling guilty that you didn’t do everything you could have for the day.


Your only goal is to have an answer for each of those questions. To be able to run through that list and recognize that you affected your life in a positive way using all eight actions that day. And that’s it.


Wait, that’s it? Seems almost too simple, right?


Perfect, because that’s exactly the attitude I want you to have at the beginning of this program. Don’t worry, I’ll show you a little later how to ramp things up when you need to. Believe me, just because I don’t take an extreme approach to achieving health and wellness goals at the start doesn’t mean I’m going to be easy on you the whole time. I’m less of a New Age-y type and have a more old-school mindset, if you know what I mean. However, for right now, I just want you to reflect on the eight actions you made that day. Eight things, by the way, that you probably normally wouldn’t have done—and that’s a perfect place to begin.


The point is, whether you choose to just dip your toe into this book or jump in with both feet, following all eight actions every day makes it far easier to turn smart, healthy choices into lifelong habits without having to overthink them all the time. Collectively, the eight actions create a new standard for you that says, This is how I choose to live. And once that happens, you’ll forge a healthier lifestyle that you’ll always return to because you want to—not because you have to—and that’s when you start winning.


That’s the point of STRIVE—to always end every single day feeling like you’ve won. To feel like you’re moving forward because you are moving forward, even if that progress for now is accomplished with tiny steps. So long as you stay the course and commit to the program, a little bit is always better than zero.


Are you ready to STRIVE? Then let’s explore what makes each of these eight actions so important—and how easy it is to use them collectively to become an even better version of yourself.












CHAPTER 3



OBSERVE





Something my sister Serena has always said about me is that I remain calm under pressure. It’s not because I feel or handle stress any differently than everybody else. It’s just that I’ve always been the type to analyze things first before I react to anything that deserves attention.


Okay, maybe not all of the time—I’m only human, right? But most of the time, whenever I’m faced with a decision (no matter how big or small) or life just comes at me head-on with something it expects me to deal with right then and there, I just step back for a second or two. Instead of feeling like I must react to everything as if it’s some sort of crisis, I take time to absorb it all.


Look at it this way: Until you fully understand what you’re dealing with, how can you expect to make the right decisions about whatever that is? How can you trust yourself in that moment to pull the right switch when it comes to what’s best for you, your family, or anyone around you? Let’s face it—you can’t. It’s just common sense that taking the time to do your homework first when it comes to making any decision about pretty much anything usually pays off. That might not be easy to do in certain circumstances, especially in situations when you may feel you need to act immediately to not miss out. But in most cases, being patient always beats out being impulsive. So why wouldn’t you handle your health and wellness in the same way?


In this chapter, I’m going to show you some of the ways I observe my own life from as many angles as possible. I want you to think about the choices you typically make, as well as who and what you regularly surround yourself with. Thoughtfully look inward at yourself. When you have a deeper sense of awareness about your life, that’s when you can finally begin making decisions that will stick.


Here’s the deal though: For this to really work, I need you to be honestly aware right from the start. That’s because when it comes to this first action—observe—it is easy to “fudge the facts,” if you know what I mean. Often, we don’t want to admit our poor habits or to come face-to-face with how far we’ve slipped from our goals. Sometimes, we don’t want to face the negative things that are right in front of us and holding us back because we’re ashamed or scared. It’s way easier to pretend we don’t see these things—or to downplay just how harmful they can be to our overall health.


But remember, STRIVE is a lifestyle that requires pure honesty on your part. Any twisting of the truth doesn’t hurt me—it only hurts you—and anyone else who may be counting on you to improve your health and wellness. Just keep in mind that any observations you’ll be making are just for you and no one else. You don’t have to share them with anybody if you don’t want to. They’re just details I want you to acknowledge about yourself to help you dial into what may work best specifically for you and what could be working against you. When you begin changing your life for the better, you’ll feel more confident that you’re creating healthier habits tailor-made specifically for you.


