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PRAISE FOR THE 7 MINUTE SOLUTION

“Lewis’s refreshingly straightforward, plain-talk approach makes for an uplifting read—it will change the way you live. Here’s how to work better and smarter, how to get more out of less; most important, here’s how to take the right small steps to make the big changes that get life right.”

—DAVID BACH, author of The Automatic Millionaire

“Life is a series of minutes. Allyson Lewis makes it clear that creating a meaningful life is more than possible, it is a deliberate choice. The 7 Minute Solution will encourage and challenge you to embrace your purpose and embrace a life with meaning.”

—LAURIE BETH JONES, author of The Path and Jesus CEO, business coach, and spiritreneur

“This book is for the time starved, development driven. If you are low on time and high on talent, you will want to read The 7 Minute Solution.”

—JASON WOMACK, author of Your Best Just Got Better

“Allyson Lewis’s inspiring new book paves the way to your new life with her smart advice and memorable tips you can put into action immediately. You can change your life, and The 7 Minute Solution shows you how!”

—DR. JOANN DAHLKOETTER, author of Your Performing Edge

“The 7 Minute Solution is a LIFE CHANGER! What makes this book so powerful is a perfect blend of connecting your heart and soul to your daily and life goals, and then providing you with the tools to actually implement life-changing strategies on a daily, weekly, and monthly basis.”

—DAVE SAVAGE, founder and CEO of Mortgage Coach
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    To
My children
Abby & J



PART I


The Need for the 7 Minute Solution





PROLOGUE


THE 7 MINUTE SOLUTION offers strategies to help you prioritize, organize, and simplify your life for greater meaning and productivity.

Using the 7 Minute tools, ideas, checklists, processes, and repeatable systems you will be able to use your time more effectively to energize yourself, to inspire yourself, to connect with the self you want to be, and to accomplish more in the next ninety days than you ever have before.

The 7 Minute Solution is a simple practice. You will learn to take small, manageable steps every day that allow you to make macro changes at micro levels. You can create a great magnitude of changes in your life through this daily process.

The 7 Minute Solution has two basic principles:

[image: image] Change happens in an Instant®. It happens the moment you DECIDE to change.

[image: image] You must choose to take tiny, positive, strategic steps forward EVERY DAY.

Today you are heading in one direction. And then something happens. You realize you are faced with a choice. You can choose to remain the same or you can choose to take one tiny new step forward.

The 7 Minute Solution is about deciding to change and choosing to take one more step toward a more meaningful life every day.

Welcome to the 7 Minute Community.

    [image: image]


[image: image]

THIS IS AN EXAMPLE of one of the most popular 7 Minute tools, called the Daily Progress Report. This single time-management tool has changed my life. This is just one of a multitude of revolutionary ideas you will find in this book.

Subscribe to the Member Tools section of www.The7MinuteLife.com for access to free downloads of this and all of our 7 Minute tools, forms, and checklists.





INTRODUCTION


For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he.

—PROVERBS 23:7

KING JAMES VERSION

THOUSANDS OF YEARS AGO, the wise King Solomon wrote, “For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he.” In the Middle Ages, scientists and philosophers believed that the soul resided in the human heart. The idea made sense: when we are sad, our heart aches; when we are physically or emotionally energized, our heart pounds.

During a recent sermon, my pastor, Dan Reeves, illustrated the connections among our thoughts, our hearts, and our lives. As he took the stage that Sunday morning, the familiar sound of a human heartbeat filled the darkened auditorium.

Boom-boom . . . boom-boom.

A video of a beating human heart appeared on the overhead screen.

Boom-boom . . . boom-boom.

“The human heart is designed to pump the perfect amount of blood needed to meet the exact demands of your body at the exact time,” Reeves said. “When resting, your heart pumps slowly. When exercising, your heart rate increases to the perfect level to meet your needs. You are not consciously thinking, ‘I’d better make my heart beat.’ Rather, your heart changes its output based on the demands you put upon it at any given time. Like your heart, your life is ready to deliver exactly what you ask of it.”

With the rhythmic heartbeat in the background, he asked a question I hope you’ll answer now: “What will you ask of your life?”

What a powerful point, “Life is ready to deliver exactly what you ask of it, what will you ask of it?” In this book, I will encourage you to look deeply at your life. Do you know what you really want most out of life? How would your life be different if you made the best use of your mind? Your nutrition? Your sleep? Your learning? Your time?

If you want a more meaningful life, are you asking for your life to deliver its very best?

Reeves continued his sermon by picking up a large rock that sat next to the pulpit. The dirty mass measured about twenty-four inches wide, fifteen inches across, and four inches high. It had to weigh almost thirty pounds. As he held the rock, he described the difficulty he’d had carrying it into the building. Unable to hold it and open the door at the same time, he’d had to put down the rock, open the door and brace it with his foot, bend over, pick up the rock, place his back against the door, and maneuver his way inside. From there, he had carried the rock about a hundred yards, wrestling with yet another door. Finally, sweating with exertion, he had placed the boulder on the stage, taking care not to damage the wooden floor.

The rock seemed to grow heavier in his hands as he recounted the story, and his arms were visibly straining to hold on to the rock.

“We aren’t designed to carry heavy rocks all day,” he said as he carefully put it down. “I can no longer feel my fingers. My arms are aching. There are simply some things in life we were not meant to carry. What do you need to change in your life? What do you need to put down?”

Then he added, “My body and my strength allowed me to carry the burden of the rock. Unfortunately, like so many people, I was straining after the wrong goal. Life is ready to deliver exactly what you ask of it—maybe it is time to ask what to seek.”

Boom-boom . . . boom-boom.

As I sat there listening to the sound of the human heart beating, I wondered, What are the rocks in my life? What rocks have I been holding onto that are keeping me from creating a life with meaning? Most important, am I asking enough of life?

