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This book is dedicated to all people seeking to create a Kinder world. We need you.

I’ve learned about Kindness from a lot of people. My parents, Brad and Lesa, have been nothing but supportive my entire life, and to have champions like that who are forever in your corner is a gift that affects generations.

The influence of teachers on my world is the reason I work in education. My cofounder, John Norlin, is a relentless example of a life intentionally lived. My mentor, Tyler Durman, is as honest and compassionate as he is tall.

My ex-partner, Harley, walked a long, weird, wonderful, and winding road with me. We held many mirrors up to each other, and I am forever grateful for that adventure and where we’ve arrived on the far side.
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The role of friendship continues to teach me everything I need to know about how to do life better. Michael Zaro was my “big brother” growing up as an only child, and from a young age he taught me that you can be ridiculously cool because you are consistently Kind. My current roommates—Esteban, Jackie, Ben, and Jessie—help me dance and laugh and play more. They remind me to be fully me and to show up in the world with the full force of my gifts. To love and give of yourself fully—that is perhaps the Kindest thing we can learn to do.
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1 [ THE CASE FOR KINDNESS ]
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I call it the “Hot Dog Seat.”

You know the one: the middle seat on airplanes where, for whatever number of necessary hours, you are trapped between two people “buns.” The one where you have quiet battles for armrest space and a climate that is the average of whatever fan speed your neighbors have twisted to.

I found myself in the Hot Dog Seat early on in a speaking career that would take me to over six hundred campuses around the world talking to students about things like Kindness. This particular travel day was for a school that offered to fly me out to talk to their students. It was one of the first times a school put me on a plane, so I was humbled, nervous, and a bit exhausted. All I wanted to do was take a nap and prepare for the big day tomorrow. Helga, the woman who had just sat down next to me, had different plans.

I’d settled into my Hot Dog Seat before she arrived. As she pulled up to my row, she made it clear I didn’t have to fully get into the aisle so she could get to her window seat, so we did the old middle school dance-off. You’ve been there: the stranger is passing by you in the small and contained area, you are standing to let them through, and suddenly you are face-to-face in a seventh-grade slow-dance pose.

Finally, she came to rest, and I immediately noted she had way more energy than I was hoping she would. She was fidgety and enthused. I was tired and wanted to take a nap. In my periphery, I saw that she had begun to decorate her space. A hand-knitted blanket. A dog trinket that hung from the seat-back pocket.

I suppose that, for a three-hour ride, you have to make it feel like home.



Despite my noise-canceling headphones, periphery-blinding neck pillow, and all other outward signs that I was ready to go to sleep, she tapped me on the shoulder to introduce herself.

“Hi, my name is Helga!”

Naptime officially delayed.

Without any sort of real conversational pause, she leaped into action. Helga asked me all kinds of questions: Where was I from, where was I going, what was I doing with my life…?

I told her that I’m from Maine. I grew up in Seattle. I was on my way to go speak at a school—that’s what I do with my life. She lit up. “Houston! I worked in a school as well! It was a high school. What was your favorite part of high school?”

“My senior year.” My answers (and patience) were getting shorter.

“Why?” Her earnestness was insurmountable.

I explained that, during my last year of high school, some friends and I came together and created a group on campus called R.A.K.E., or Random Acts of Kindness, Etc. Once a week, we would meet and talk about Kindness. We shared why it was important, why the world needed more of it, and what we could do to exercise it. Then, we would go out onto our campus and practice! There were, I explained, only two rules to R.A.K.E.


	1. MEET SOMEONE NEW

	2. LEAVE THEM BETTER THAN YOU FOUND THEM



We realized that, at a school of our size (eighteen hundred students), we could meet someone new every day of high school and still not meet all the people in our building. We knew that everyone was craving some kind of connection, so we would talk often about what it looked like to effectively “leave someone better than we found them.”

It wasn’t long before Helga got emotional. She had hair that curled skyward and a smile that took in her whole face. She had green eyes that looked like they had their own gardens growing in them. She was wearing a cozy neck pillow that, based on all the evidence I’d gathered, didn’t seem like it was going to be getting much use.

If you have the whole picture in your head, now picture her weeping.

Through her tears, she shared fervently that “there is nothing more important in the world than Kindness.”

We probably all believe this sentiment on some level. But to Helga, it was a mantra rooted in pain.

She explained that the last time she had flown was three years ago. She had scrambled to an airport because she was woken up by a phone call from her dad’s doctor. He told her to get to Arizona as quickly as possible because “Your dad’s not doing very well.”