Observe—The Right Way


To get the most from this first tenet, it’s not just about staying silent and being honest. There are still a couple things to know before you start if you want to do it right:


Don’t rely on memory. I don’t want you just to look around and think you’re going to recall everything at the end of the day. I want you to write down or type in any observations you make as you go. And it’s entirely up to you how you do it. Send yourself a text or an email. Jot it down on a piece of paper or a Post-it note. But I would recommend that whatever is easiest and draws the least amount of attention is the way to go. If you make it too inconvenient or uncomfortable for yourself, you’ll miss out on what makes this action so powerful.


Don’t go too crazy. Honestly, once you get going, you’re going to see plenty of things about your life that are worth writing down. But trying to cram everything in can sometimes be overwhelming and frustrating. Instead, jot down whatever comes to mind in the moment and don’t worry about how many things you have or haven’t written down. Just let it flow. So long as every observation is genuinely what you feel in that moment, that’s all I care about.


Don’t limit yourself. In this chapter, I’m going to want you to observe five areas of your life, but don’t let that lock you down into ignoring anything else that may be affecting your life either positively or negatively. There might be portions of your life or decisions that you make that I haven’t thought of because, again, it’s your life. Just go with whatever presents itself to you that you feel needs to be written down. Just the fact that you think something deserves recognition makes whatever that is an important aspect of your life that could need a little more attention either immediately or later.


Finally, don’t beat yourself up. After you’ve written things down, look at everything and ask yourself: Were there times that I felt self-conscious jotting things down? Were there moments when it was easier to keep track and moments when it was more difficult? Did I really write down the most accurate answers—or did I fudge them a little?


If everything went well, then be proud of yourself. And if not, like I said, don’t be your worst enemy by punishing yourself for holding back any details. You’ll get much better at it as you practice this simple technique. Just take pride in the fact that you’re being honest and promise yourself that you’ll try better next time.


Observe—Your Diet


It’s important to recognize the patterns when it comes to your nutritional habits. You have to own, for better or for worse, what foods you typically reach for, as well as how much and how often you eat—and even why you’re eating in the first place.


Having honest awareness of your nutritional habits is the first and most important step if your goal is to change your diet for the better. But this is something many don’t bother with because, if you do it the wrong way, that self-assessment can come with a lot of finger pointing and shame. The more mistakes you find with your eating habits, the more down you might be on yourself, leaving you feeling like you should’ve tried harder or could’ve done better. But that’s not the direction we’re trying to go in here.


Let me confess something: I’m definitely not perfect. I’ll eat a little bit of everything. But observing how I eat helps me work my way toward building better eating habits.


For example, I’m a late-night eater. I’m not proud of it because I know that isn’t always a smart choice to make. But you know what? By observing my diet, I acknowledge that I’m a late-night eater—and I own that about myself. And because I own it, whenever I find myself reaching for foods close to or way past my bedtime, I recognize that bad habit a lot sooner instead of ignoring it, which often makes me less likely to give in to it.


Not because I feel guilty about it but because I own it, I am more aware in the moment that I have a choice to make. I can take a better path. Often, I’ll make the right choice. And when I don’t, I find that I dwell a little less on it because I know I can make a better choice the next time.


Now it’s your turn to own your diet. If that sounds daunting, like I’m going to expect you to keep track of every single calorie, don’t feel too intimidated. You can save your calculator for later. This is more about recognizing and making yourself accountable for a few eating behaviors. So just do your best to consider integrating any (or as many) of the following observational strategies into your day:


Before You Eat or Drink


Technically, the only time you should be reaching for something to eat or drink is when you’re hungry or thirsty. But many other factors could be hiding behind your food choices that have nothing to do with what your body needs nutritionally. So, ask yourself: What behavior is behind this bite? Are you reaching for food or drinks because you’re genuinely hungry or thirsty, or could your decision be tied to something else going on?


Are you rewarding yourself for something? I’m not a big believer in consistently treating yourself to food for accomplishing something because it becomes counterproductive. Ultimately, I want you winning as often as possible in all areas of your life. So, if you’re in the habit of rewarding yourself with food, the more you win, the more likely you’ll be to overeat. That just means that, eventually, you’re going to lose when it comes to your overall health.


Are you feeling tired? Reaching for food when you’re feeling sluggish during the day can often be a sign of waiting too long between meals or not eating enough. If you’re often reaching for food when you’re tired, it could be because your blood sugar levels are lower than usual as a result of undereating, which can trigger a craving for food your body can instantly absorb and convert into immediate energy. The problem is that can often mean craving less healthy foods that are rich in simple carbohydrates.