CAN YOUR LIFE REALLY BE DIFFERENT?

What do you need to throw off or set aside to live more fully and less fatigued? The good news is that, like putting down a heavy rock, change can happen in an instant. One moment you are facing one direction in life; in the next your world changes forever.

For me, that change took exactly seven minutes. I was forty-one, and as a full-time working mother, I felt the constant crushing pressure of deadlines and obligations. My life sped past me in a blur from one day to the next, one month to the next, and one year to the next. I wanted more. I wanted my days to be more than waking up and going to work. I wanted my life to matter. I wanted to make a positive difference to my family and to the world. I wanted to be different, but I didn’t know what my next steps should be.

My guess is that you are looking for many of the same things I continue to seek. Maybe you can relate to my story. I am a full-time working, teenage-chaperoning, pet-grooming, laundry-doing, treadmill-marching, tweeting, Facebooking, fiftyish-year-old woman. And I am creating a life of more—more meaning, fulfillment, significance, purpose, hope, and joy.

The 7 Minute Solution is the outcome of my desire to grow, live, and give with purpose. It is not the end of the journey; it is the story of what is happening in my life and in the lives of other friends and sojourners who are on the same path.

EXPECT CHANGE

Throughout this book, you’ll be encouraged to consider what rocks—what burdens—you have chosen to carry. Are they worth the effort? Does the strain of holding on to them keep you from enjoying and experiencing growth in other areas of life? Are those burdens inhibiting your faith, family relationships, health, personal growth, creativity, or generosity? Is the weight of what’s not working keeping you from making a positive, lasting impact on your relationships at home, in the workplace, or in your community? If so, it’s time to make a change.

You can be different tomorrow than you are today,
seven minutes at a time.

THE 7 MINUTE SOLUTION

Definition: The 7 Minute Solution offers strategies to help you prioritize, organize, and simplify your life for greater meaning and productivity.

Living the 7 Minute Solution is not about living in seven-minute increments; it is about gleaning a deeper understanding of the seven vital signs of living with meaning: conscious awareness, motivation, growing and learning, engaging, persevering, living in flow, and living with faith.

The 7 Minute Solution is a choice. The 7 Minute Solution is about choosing to consciously focus your attention for 7 minutes every day on what is most meaningful in your life. You can be different tomorrow than you are today based on the choices you make on a daily basis. The process of moving from where you are today to where you want to be is about engaging your desire to learn and grow, while acknowledging that today is your only opportunity to live and breathe. The 7 Minute Solution is about taking tiny steps forward every day, while fully experiencing every moment in the present.

Life is intended to be lived, not watched; inspired, not easy; meaningful, not mundane. The ideas of the 7 Minute Solution have inspired change in the lives of thousands of people I have been privileged to meet and share ideas with during the past two decades. You’ll learn from fathers who have reconnected with their children and from couples who have rediscovered joy in their marriages. You’ll be inspired by the perseverance of women and men who have faced unimaginable odds—and won. You’ll read accounts of triumph experienced over life-threatening circumstances—and in everyday moments.

You will meet people whose lives were very much like yours may be now. Then, in a matter of moments, their lives changed forever. Their journeys will inspire you to see new possibilities for yourself—and to stay the course when you encounter challenges.

CHECKING FOR SIGNS OF LIFE

Imagine being the first person on an accident scene and finding an injured person. The ABCs of first aid are to see if the person is awake, check for breathing, and then continue care. You shake the person gently and call out to him. If he doesn’t respond, you watch his chest to see if it rises and falls, you put your hand near his nose and mouth to see if you can feel his breath. You feel his carotid artery to check for a pulse. You check for signs of life.

The 7 Minute Solution is designed to help you check your own vital signs. You may be up and walking around, but that doesn’t mean you’re truly living. Like an accident victim in shock, you may be walking through life in a state of unawareness. Chaos, distraction, interruption, procrastination, stress, and the increasing speed and demands of life squeeze the joy out of life—they can suffocate you before you know it. It’s time to wake up and focus on what really matters to you. It’s time to check your vital signs.

Your heart is designed to pump life-giving blood through your body, but it can’t function properly without oxygen. In the same way, it’s impossible to live the life you were created for if these seven vital signs are not part of your everyday existence. Action without purpose is like a heart without access to adequate oxygen—even if it is able to pump, what it delivers is not as rich or as beneficial as it should be. Now is the time to breathe in life. The 7 Minute Solution will help you evaluate your vital signs; it will shake you and call out to you to wake up! But more than that, it will equip you with the tools and systems necessary for creating a life with meaning “7 Minutes” at a time.

Begin to discover the 7 Minute Vital Signs as you ask yourself the following questions.

Are You Consciously Aware?

Life is filled with so much noise that your brain has trouble filtering out what is really important. The first vital sign to check is simple: are you aware of what you really want from your life? Life will give you exactly what you demand, but first you must clarify your ideas in writing and create an action plan.

Are You Motivated?

As you ask more of your life, you will discover gaps between where you are today and the person you want to be in the future. Motivation is the force that pushes you to stretch for your goals. By creating ninety-day goals, you will break your ultimate objectives into more quickly achievable minigoals and experience the thrill of success more often. You’ll also develop a powerful momentum, because, by creating ninety-day goals, you will break up your ultimate obstacles into manageable pieces and allow yourself to experience success on a regular basis. One win leads to the next.

Are You Growing and Learning?

Your brain has incredible potential, but it functions on a use-it-or-lose-it basis. Growing and learning equip you to develop new and better ways to live. Growth is a vital sign, because it is what ignites your enthusiasm for letting go of old habits and routines.

Are You Engaged?