Just as her plane was about to depart to Phoenix, the doctor called to inform her that her dad had passed away.

For the three-hour plane ride, she sat in stunned silence surrounded by strangers. When she arrived at the airport in Arizona, she stumbled to the nearest wall, crumpled to the ground, and wept.

And here is the part I’ll never forget about Helga’s story: for two hours, she sat and cried in the airport while nearly three thousand people walked by.

Not a single person stopped to help.




Chapter 1 KINDNESS ISN’T NORMAL


I spend a lot of time thinking about the importance of Kindness in a world seemingly too busy for it. Kindness is one of these essential things that we collectively say is good, but we collectively aren’t very good at.

Why? Why are we so bad at something we believe in?

Why is it that we can so universally agree on the value of something and not be very skilled at it? How can Helga sit in pain, alone in an airport, and have three thousand people bypass her suffering?

This book, in many ways, is for Helga. Almost every day I think or talk about her story. In some ways it’s because I know that, at any given moment, I could live her story. I’m acutely aware that none of us are immune from adversity. We will all, at some point along the way, be desperate for a moment of human Kindness and connection.

For two hours, three thousand strangers walked by her moment of profound hurt. In her deepest sadness and loneliness, thousands of opportunities for companionship and comfort shuffled or sprinted by on their own well-intentioned way.

I was in the Hot Dog Seat, crying while she cried, when she arrived at her conclusion: “You know what I realized as three thousand people walked by, Houston? I realized that Kindness isn’t normal.”

Kindness isn’t normal.

Those words have stuck with me all these years. It has been the foundation upon which I’ve built much of what I do, because I want to live in a world where Kindness is the baseline—a world where everyone is capable of meeting the basic human need for attention, hopefulness, and care. A world where people have the skills and the courage to stop and help someone crying in the airport. A world that believes in Kindness as the single most important skill for more meaningful lives and more abundant, caring, connected communities.

I believe in a world where Kindness is normal. And I’ve learned along the way that it’s going to take a lot of work.






Chapter 2 OUR PERSPECTIVES DRIVE OUR PRACTICES


I grew up trying to memorize the longest words I could find. I remember being in the bathtub at age six trying to learn how to spell “temperature.” My mom would patiently break the word apart: tem·per·a·ture.

I would scour the internet to see if I could find bigger and sillier spelling challenges. When I was eleven, I tackled “pneumonoultramicroscopicsilicovolcanoconiosis.” Before you start a not-so-quick Google search (it takes a minute just to type it), I’ll fill you in on its meaning: it’s a lung disease caused by the inhalation of fine silica or quartz dust. It’s the longest English word on the market at forty-five letters, and I spent a full forty-eight hours trying to memorize it.

Maybe it was just my only-child desire to win at all things, but even beyond winning, I’ve always been drawn to the power of words. “Language and the Brain” describes language as one of the primary ways that we understand the world around us.1 It plays a starring and widespread role in the human brain, aiding in everything from processing color to making moral judgments. It dictates how we construct and remember events, categorize objects, process smells and sounds, think about time, do mental math, and experience and express emotions. You get the point. Words are kind of a big deal.

Much of our understanding of language is taught to us through experience. Which means, if we aren’t paying attention, our ultimately narrow-laned, individual life experiences can inform how we define many words that control much of our life. Our siloed, independent experiences aren’t always the most trustworthy source of definitions for things that affect us interdependently. As an example, if our experience growing up with the word “love” is shaped by a series of failed or abusive relationships with the adults we trust, we will begin to think about (or even fear) love in ways that are unique to those experiences. If we grow up in a household where Kindness looks like two parents who make our dinner each night and sit down for a family meal, we may have a hard time understanding someone who comes from a single-grandparent home where Kindness looks like someone remembering to leave some leftovers in the fridge.

No perspective is inherently wrong. However, if we don’t have the tools to reflect on how our experiences have defined these words in our lives, then we become the victim of hand-me-down definitions. That is to say, we accept the definition our lives have offered to us instead of wrestling with any possibility of the word meaning something more.

The way we think about things in our brain shapes the way we interact with them in the world. Words (and our definitions of them) shape nearly everything we do.

So what is your definition of Kindness? And perhaps the more important question: How does your definition of Kindness shape the way you interact with it in the world?