Are you trying to fit in or please someone? How often have you eaten when you’re not hungry just because you were someplace where others were probably doing the same? Or felt compelled to taste something simply because someone made it for you? Whatever the case, if you’re eating or drinking just because you feel obligated to do so and can’t say no, it’s important to know how often these types of situations are happening in your life.


Are you feeling rushed or stressed for time? Every day for me is a whirlwind, as I’m sure it is for you too. But if that’s how you feel right before you’re about to eat, you could be reaching for something less healthy just because it’s more convenient.


Are you drinking enough? Often, it’s not that we’re hungry as much as we’re thirsty. Your body is smarter than you may be giving it credit for. When it’s dehydrated, it tends to crave foods with high water and sodium content to bring itself more into balance. That can put you at risk of reaching for processed foods that contain a lot of carbohydrates and salt, when all you really need is a little more water during the day.


Are you hoping to recapture a certain memory or feeling? Food is a trigger that a lot of us use to remind ourselves about the past, especially if it’s attached to a good memory. I know I have my fair share of snacks that remind me of when I was a kid. But if you’re turning to memory triggers too often with foods that aren’t as healthy for you, that’s something to pay attention to.


Are you trying to hide how you really feel? We call them comfort foods for a reason, right? Whether we’re stressed out, depressed, or bored, it’s sometimes easier to reach for something to eat or drink instead of getting off our butts and doing something or facing how we feel in the moment. But it’s important to address and keep track of how often you use food as an impulsive distraction away from what’s really on your mind.


Are you strapped for cash? Most people think that eating healthier costs more, and it can in some instances, but if you’re grabbing certain unhealthy foods more often because they’re cheaper, that’s good to recognize—and plan around—for later.


Are your clothes a little sweaty? In other words, did you just finish exercising, playing a sport, finishing yard work, or doing some form of aerobic activity? These are moments when you really can’t blame your body for craving a few more calories.


After You Eat or Drink


Focus on how you feel: I used to love steak. I’m talking I could literally eat steak every day. Back in the day, I lived by the motto “Give me a ribeye or give me death.” But only after going to the three-week health seminar with my mom and sister did I first start to really listen to what my body was trying to tell me after eating.


When we got there, we were told that the only thing we were going to be allowed to eat for three straight weeks was raw vegetables. Three. Straight. Weeks. I mean no exceptions. No sneaking in takeout or ordering off-the-menu room service. So, once we heard that, my sister turned to me and said, “We’re going out right now and getting a steak and some dessert—because it’s our last meal!”


I couldn’t help but notice how heavy my stomach felt and how lethargic I was afterward. I literally felt weighed down, which was exactly the opposite of how I felt during the time we started eating a plant-based diet. We complained a little because we felt lighter. “I don’t want to feel light!” we all joked, but it was true.


In that case, my observations about how steak affected me were extreme. Your own observations may not be, but what you take in is always affecting you either positively or negatively, even if the reaction is slight and hard to notice. That’s why, after every meal or snack, you should really sit with yourself and see if you feel better or worse than you did before you started eating or drinking, both physically and mentally.


Even people who journal about what they eat often forget to write down how they feel after they eat. They never notice whether they feel better or worse, more energetic or sluggish, happier or sadder, proud or disappointed. The answers should always be that you feel better both physically and emotionally about yourself, but if that’s not the case with certain meals, you need to acknowledge how often that’s happening.


Remind yourself of ratios: Unhealthy foods don’t magically show up in my fridge, in my pantry, or on my plate. I’m the one who’s guilty of putting them there—and so are you. And you really don’t need to be a dietitian to understand the difference between what’s healthy and what’s junk, do you? Most of us have a general sense of how often we’re eating the healthy stuff or sneaking in the crap.


I’m not asking you to write anything down, but instead, do a sort of “off-the-cuff audit” to see which way the pendulum swings between good and bad with every meal. For example, was it pretty much all natural or was it processed food? Is it something you know you should be eating more of, or is it something you honestly know you should be eating less of?