Mired in routine, it’s easy to become a fatigued, bored zombie oblivious to the brilliant opportunities that surround you. Purposefully focusing on your highest-value activities ensures that you are engaged with the people and priorities that matter most—and also primes you to be better poised to take advantage of any new opportunities.

Are You Persevering?

Making significant changes requires perseverance. Why? Bad habits are hard to break; they’re comfortable routines to return to, even if you know they’re not good for you. But it’s when you push through the barrier of your comfort zone that you experience amazing growth.

Are You Living in a State of Flow?

The term “flow” here means using your highest skills—your personal gifts and talents—to accomplish your most meaningful challenges. It is about channeling your abilities in a way that leads everything to click and let you know you are experiencing life at its optimal level.

Are You Living with Faith?

The vital sign of faith ties together every element of life. Because of faith, you seek a better life—a life filled with purpose and meaning—and you trust that it exists. Faith compels you to look beyond yourself, to reach out to others, to give of your time, energy, and love. A life without faith is filled with hopelessness, but with faith anything is possible.

YOUR WAKE-UP CALL

Change begins by becoming aware of where you are today. So before you begin the 7 Minute Solution, take a moment to ask yourself these Big Life Questions:

What was your life like yesterday?





















How did you feel when you woke up this morning?





















What do you want most out of life?





















What drives you?





















Picture your life ninety days from today. how would you like to feel? What would you like to accomplish?





















What tasks are you spending time and energy on that don’t contribute to what you want most out of life? What would happen if you stopped giving those tasks your full attention?





















What would bring you true happiness and more meaning?






















Each of us desires to create a life with meaning. We seek significance. We want to reconnect with our faith and purpose. We want to know that we have been placed on this earth for a reason. But too often we go through the motions of life without really living. Your answers to the Big Life Questions will help you revive your life and reconnect with its deepest meaning. By answering them, you’ve already begun a process of discovering where you are, deciding where you want to be, and mapping out a plan to get there. Let these questions awaken your soul. Refuse to allow life to pass you by any longer.

Let’s get started on the journey of awakening to the goodness, the greatness inside you. Before we explore the 7 Minute Vital Signs, let’s first introduce a little more about what the 7 Minute Solution is and where the idea of “7 Minutes” comes from.



WHAT IS THE 7 MINUTE SOLUTION?


Time is free, but it’s priceless.
You can’t own it, but you can use it.
You can’t keep it, but you can spend it.
Once you’ve lost it you can never get it back.

—HARVEY MACKAY

THE 7 MINUTE SOLUTION is the life system that will equip you to escape the chaos and enjoy a life of freedom and meaning. You’ll learn how to plan your day and be intentional with your time. You’ll learn how to train your brain to focus on what is most meaningful in your life. The strategies you’ll learn will empower you to make choices that will shape you into the person you desire to be. The end result: you will experience a more meaningful life.

THE 7 MINUTE SOLUTION WORKS

The 7 Minute Solution is very personal to me. Almost twenty years ago, I realized I wanted more out of life. I wanted to renew and restore my faith in God. I wanted to know Him, and I wanted my life to be a reflection of that relationship. I wanted my soul to come alive again. I wanted to feel my heart beat with excitement for each new day. I wanted to be filled with the physical energy that comes from living in alignment with my personal values. I wanted to be challenged to learn and grow intellectually.

I’ve since uncovered truths about myself and what more means to me. My journey of discovering the principles in the 7 Minute Solution made me realize that, for me, meaning doesn’t come simply through self-discovery or personal development. As I learned what was most meaningful to me, I became more deeply aware of the needs of those around me—and my desire to help them grow and discover more in their own lives.

Since 1993, I have taught time management principles to thousands of men and women, from corporate executives in the financial services industry to pharmaceutical sales managers to the senior managing directors of hospitals to leaders of nonprofit organizations to university students. The 7 Minute Solution is based on a solid framework of practical tools that have been developed through years of usage by men and women of all ages. As you would expect, many of the first concepts were grounded in helping people improve their time management skills. But the point of the 7 Minute Solution isn’t simply to become more efficient or productive. The real purpose is to help you create a life that is filled with meaning, purpose, and productivity. Freed from chaos, people are suddenly able to pursue their dreams and experience joy and renewed excitement for life.

Time is a constant for how we experience life. Time affects your relationship with your work, your family, and yourself. In order to experience life at a different level, you must make choices to have more free time in every day. Time management is not about doing more; it is about doing more of what matters to you in life.

WHY 7 MINUTES?

How long is your attention span?

In my first time management book, The Seven Minute Difference: Small Steps to Big Changes, I reported on several studies that indicate that because of our exposure to television, the average American adult has an attention span of only seven minutes. Several generations now have grown up watching television—a lot of it. A 2009 Nielsen Company survey reported that the average American watched 153 hours of television per month—that is, more than five hours per day. It should come as no surprise that this volume of television and the repeated pattern of seven minutes of programming interrupted by commercials would affect our ability to concentrate. Over and over again, this pattern of as little as seven minutes of attention followed by commercial interruptions has predisposed us to have difficulty focusing our attention for long periods of time.

But television is only one piece of the attention span puzzle. Right now, literally millions of things are vying for your attention, from the projects you need to meet with your team to finish to the stacks of paper on your desk to your stomach growling because you are hungry—and your brain has a limited ability to process that information. To cope, your brain switches constantly from one distraction to the next. The results are obvious: unfinished projects, an undefined sense of longing, untended relationships, and unmet goals.

To experience a more meaningful life, you must consciously choose what you will pay attention to each moment. What you focus on determines your level of fulfillment, productivity, and success.

The unfortunate reality is that most of us have been so busy surviving that we have not taken the time to clarify our values, priorities, and goals. With those critical elements left undefined, we remain stuck, scattered, and dissatisfied. The 7 Minute Solution will teach you how to clarify how you really want to live. You’ll learn how to filter your choices through your values, priorities, and personal goals, so you can focus on making the most of every moment.