Chapter 3 IT’S MORE THAN CONFETTI


We are talking about Kindness more than ever before. While interpersonal conversations are one element of this chatter, our culture currently speaks loudest through products and posts. Target has a whole Kindness T-shirt line. There are hashtags focused on happiness. There are a plethora of Pinterest-y posters promoting positivity. Brands are popping up with mottoes focused on doing or being good. Nearly every school I have ever worked with incorporates Kindness into their motto, mantra, or mission.

But how we talk about something is even more important than the frequency with which we talk about it.

I’ve worked with over six hundred schools around the world, and one of the most common Kindness posters I’ve seen in these schools reads like this:


[ “Throw Kindness around like confetti!” ]



I want to gently tear this poster down from the internet and the hallways.

Don’t get me wrong; it’s well-intentioned. The quote is simply asking us to be more liberal in how we spread and share our Kindness. And certainly the world needs more of it!

But I believe that if Kindness were as simple or as easy as confetti, the world would be a much Kinder place.

In fact, quotes like this one (and many others in schools or online) talk about Kindness in a similarly well-intentioned, cute, and playful way.

“Just be Kind!”

“Kindness is free. Sprinkle that stuff everywhere.”

And while they make for great products and posters, they can do more harm than good. Without paying proper attention, we’ve started to “fluffify” the thing. We are talking about Kindness in an oversimplified way.

One of the biggest barriers to a Kinder world is the way we speak about Kindness. When we make something sound easy, we don’t allocate the necessary resources, energy, or time to actually improve at it. The kind of Kindness the world needs isn’t being accurately portrayed, let alone taught. As a result, there is a glaring delta between perceived importance and actual action.

What if we talked about Kindness in a way that honored how hard it is? What if we taught skills in our education system that supported the challenging and messy work of Deep Kindness in our lives?

Deep Kindness. Not Confetti Kindness.

Simple and confetti-like actions of Kindness are a piece of the puzzle, but they aren’t the whole picture.

Clearly outlining the differences between these concepts is what this book is all about. It’s about offering a more thoughtful vocabulary for the critically important concept of Kindness.

Here are a few types that may come up:


	
• COMMON KINDNESS:
“Please” and “Thank you.” Politeness and pleasantries. While certainly important and demonstrative of basic respect for others, these acts of Kindness aren’t necessarily changing anyone’s world. They keep the gears turning, but sometimes fail to acknowledge the bigger, broken machine.



	
• CONFETTI KINDNESS:
The mass-marketed, feel-good Kindness that I associate with bright colors, poppy news stories, and warm fuzzies like Pay-It-Forward coffee lines or other random acts.

Let me be clear from the start: I believe that both of these first two Kindnesses are critical in a world craving gentleness and optimism. This book does not dismiss Confetti Kindness as outright wrong or bad—these actions of fun or generosity provide hope that people are doing good in a world that can sometimes feel bleak. Almost always, they are rooted in good intentions and delivered in an earnest attempt to help. There is nothing inherently wrong with Confetti Kindness, but there is a more profound category of care that the world desperately needs.



	
• DEEP KINDNESS:
The kind of Kindness that overcomes selfishness and fear. The sort of generosity that expects nothing in return. The unconditional care that is given despite a person’s shortcomings or ugliness. The commitment to consistent, thoughtful action that proves, over time, that your giving is not dependent on circumstance or convenience. Deep Kindness requires something more than politeness or even an honest desire to help—it requires careful self-reflection, profound courage, a willingness to be humbled, and hard-earned social and emotional skills. Deep Kindness is the by-product of a whole lot of emotional intelligences coming together in concert to perform an action that may look externally simple but is quite internally complicated. It’s the kind that overcomes generational hate and champions justice. It’s the type of Kindness we must teach (and explore for ourselves) if we are ever going to live in a world that is less divisive and more compassionate. It’s the kind of Kindness that stops to help Helga.





If most of what we’ve heard or seen growing up is reductionistic one-liners such as “be kind” or cutesy commands like “sprinkle that stuff everywhere because it’s free,” then we will continue to reduce this beautiful and complicated idea of Kindness down to simple sayings, Post-it Note pleasantries, and high fives in hallways.

There are plenty of books available that can offer stories and ideas for Confetti Kindness, and I urge you to read them and enjoy! I would never dismiss the value of these small and powerful moments that can encourage a smile, change a day, or inspire a movement. But this book is more interested in unpacking things that can feel a little bit uglier and perhaps a little less fun. It will feel prickly and uncomfortable at times, and that is a good thing. We’ll never find new answers if we keep asking the old questions. I want to explore the limits of our compassion and understand what’s required for us to live in the Kindest version of this world.