You can do this audit with every meal, or take it a step further and look through your pantry and fridge. Start from the top going to the bottom and just roughly count how many healthy foods you have access to versus unhealthy things.


Take note of the time: Why did you eat or drink at that exact moment? Was it because it was noon and you felt you “needed” to have lunch even though you weren’t hungry? Was it later than you usually eat because the day got away from you? Was it a few hours after the last time you had something to eat—or much sooner than that?


Observe—Your Activities


I believe in brutal honesty, especially when it comes to myself and exercise. It’s the only way I move forward as a performance athlete, because when I’m not honest, I’m never able to get to my goal.


Having said that, I know this might not be something you want to hear, but it’s necessary to come right out and say it: If you’re not satisfied with where you’re at physically—whether that pertains to your current weight, your shape, your performance, your energy level, your overall health, or all of the above—you’re most likely not doing enough in terms of being active. You might even genuinely believe you’re putting in more effort than you actually are. But the good news is you can decide to do something about it and change all that about yourself. The truth is just where you are right now—but it’s not where you have to stay.


Now, I don’t know how active you are on a regular basis, and you might not even know yourself, but you’re about to have a better sense. That’s why I want you to observe all your activities. What do I mean by activities? I mean anything that gets your heart beating a little faster, whether that’s exercise, participating in a sport, your job (if it’s a physical one), or even doing chores or tasks around the house. But first, let’s start with the obvious one, which is how far you walk each day.


Observe your steps. It’s important to know how much you’re moving around versus sitting or standing around. You can use the step counter on your phone, but if you’re not the type to have your phone on you twenty-four seven (if that is you, I’m impressed), then buying a simple pedometer will do. Whichever method you choose, I have a few ground rules you absolutely must follow:


No peeking. I don’t want you to observe how much you’re walking during the day because being curious might make you walk a little more than you typically would after seeing that number. Just let your phone do its thing and wait until the very end of the day to check it.


No weekends. For most of us, Saturday and Sunday are the two days when we either play catch-up and try to do a million things at once, or we sit around to relax from a long week and do nothing at all. But Mondays through Fridays are typically routine and are great days to judge just how much you truly move on an average basis.


Observe what’s holding you back. When I say, “holding you back,” I mean anything that might be preventing you from exercising beyond the typical “I don’t have any time” excuse most people turn to. No, I mean really look at the fringe things that may not seem important but could be keeping you from investing in exercise with whatever time you do have. For example:


Do you feel comfortable in your workout gear? It’s so important to feel good and not self-conscious about not just what you wear but about how you feel in it. That said, consider whether the reason you’re not as active is because you don’t feel comfortable wearing workout attire or showing too much of your body. Or maybe your clothes are too constrictive and don’t let you move freely. Or could you be feeling self-conscious because the wardrobe you have isn’t quite fancy enough for the gym you choose to work out in. Wearing something you feel good in can make the difference in whether you give it your all that day or hold yourself back from getting moving in the first place.


Do you have access to exercise equipment? You really don’t need much to challenge your muscles and rev up your metabolism. In fact, the workout I’ll suggest later will prove that point. But if this is your biggest problem, know that you don’t need the latest and greatest exercise equipment to get the job done.


Do you need others around you? I can’t play tennis without having somebody across the court, so could it be that you need more people to sweat it out with to do the activity you’d prefer? Or even if it’s a certain activity you could do alone, is the fact that you want a walking partner or an exercise buddy instead of being by yourself preventing you from trying as hard as you could be?


Observe your exercise habits. The moments before, during, and after exercise ultimately decide whether you’re wasting your time or truly working toward your fitness and health goals. That’s why it’s key to observe yourself before, during, and after you work out to answer each of the questions in this section truthfully.


Before You Exercise . . .


Do you have a game plan? It might be fun to fly by the seat of your pants when it comes to exercise, but it’s not doing your body any favors if you’re doing that every single time. No matter what your fitness goals may be, you should have some sort of program in place that’s designed to help you achieve them.


Is this the smartest time to do it? Look at the rest of your day and assure yourself that whatever block of time you put aside to be active was the wisest—at least most of the time. If not, then you could be unknowingly rushing through your workouts, trying to pull them off when you’re too tired, or interfering with performing at your best as often as possible.