What does it take to increase your attention span and intensify your focus on projects and activities that will improve your life? I believe you can make great strides toward creating a meaningful life in just seven minutes. That’s because tiny actions taken every day can change the course of your life. I call these the 7 Minute Microactions. And as you’ll learn, they are simple and life changing.

7 MINUTE MICROACTIONS

All of life is really a series of tiny actions, tiny choices, and tiny decisions I call microactions. Microactions are important because they get us moving. They are a starting point, and they are the difference between being stuck (doing nothing) and taking action and moving forward. Microactions compound. If you accomplish one microaction, such as returning a phone call to help you complete a project, it may not seem like much, but over time a series of deliberate microactions compound into a tipping point. Microactions don’t overwhelm you; they are achievable. And because they are so tiny, they are very doable.

Making small changes in your thoughts and behavior can result in monumental differences in your life. The 7 Minute Microactions are so simple that they are often overlooked and underutilized. But they can be the difference between mediocrity and excellence. In my own life, the microaction of writing down a short description of purpose resulted in a major change in my personal and professional life. But microactions can take any number of forms, including:

    [image: image] Outlining your daily plan of action

    [image: image] Thanking a coworker for a job well done

    [image: image] Building time in the day to catch up between meetings

    [image: image] Being on time or early for every meeting

    [image: image] Writing two thank-you notes per week

    [image: image] Reading ten pages of a book

    [image: image] Getting up fifteen minutes earlier

    [image: image] Eating more fruit

    [image: image] Drinking more water

When incorporated into a daily routine, these microactions take on an even greater potential for bringing about immense new levels of productivity and growth in our work and home life. Microactions are the tiny steps toward positive growth that you take every day. Microactions are manageable and easy to accomplish. And, their power compounds over time. It is exactly because they are so easy to accomplish that, after only a few days of focusing on them, you will see results.

Consider one great example of a microaction by a friend of mine, John Arnold. He eliminated clutter and excess in his life in just forty days by adopting a single microaction. Specifically, every day for forty days, he filled a standard grocery sack with items he no longer wanted and either threw them away or found them a new home. The end result was that he purged clutter from every room, closet, drawer, and cabinet in his house, his office, and his garage and both of his cars.

The microaction created not only a physical tipping point that resulted in a new level of order but also a mental tipping point that gave him a new mind-set about material things. As John describes it, “I learned that everything I own owns a little bit of me. My relationship to material objects completely changed. I now have a new baseline for what I will allow as clutter in my life. If you had told me I was going to organize my entire home and office in forty days, I would have never believed you. But doing it one bag at a time was easy.”

Microactions have changed my life, and they have the power to help you change your life, too. These split-second decisions determine what you will pay attention to, how you will focus your life, and what you will choose to do with your time. And throughout The 7 Minute Solution, I’ll introduce you to more of these tiny, powerful life changers.

Because we have such a short attention span, we need tools to grab our attention and bring it back into the present moment. You are probably already using many tools to help yourself stay on task. You may currently be using:

    [image: image] Paper calendars

    [image: image] Electronic calendaring tools such as Microsoft Outlook

    [image: image] Smart phones such as the iPhone, BlackBerry, and Droid

    [image: image] Written to-do lists

    [image: image] Post-it notes

    [image: image] Voice notes

    [image: image] E-mail reminders

    [image: image] Rubber bands placed around your wrists so you won’t forget something

All of these items act as “peripheral brains.” Peripheral brains are all of the external tools that help your brain capture and store information so you can remember what you need to accomplish. It is not that we are incapable of accomplishing tasks, it is that our brains seem to race so quickly that life is experienced as a series of waves of chaos, which is overwhelming, rather than an ordered series of events. In the past, you have attempted to rely on your peripheral tools to try to bring order to the chaos of life. As humans, we seek order and simplicity.

Unfortunately, without a life system to make sense of all of this information, such tools actually inhibit your productivity rather than improve it.

You know that your current tools and systems aren’t working when:

[image: image] Your e-mail box is overflowing.

[image: image] You lose the Post-it note with the phone number of your most important client.

[image: image] Your to-do list is lost, and the first thing on your new to-do list is to find your old to-do list.

[image: image] You look at your appointments on your calendar, and your heart aches because you would rather be doing something entirely different with your time.

If your current peripheral brains are failing you, you don’t need more time management tools and systems. You need a life system; you need a solution. The 7 Minute Solution will teach you to intentionally choose how you will spend your time. And the 7 Minute Microactions and 7 Minute Tools will help you regain control of your thoughts and your attention so you can focus on what really matters to you. My goal isn’t to simply help you be more productive; who wants to become more efficient at living an unsatisfied life, filled with busyness and stress? No one! That’s why The 7 Minute Solution teaches you how to use your time, energy, and brainpower to become the person you really want to become—so you can experience the life you desire.

Your brain and its tremendous ability to dream, imagine, innovate, and grow are key factors in creating real, meaningful, sustainable change. So before we go any further, I want to give you a basic explanation of how your brain works, because understanding that you can change gives you a reason to try—a reason to wake up.

HARNESSING THE HERD IN YOUR HEAD

You become what you think about.
—EARL NIGHTINGALE, THE STRANGEST SECRET

The human brain is simply amazing. It is changeable and has an enormous potential to learn; the scientific term for this ability is “neuroplasticity,” which means that the brain is “plastic” or changeable. Neuroplasticity is the capacity of your brain to create new neural connections, to rewire itself (known as cortical remapping) as a result of your experiences, thoughts, actions, and repetitive behaviors.