The practice of Deep Kindness doesn’t happen just because we believe in Kindness. It’s something to strive toward, and a skill set that has infinite room for improvement. It’s also not exclusive of Common Kindness or Confetti Kindness. In fact, the two of them are foundational for the ongoing work of Deep Kindness. The consistent and thoughtful exercise of Common Kindness and Confetti Kindness helps you take a perspective rooted in respect, cultivate meaningful habits, get the “small wins” that drive you toward bigger ones, and strengthen the necessary muscle of courage to set you up for scary action when Kindness matters most.

To use the body as a metaphor, Common Kindness is knowing why working out is important and getting your steps in when you can. Confetti Kindness is taking a Pilates class with a friend or getting a run in when it works with your schedule. Deep Kindness is the culmination of years of thoughtful nutrition and habitual exercise that results in ongoing health, wellness, and real physical transformation. One can lead to the other, but it doesn’t happen by accident. To move from one to the other is predicated on understanding, action, and discipline over time. It’s hard work, but the rewards are profound.

In order to demonstrate this kind of Kindness, it is important that you understand the skills necessary to get there.

Deep Kindness requires empathy and perspective-taking. How am I supposed to give you something you truly need if I don’t attempt to understand what you need first?

Deep Kindness requires resilience. Do you know how much fortitude it takes to offer Kindness, get rejected, hurt, or laughed at, and return to give Kindness again? Grit is necessary for unconditional love in the face of adversity, cruelty, or conditions that would more naturally lend themselves to hate.

Deep Kindness requires courage. The willingness to take great risk at personal cost, and expose yourself to judgment, mockery, or failure in order to demonstrate that you care. To extend your own ego to the wolves, knowing that perhaps there is someone who needs you on the far side of fear.

Deep Kindness requires forgiveness. It asks us to see others through the generous perspective of hope, and to believe that people are capable of growth. The unforgiving person sees others (and sometimes themselves) as incapable of change. Lifelong grudges are held because one or both parties stubbornly cling to the narrative “They meant to hurt me and always will.”

Tom Hanks’s famous line from A League of Their Own resonates here: “It’s supposed to be hard. If it wasn’t hard, everyone would do it. The hard is what makes it great.” The challenge of Deep Kindness is what makes it so worthwhile, life-shaping, and world-changing. If we are going to improve at it effectively, we have to talk about it in a way that celebrates its complexity and honors its hardness.

What if the poster we grew up with said something like this:


[ “Throw Kindness around like it’s the most important and meaningful resource we have.” ]



That’d be a poster worth hanging. And that’s the kind of Kindness this book is about.







2 [ LOOKING FOR ADVIL ]
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People more actively seek Advil than vitamins. We more readily look for things to alleviate pain than pursue practices that reduce pain in the first place. We are reactive by nature, and it is far too often that we find post-trauma clarity in what “could have been done.”

Unfortunately, our culture considers Kindness a nice-to-have rather than a nonnegotiable. It’s the icing on top, but it’s not the whole cake.

We need to understand the hurt we can (and must!) address through Deep Kindness. While I wish Kindness were a vitamin, we are actively in pain and need something stronger. We need revelation, transformation, and some extra-strength Advil.

We’re in need of a more compelling case for Kindness than its cuteness. We must be able to recognize Kindness as the single most important ingredient for a healthy, connected, and conscious world. Kindness is not the Band-Aid. It’s the cure.

The following pages will outline, in devastating detail, why our world needs pain relief. Now.




Chapter 4 “THE EMPATHY GAP”


The American Psychological Association (APA) revealed the average student today has as much anxiety as the average psychiatric patient from the 1950s.1 Anxiety is increasing in our world, and there are hundreds of reasons that contribute to this amplification of worry. To start, our brains aren’t really designed for the daily deluge of data they receive. “Time Flies” suggests American adults spend over eleven hours per day listening to, watching, reading, or interacting with media.2 The research out of the University of California San Diego tells us that we are exposed to about thirty-four gigabytes of information a day, including over 105,000 words, in our waking hours.3 It is an overwhelm of information that is un-curated and un-processable.

What happens when most of the content we are digesting is digital and impersonal? What happens when our brains are being bombarded by pixels instead of people? Well, the evidence is in our interactions. A study out of the University of Michigan tells us that empathy has dropped 40 percent in college-aged students since the year 2000.4 That sharp decline in our ability to show empathy pairs serendipitously with various tech inventions and advancements.