Are you ready to give it your all? There are some people who love to exercise, and then there’s the majority of us. The ones that do it because we have to, not necessarily because we want to. Hey, I’m not judging if that’s you, because you’re far from alone. But just because you’re not overly enthusiastic about exercise, that’s no reason not to bring your A game. What your mindset is before you’re active determines how much you put into that activity, so you need to be ready to bring it.


As You Exercise . . .


Are you tracking your rest time? How long you rest between resistance-training exercises matters. Limiting that time to thirty seconds or less doesn’t give your muscles enough time to recover and makes it more difficult to maintain strength, but it’s great for building muscular endurance. Waiting two minutes or more between exercises helps them fully restore their strength but doesn’t work on muscular endurance. You should always have some sense of how long you’re waiting in between movements.


Are you pushing yourself enough? Exercising can be fun, but if it feels too easy, then odds are you’re not challenging your body hard enough to make much progress. Achieving your fitness goals isn’t just about putting in the time. It’s about putting in the effort. If you’re able to carry on a full conversation with someone as you exercise without ever needing to catch your breath, you’re probably working out at a level that’s below where you should be. That’s where the Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE) Scale comes in.


As you exercise, rank how hard you’re pushing yourself on a Rate of Perceived Exertion Scale of 0 to 10 as follows:


•   0: Standing still and doing nothing.


•   1 to 2: A slow tempo where having a conversation isn’t a problem.


•   3 to 4: A light tempo that lets you talk comfortably with minimum effort.


•   5 to 6: A medium-fast tempo you could talk through but couldn’t sing through.


•   7 to 8: A high-intensity tempo that makes it difficult to do anything but speak in short phrases.


•   9 to 10: A seriously high-intensity tempo that makes it impossible to speak.


Are you pushing yourself too hard? Some people take the approach that if a little of something is good for them, then a lot is even better. Exercise doesn’t always work that way, and when we’re trying things that are too difficult for us, we sort of know it, right? Be honest with yourself about any movements, exercises, or activities that may be beyond your body’s capabilities—for now at least.


After You Exercise . . .


Did anything interrupt your focus? Think about anything that might have distracted you during your workout. Maybe it was the music? Was it too crowded? Did the friend you brought along talk too much and not take the workout seriously? Once you’re aware of what’s interfering with your exercise, think of a way to change that outcome the next time.


Do you feel proud? Because you should. I’m not saying you have to set a record every time you’re exercising, but personal pride can come from just knowing that you accomplished what you set out to do. But if you’re walking out of the gym or away from an activity feeling down on yourself, try to figure out why. So long as you tried your best, you should always feel proud of yourself.


Observe—Who and What’s Around You


Sometimes part of the struggle with trying to live a healthier lifestyle isn’t entirely our fault. The things we surround ourselves with play a huge role in whether we succeed or fail, and whether we’re effortlessly swimming with the tide or fighting furiously against it.


So how do you create an environment that supports you? How do you surround yourself with the right things to keep you on track and less likely to stray? It takes a 360° look at the places where you make your most important choices—the choices that ultimately decide which direction your life will go.


It also takes a village to be victorious, and who you choose to bring into your life makes certain healthy decisions easier, harder, or even impossible to execute. But this is where it gets tricky because each of us has our own network. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t a few traits you can observe regarding those around you and how you feel and act around them.


You see, no matter how great or how small of a presence someone is in your life, every single relationship is an investment. It’s an investment of time that you’re putting toward someone else and that they’re putting into you. An investment that should always be growing and working for you instead of against you, which is why it’s so critical to pull people into your life who nurture it instead of take from it.


So, are you getting the best return on your investments? And equally important, are you bringing value into the lives of those around you as well? The only way to find out means taking an honest look at those in your life, especially if your plan is to have it be your best life possible.


Observe the level of everyone’s glass. Optimism and pessimism are infectious. Hang around a glass-half-full type of person who always finds the bright side of everything, and your glass will have a little more in it by default. But it works both ways. Spend too much time with a glass-half-empty type who’s always complaining, and it pokes a hole in the bottom of yours just as quickly.