Let me give an everyday example of neuroplasticity. Driving a car is a perfect example of how the brain is plastic or changeable. Our daughter is fifteen and will soon be learning how to drive a car. As she begins that process, every action will be labored and deliberate. She will have to consciously think about the simplest steps: how to turn the key in the ignition, how to put the car in reverse, how to look in the rearview mirror. As she pulls into traffic for the first time, stress chemicals pour into her bloodstream and she feels anxiety about every decision she makes. But, within hours of driving, because the brain learns new and novel concepts very quickly, she won’t have to wonder how to turn on the ignition—new mental connections will have formed. Within days of learning to drive, the excitement is still there but the stress chemicals begin to go away, replaced with new chemicals of accomplishment and confidence.

Now, fast-forward twenty years and look at how neuroplasticity has affected your driving. Every single time you have driven a car you have strengthened the neural connections in your brain to the point that driving is now so routine it can be almost dangerous. You hop in your car in the morning, turn on the radio, and, before you know it, you are pulling into your office parking lot. Now, you drive without much, if any, conscious cognitive processing. For most of the time you are on automatic pilot. Through experience and repetition your brain has become so familiar with driving that it takes virtually no effort.

Wouldn’t it be exciting to think you could experience some of the same automatic positive improvements in your life when it comes to time management, productivity, and organizational skills? Neuroplasticity makes this possible in virtually every area of your life. It is one of the key concepts of The 7 Minute Solution.

We have the ability to rewire our brains by consciously choosing what we will do. To become a better golfer, play golf. To be in better shape, exercise. To become a kinder person, be kind more often. Your brain will respond in direct proportion to what you focus on. Because your brain is plastic or changeable you are also able to form new connections to compensate for lost ones. For example, after some strokes that cause loss of the ability to walk and talk, some patients are able to regain some or all of their lost abilities through intense therapy. Even though parts of the brain are damaged, the remaining cells can begin to rewire themselves to compensate for the injury.

The average number of thoughts that pass through your subconscious mind per day is estimated to be as high as 70,000. Each and every thought you have, every action you take shapes the strength and connections of your neural connections. Consisting of approximately 100 billion cells called neurons, your brain is the most powerful information processor ever designed. Every second, it processes millions of bits of information. Within 1/1,000 of a second after being stimulated, chemical and electrical impulses race along synaptic pathways throughout the neural circuitry of your brain. The efficiency and strength of your neuronal connections or pathways give you the ability to think, plan, create, and execute new ideas.

One psychologist, Dan Holmes, PhD, uses a simple analogy to illustrate how neuronal pathways are created: “I’m an old farm boy. We had a dairy, and the cattle in the field walked the same paths all the time. There were what we called ‘cow paths’ in the fields where the cattle had beaten down the grass. The grass was dead; the path was just dirt. But it hadn’t always been that way; those paths formed because the cows’ consistent behavior created the pattern. That same thing happens in our brains; we have patterns of how we process things that are partly based on repetitive behavior.”

Right now, your brain is relying on habits and routines—cow paths—that you’ve established to make life simpler. Some of those habits, such as brushing your teeth every morning, serve you well. Others, such as procrastination and indecision, do not. But you can train your brain and develop new neuronal pathways—new habits—by repeating behaviors that support your goals and dreams. Back to the cattle analogy, if you drive the cattle along a new route, you will notice a difference in the field within just a few days. Within ninety days, there will be a clearly defined path where the cattle have repeatedly traveled.

The more frequently and consistently you repeat new behaviors, the stronger and more defined the new pathways become. Your brain actually changes its shape and structure based on what you think about and do most of the time. And old pathways—bad habits—are eliminated when they are not used.

WHAT PATHWAYS WILL YOU HAVE CREATED NINETY DAYS FROM NOW?

The 7 Minute Solution is built on a ninety-day foundation. The ninety-day period has been chosen for two reasons. First, life is cyclical and follows steady rhythms. Nature itself starts over every ninety days. Winter, spring, summer, fall, followed by winter again, each season is different, bringing new opportunities, With this foundation, you will know that every ninety days you will have a fresh start and be able to bring on new challenges.

The second reason is very practical—you need a manageable amount of time to see real results in your life. A week is too short and a year may seem too far away. No one wants to wait a full year to see results.

Change requires commitment: If you want to be different ninety days from now you must use the ideas in this book. This book contains plenty of checklists and tools that you can use to improve your time management skills. But checklists, tools, and ideas won’t change your life. Think about how many checklists you’ve left unchecked. It is only through implementing new strategies that you will change your life—and implementing those ideas takes practice. Repetition is the key to modifying behavior. To get the most out of the 7 Minute Solution, I encourage you to commit to using these tools and strategies for ninety days in a row.

Can you imagine what your life could be like ninety days from now? Look forward ninety days from today. Time passes in a blink. Will you be different ninety days from today? You know you want to be. And I know that you can be. You simply need to decide to be different; then use the 7 Minute Microactions, Tools, practical applications, and systems to make that change a reality.

SOME PLANNING TAKES MORE THAN SEVEN MINUTES

I encourage you to begin this process of change by scheduling time to work through the initial exercises in this book. How long has it been since you took an extended period of time to reflect upon exactly what you wanted your life to mean to you? Have you defined and ranked your personal values recently? Have you prioritized what is most important to you? Do you have a written purpose statement guiding and clarifying the decisions you make on a daily basis? Do you have written ninety-day goals with specific action steps for how you will accomplish them? Do you know specifically what is keeping you from becoming the person you want to become? Are there ways to streamline and plan each day before that day begins? Many sections of this book will be followed by 7 Minute Practical Solutions. Don’t skip them. Take seven minutes or whatever time is necessary to start planning for and living a more meaningful life.

Too often people are so busy with their work that they don’t take time to plan what they want to accomplish. Did you catch that word “busy”? Being busy keeps people from living with intention. The truth is, planning is hard, and it takes time that you may feel you don’t have. But executing without a plan is harder, and in the end, failing to plan costs you more time. In fact, failing to plan could effectively cost you your life if you waste your days doing stuff that doesn’t matter.