It is a humbling reminder that, while we are more digitally connected than ever, we are also more isolated and anxious. For the millennials who grew up during this era of technological innovation in social networking, we have found ourselves unexpectedly lonely.

I got my first cell phone in eighth grade and remember fondly the advanced game of black-and-white Snake that I played. I remember being enthralled by Brick Breaker on the BlackBerry and the deep desire to know everyone’s PIN number so I could BlackBerry Messenger them. I remember the iPhone’s glassy aesthetic and an app store that revealed unlimited possibilities.

Unfortunately, there will always be similar examples of things that simultaneously delight us, while demanding our most valuable currency: attention.

Today, not much has changed. Most of us have witnessed the modern reality of eating dinner as a family: everyone at the table has their faces in their phones and out of the conversation.

Who, over time, do you think will win the battle for our attention: The devices that refresh relentlessly and are programmed to tap into our habits and happiness? Or the person in front of us who is rather imperfect and sometimes disagreeable? There is a reason that science fiction novels often warn us that, if we aren’t conscious and careful, machines could control most of our daily life. Ultimately, apps are easier to deal with than attitudes.

Who wouldn’t want to reveal to others only the most curated and celebratory parts of their lives? What if the only way we knew each other was through our most popular posts and photo shoots? If I have the option to share with the masses only my most well-lit and well-groomed angles—only my most well-distilled and well-written thoughts—it seems reasonable to spend most of my time cultivating that carefully crafted version of me.

Our profiles provide our most prepackaged personas and, as we browse the catalogs of people on our social media, we are given VIP access to brutal false comparisons. “I wish my hair looked like that!” or “I want my relationship to be like theirs” is the conscious or unconscious internal dialogue that compares the fullness of our personhood with a fraction of another’s perfectly planned photo shoot.

And what happens when the dopamine hits and data bits are readily available at our fingertips? They become the first things we reach for when we have a “spare moment.” My personal desire to reach for my device has gotten so bad that I’ve started getting the phantom buzzes—those false rings in my pocket that let my brain pretend that now is a good time to check the phone because it’s probably, almost certainly, nearly definitely something important and urgent.

And why sit in a moment of stillness, silence, or (God forbid!) boredom, when you can have the world’s information and interconnectedness in your hands?

Neuroscience tells us that it is actually moments of boredom where empathy and creativity are cultivated. Greater Good Magazine argues that the in-between moments of silence, pause, or stillness when we get to daydream—a necessary vacuum of the clamor and clutter—are the empty canvas we create from.5 In our current reality, we don’t have time to be bored. There is too much content to consume, friends to message, and stories to tell.

This is nothing new. Researchers studied how television affected creativity and imagination—key ingredients of empathy—in Canada in the 1980s.6 They discovered that, as soon as TVs were introduced into communities, there was a reduction in divergent thinking skills and imagination. Today, we have the most powerful TVs we could dream of in our pockets.

We have more access to content than ever before, and the direct by-product is more anxiety. Whether it’s information overload, the lose-lose comparison game, or the inability to be bored, our culture is careening away from connection (no matter how much we think we are creating it).

Here’s the tough part: Dr. Michele Borba, in her book Unselfie, says that when anxiety increases, empathy decreases. She calls it the “Empathy Gap,” and she builds a strong case that it is widening. It’s really cause and effect: the more worried I am about what’s going on in my life, the harder a time I will have worrying about what’s going on in yours.


THE KIND OF KINDNESS THE WORLD NEEDS…

is one that starts with understanding. It’s the kind that willingly climbs the mountain that is anxiety and knows that connection is cultivated, not clicked on. It’s the kind that realizes that Kindness isn’t a “nice-to-have,” but a “must-have.” Perhaps it’s not a supplement or a pain reliever at all, but rather a fundamentally key ingredient in helping heal a deeply wounded world.








Chapter 5 THE LONELY GENERATION


I’ve spent a lot of nights in Hampton Inns. The less glamorous parts of the work of a “motivational speaker” are the many late-night rental car shuttles and the rather frequent dinners-for-one. In 2016 alone, I worked with over 130 schools or conferences around the country and was hitting my stride professionally. My mom had also recently been diagnosed with Stage IV colon cancer, my marriage was struggling, and I had almost zero friends near my new home in Los Angeles.
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