For now, just gauge everyone’s glass and take a tally of the optimists and pessimists in your inner circle and outer circles—anyone you find you’re either spending at least a few minutes talking to or having to listen to. That percentage (whichever way it leans) basically indicates the amount of positive or negative vibes you’re absorbing daily.


Observe who makes you beam. Every time you’re around someone you encounter on a regular basis, question whether they genuinely make you happy.


Look, not everybody you meet, work with, live with, or spend time with is going to light up your world every second of the day. That’s just not realistic. Plus, there are different levels of happy, right? You have people who instantly make you smile the moment you see them, or even when you’re just thinking about them. Then there are others who may not have that same sort of impact, but you’re still happy to see them.


I’m not asking you to rate anyone from a scale of 1 to 10. Instead, just leave it as a yes or no, just so you have a better idea of how many people within your world make you smile.


Observe who lets you be you. We’re never our truest selves with most people because we can’t always be. That’s not a bad thing—it’s just what it is. Can you imagine if everyone ran around and acted like their real selves at their job, at church, or in public? Trust me, it wouldn’t be pretty.


But everybody needs at least one person who gets them, because when you have that presence in your life, it gives you that shot of confidence you might really need in moments when you have self-doubt. They remind us that we are worthy during times when we are too harsh on ourselves. They remind us that someone likes us, even when we think we’re too difficult or unlikable.


Observe who you mirror. We may not always see it in ourselves, but what others do and how they act around us can cause us to do the exact same things and act the exact same way, either consciously or unconsciously. That’s why, as you scan those around you, see if you can spot habits, actions, behaviors, or anything—either good or bad—that you find yourself doing either around them or when they’re not around (but because of them). Some easier connections to notice could include:


•   If you’re dining with them, are your eating habits your own, or are you imitating theirs?


•   When you’re exercising, do you follow a routine that’s best for you, or just go with the flow with whatever others are doing?


•   If they seem stressed, do you become stressed?


•   When they complain, do you find yourself complaining?


•   If they start bragging about their weekend, do you feel you have to do the same?


Observe who helps you grow. Look, not everybody in your life is going to have a huge positive effect on you. But any person you let into your world should be helping you move forward, even if it’s just a little bit.


When you open your eyes a little wider, it’s obvious to see who falls into this category. They are usually the ones who, when things aren’t going right with you, ask how they may help instead of just inserting themselves into the conversation by telling you how bad they have it. They’re the people who, when you’re uncertain about a decision, help you work through it or suggest a variety of options to try. Basically, when you’re going through hell, they’re either by your side or the first to check in—instead of just checking out.


However, these people don’t have to be close friends who always have your back. They may not even know you on a personal level (like a teacher or mentor, for example). Anyone who educates, inspires, and/or supports you in some way—even if they’re not aware of their empowering impact on you—still counts in my book.


Observe where you eat. Are you sitting at a dining table, or is the dining table your desk? Are you always eating at home or forever eating out? Do you prefer the kitchen counter or the front seat of your car? Where you eat most frequently dictates what options you have when it comes to eating. But that’s not the only thing I want you to observe:


Is your kitchen cluttered? If so, you could be making it less convenient to prepare healthier meals, which means you’re more likely to rely on prepackaged and other unhealthy foods that tend to be more convenient.


Are you more often with others or alone when you eat? We may make bad choices or binge when we’re flying solo, whether out of boredom or because no witnesses are around to call us out. But sometimes, we might find ourselves throwing back unnecessary calories when around friends to fit in or because food is being pushed on us. Observing who you dine with most often—others or yourself—may give you a better idea about whether the company you keep is negatively impacting your diet.


What’s directly in front of you? If it’s a TV, a computer screen, your phone, or anything that’s capturing your attention more than the food on your plate, you could be mindlessly tossing back food you don’t need and/or not as focused on your food choices.


Observe what places change you. When I say “change you,” I’m talking about your mood. I want you to observe if any places make you feel different from how you normally feel, for better or for worse.


It’s so funny how the answers can be so different depending on who I ask. Some people will tell me how their job is a major drag, while others light up about their nine-to-five gig because that’s where they feel most appreciated. I know people who love being around others, and also people who prefer time to themselves. Some love the craziness of city life, while others crave the fresh air of a local park.
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