Don’t waste your life. I believe it is valuable to spend at least four days each year—one day every ninety days—intensely preparing, designing, dreaming, outlining, and creating a written plan of action for what you want your life to become and what you want to accomplish. You can center that plan on what is most important to you and wrap it around living a life of purpose and meaning. And when you have a very specific plan, you can effectively choose how you will invest your most limited currency: your time.

APPLYING THE 7 MINUTE SOLUTION TO YOUR LIFE

The 7 Minute Solution is about consciously focusing your attention for seven minutes every day on what is most meaningful in your life.

In an online survey we conducted in February 2011, the vast majority of people found meaning in five general areas of life:

[image: image] Family

[image: image] Love

[image: image] Friendships

[image: image] Faith

[image: image] Making a difference

We want to believe our life matters. We want to believe that by utilizing our gifts and talents we can make a difference in the world. We want to serve those around us in a way that celebrates our purpose. We seek meaningful connections with our faith, friends, family members, and coworkers. We want to belong. And we realize that to be a part of something bigger, life can’t be just about us. For our lives to really matter, we must serve others.

So the question now is: are you ready to live with intention and purpose? I hope so! If so, it’s time to check your vital signs. And just as you would for an accident victim, we’ll start with the basics: are you aware?



THE PROBLEM: UNAWARENESS


To be awake is to be alive.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU

BOOM-BOOM. . . boom-boom.

Your heart is beating, but are you truly connected to your life? When you wake each morning, do you feel the buzz of potential and excitement? Or do you move from day to day, lost in a swirl of chaos, confusion, interruptions, and distractions?

At age forty-one, I carried excess weight on an out-of-shape body. My busy days were packed but not productive. I was tired—really, really tired. Although I liked my work, after twenty years in the same job, I felt empty and worn out. A stirring deep inside my heart gnawed at me. I wanted more, but I didn’t know exactly what more meant, and I didn’t know what to do about it.

THE AWAKENING

When I saw my friend Debbie Ring walking toward me at church that Sunday morning, I knew even before she spoke that something had happened. She put her hand on my arm as if to comfort me and said, “I’ve got cancer.” She paused to let the words sink in. “It’s stage four colon cancer. I have six months to live.” The jolt of her words ran through my body like an electric current.

“I’ve got cancer.” Three words. Three terrible words. They hit me with such force that my initial inclination to run from their sting was overcome only by my instinct to protect my friend. I grabbed hold of her and together, we cried.

At home that night, I tried to remember what my life had been like the day before.

Nothing. It was like nothing. I knew then that I had been existing but not really living. I was breathing but not feeling.

How did I feel now? Sadness for my friend swept over me. I felt guilty for allowing life to pass me by. An overwhelming need to wake up shook me. I felt a growing responsibility to live. Debbie’s three dreadful words had drawn a line in the sand in front of me. I knew I had a choice to make: I could choose to continue to move through life completely unaware, or I could choose to wake up.

In August 2001, I took the first step toward awareness. I recognized that something needed to change, but I didn’t know where to go or whom to turn to.



Less than two weeks later, another awakening rocked my world—and probably yours as well. The events of September 11, 2001, continue to affect our country. But for a young man who worked in my office, the awakening of that day’s events stirred intense clarity to his life. At twenty-two, Adam Staples was in the process of becoming a financial adviser. His training included a three-week course in New York City, and on the morning of September 11, Adam went to the office in the South Tower of the World Trade Center. Like everyone else that morning, he felt concerned and confused when he heard the commotion about the plane hitting the North Tower of the World Trade Center at 8:46 A.M. But security guards assured everyone that things were okay in the South Tower and there was no need to evacuate.

At 9:02 A.M., Adam leaned against the window on the sixty-first floor and looked out at the New York skyline. Suddenly a violent explosion rocked the building. An incredible noise vibrated through the air, and debris fell from the ceiling. Adam didn’t stop to question what had happened. His survival instinct kicked in; he knew he had to escape.

Adam had run track at Arkansas State University, and he ran down sixteen flights before crowds began to fill the stairwells at the forty-fourth floor. Caught in a mass of people, his progress slowed. The seriousness of the moment hung in the air as Adam and the others moved as quickly as possible with the same goal in mind: get out, now.

At the sixteenth floor, Adam noticed large cracks in the walls. A few people were able to get a connection on their cell phones, and, slowly, news of the two planes hitting the World Trade Center towers passed from person to person.

While Adam hurried down those stairs, I watched the news of the terrorist attacks from the safety of my office. His parents had called to find out if we knew whether their son was dead or alive, and we couldn’t offer any reassurance. My coworkers and I huddled together, silently crying and praying that our friend had found his way safely out of the building. At 9:58 A.M., I watched the South Tower lean violently to the right and disappear into a horrifying gray cloud of smoke. My head fell into my palms, and I wept.

It took Adam forty-five minutes to make it out of the South Tower. He had walked approximately six blocks when he saw the building he had been in only minutes earlier lean to the side. He stood silently in the middle of the street with hundreds of other people and listened to the horrible sound of the building collapsing floor by floor. Thud . . . thud . . . thud . . . thud . . . thud.

Adam was safe, and he knew his life would never be the same.

In the terrifying moments on the morning of September 11, 2001, countless lives were forever changed. People around the world grieved the loss of friends, family members, and their sense of safety. But Adam didn’t watch the terrible events unfold on television or on the Internet; he lived them. In the fifty-six minutes from impact to collapse of the South Tower of the World Trade Center, he experienced a rush of hypersensitive focus and adrenaline. His life moved instantly from a blissful state of unawareness to an awareness that he might be living his last moments on Earth.

“With every step I took walking down the stairs of the World Trade Center, I wasn’t thinking about myself, I thought of my mom and dad. I felt my parents’ love and prayers,” Adam says. “Since then, my greater awakening has been that this life is not about me. Whatever job I have, my most meaningful role now is as a loving husband and as a father sitting on the floor with my children. Most people are unaware of what is most important in their life.” Today, Adam’s life continues to resonate from his greater awakening. Yes, Adam is very successful in business, and he lives with gratitude. But he believes he has been placed here to serve: Serve his family, serve his community, and serve God, “It’s not about me.” Adam’s life is a reflection of his appreciation for the brevity and preciousness of time.

At the end of August 2001, my friend Debbie Ring heard those three terrible words: “You have cancer.” Less than two weeks later, the young man who worked in the office adjoining mine barely escaped death when United Airlines Flight 175 crashed into the South Tower of the World Trade Center only sixteen floors above him. These two incidents were my wake-up call.

The voice in my head screamed, “Allyson, today may be all you have. You need to wake up! You need to live. Don’t you know there’s so much more to life? Can’t you see it?” And for the first time in my adult life I did see it. I saw clearly that there was more to life. I wanted to live a life of meaning and purpose. I wanted to reengage in life at a completely new and different level. I wanted to awaken my heart, my mind, my body, and my soul. I wanted to feel alive again. I wanted to breathe in life. What more would it take? My friend Debbie was dying, my friend Adam was alive—and both of them were living more fully than ever before. It was time to let go of fear and regret. It was time to embrace life in a new way, to live with faith, hope, and love.

There are no more excuses; now is the time. Every day you have a choice to make. Debbie’s diagnosis drew a line in the sand for me. This moment is the line in the sand for you. Will you continue to let life pass you by? Will you get up tomorrow morning, kiss your children good-bye, spend eight or nine hours doing a good job, hop back into your car, and spend a few unremarkable hours at home—living completely unaware of all the goodness life offers?

Let me tell you from experience: there is a better choice. Adam found a safe path out of the South Tower and awoke to an understanding of what is most important to him. You have the potential to live more than eighty years on this earth. How you choose to spend your time is one of the most important factors in whether or not you will experience a meaningful life. I have chosen not to allow life to pass me by. I am awake and aware that the choices I make every day determine the quality of life I experience. I am choosing, moment by moment, to spend my time living a life that matters. How will you choose to spend your time?

Time.

The doctors told Debbie Ring that she had six months to live. But with courage, modern medicine, faith, and prayer, she lived six more years. Throughout those years, Debbie cherished her time. She lived with purpose and hope. On January 18, 2007, with her daughter lying next to her, and her two boys kneeling at her bedside, her husband, Dan, gently kissed his wife good-bye and said, “Run to Jesus, baby, just run.”

I know that when Debbie passed from this world to the next, she had no regrets. Her family knew she loved them, and her faith gave them hope and courage. That’s what mattered most.



WHERE IS YOUR ATTENTION?


Concentrate all your thoughts upon the work at hand. 
The sun’s rays do not burn until brought to a focus.

—ALEXANDER GRAHAM BELL

IT IS TIME TO wake up, to move from unawareness to awareness. Awareness begins when you know what is most important to you. The life-changing events Adam and Debbie faced helped them quickly reprioritize their lives. But it doesn’t have to take a crisis for you to find that clarity. Life is an evolving process. You don’t usually just move from being unaware to awareness. To wake up you must learn how to concentrate and focus your attention.

Attention is your brain’s ability to consciously choose what you see at any given time. The speed at which your brain processes information is remarkable. You have approximately 100 billion neurons in your brain. Each cell constantly communicates with the cells around it. One hundred billion. To put that number into perspective, that’s approximately the number of stars in the universe—but the stars can’t speak to one another. Those 100 billion neurons process millions of pieces of information every minute of the day by taking in what you hear, see, smell, touch, taste, and experience emotionally. Attention allows your brain to take those random bits of information and piece together what you experience as reality. Attention allows you to see what you want to see and hear what you want to hear. Attention allows your brain to cut through the clutter and focus only on what you deem important.

DEFINING ATTENTION

William James, in his 1890 textbook The Principles of Psychology, explained attention this way:

[Attention] is the taking possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought. Focalization, concentration of consciousness are of its essence. It implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with others, and is a condition which has a real opposite in the confused, dazed, scatterbrained state which in French is called distraction.

Let’s break down this definition of attention, beginning with the concept of the mind taking possession. When was the last time an event in your life took possession of you? When were you last swept away with emotion?

One such event in my own life was my wedding day. I remember every detail of the events on August 22, 1992. I can still see each of the friends and family members who surrounded me. I remember the scent and beauty of the flowers, the lilt of the music, the taste and texture of the wedding cake. If I close my eyes, I can still feel the emotion of that day, the strength of my husband’s love as we held hands, looked into each other’s eyes, and said, “I do.”

I feel a similar connection to the birth of my two children. I remember every detail: how tiny they were in my arms, their soft breath against my skin, the intense and immediate love I felt the first time I saw them. In such divine moments, it is as though everything else faded away and my complete attention and focus were incredibly clear and vivid.

Harnessing attention awakens your discovery or rediscovery of meaning. Attention empowers you to make tiny daily decisions that move you into a richer, more fulfilling life. When was the last time something took possession of you? Emotion greatly affects the power and depth of your attention.

James concluded his definition of attention with this phrase: “and is a condition which has a real opposite in the confused, dazed, scatterbrained state which in French is called distraction.”

Distraction. The word “distraction” comes from an ancient form of torture. Imagine this: An enemy ties your left arm to one horse and your right arm to a second horse. He then ties your left leg to a third horse, and your right leg to yet another horse. Then he slaps the horses’ flanks, and they gallop in different directions—distracting you. It would kill you.

Try this: Stand with your arms and fists outstretched above your head, your legs shoulder width apart. Imagine what it would feel like to be pulled in so many directions. Are you living like this? Distracted, pulled in many different directions? Pulled by your job, pulled by wanting to live up to the dreams of your family? When you are stretched like this, you can’t take even a single step forward toward any of your goals.

Respondents to a survey conducted by Seven Minutes, Inc., in 2009, listed distractions and constant interruptions as the two biggest challenges they struggle with daily. Distractions will always be part of your life. But if you’re not consciously aware, distractions can become your focus. Flitting from one task to the next, from Facebook to YouTube to Twitter and back again, to the phone, to the text message you forgot to send, and then, oh yeah, you needed to finish that report, but first you switch on the news for a few minutes . . . it’s easy to get distracted; you must choose to learn to live an attentive life. Living an attentive life means you are able to filter out the noise and focus in on what is most important.

MAXIMIZING YOUR 7 MINUTE ATTENTION SPAN

How good is your attention? Isn’t it shocking how much information we must plow through every day? In an attempt to help you improve your attention span, here is a little information on how you can maximize your current attention span.

There are three types of attention:

1. Focused attention

2. Sustained attention

3. Divided attention

Focused attention is short term in its effect. You experience focused attention every time something startles you—a waiter drops a plate in a restaurant, your cell phone rings in a meeting, or there is a knock at your door. This type of attention usually lasts less than eight seconds, and once the event is over you seem to refocus on what you were originally working on.

Sustained attention is the type of attention the 7 Minute Solution will help you improve. Sustained attention requires complete concentration, sustained over time. It enables you to focus your complete attention on a single task at a time without interruption. Sustained attention is what might be called thinking. It happens when you eliminate distractions from your mind and fully concentrate on the task at hand.

Completing a project by using sustained attention carries an emotional reward. When you successfully eliminate distraction and finish even a simple task, you are physically and emotionally rewarded with chemicals called endorphins that give you a sense of well-being.

The third type of attention is known as divided attention. In today’s workplace it is often referred to as multitasking, but in fact multitasking doesn’t exist; what is actually happening is task switching or divided attention.

As we will explore more fully throughout this book, your brain has a limited capacity to consciously process tasks. As humans, we are limited to focusing our attention on one thing at a time. For example, if I asked you to take your right hand and place it on top of your head, it would be difficult for you to continue fully concentrating on reading this sentence. What would actually occur is that your brain would stop reading for a split millisecond, think about what muscles it takes to move your right arm, and your hand on top of your head. In the next millisecond your brain would refocus your eyes on this page and continue to read.

What is the problem with task switching? Divided attention takes more effort.

As you quickly switch back and forth from task to task, you have to slightly repeat each task just to get back to where you were. Divided attention is much less productive than focused attention. Instead of pumping your body full of endorphins, divided attention pumps you full of adrenaline and stress hormones. When you are fully engrossed in a project and you are interrupted, it can take you up to twenty minutes to get back in the right frame of mind.

Consider your average day. How many interruptions do you experience in an average workday? Every phone call, every text message, every e-mail binging in through the server, not to mention all the observations your brain distracts you with. And just as you mentally settle in to work on a task, your mind wanders and you ask yourself, “I wonder what is happening on Facebook? I’ll just click over to my bookmarked Internet site and take a quick look.” And your attention is gone.

Although much research says adults can hold their sustained focus for an average of seven minutes at a time, I am confident that by understanding the importance of focusing your attention, you will be able to improve your ability to think.

I have often wondered why I can stay completely engrossed in a movie for more than two hours but there are times when I can’t seem to focus my attention long enough to complete a project that I have started numerous times.

Joe Hardy, PhD, is the senior director of research and development at Lumos Labs, a company that develops computer programs designed to improve attention, memory, and cognitive processing speed. When I asked Joe about the brevity of the average attention span, he pointed out that attention is the dynamic allocation of your attentional resources. It is how you select and process specific information for dynamic and changing periods of time.

“I am not sure there is a correct answer to how long a person can pay attention,” he says. “Maybe the way to ask the question is ‘How does performance change over time as you are working on a particular task?’ The bottom line is that our ‘attentional resources’ oscillate over time; your ability to focus your attention goes up and it goes down. It’s not just that you have a limited attention span, but also that your ability to focus your attention oscillates based on your stress level, what you have eaten, how much sleep you have had, and even if you find yourself ‘bored’ with a particular task. The good news is, science is discovering multiple ways to cognitively train your brain to help you increase your attention span, your memory, and your focus.”

[image: image]

Does your life feel like swirling chaos?

Life is filled with chaos and distractions. As in the picture above, that chaos swirls around you. Imagine standing in the center of that swirl. One of the reasons we are unaware of the goodness of our lives is that there is too much coming at us. We’re distracted and constantly interrupted. This barrage of information comes to us through our senses of sight, hearing, smell, touch, and taste, filtering first through our subconscious mind and then into our conscious mind. When you have not decided what is most important, everything seems important. You don’t know where to focus your attention, and you end up feeling overwhelmed, lost, and distracted.
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“This book will change the way you live. Here’s how to work better and smarter;
how to get more out of less; most important, here’s how to take the right small
steps to make the big changes that get life right.”

—David Bach, author of The Automatic Millionaire and Start Late, Finish Rich

MINUTE
SOLUTION

Creating a Life with Meaning

7 Minutes at a Time

ALLYSON LEWIS






OEBPS/images/common2.jpg





OEBPS/images/title1.jpg
The

Minute

Solution

ATRIA rarPERBACK

New York London Toronto

Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Allyson Lewis

Creating a Life with Meaning

7 Minutes at a Time







OEBPS/images/bull.jpg








