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PRAISE FOR HOW TO BE A BETTER PERSON



“It’s never too late to self-improve, and How to Be a Better Person makes it a joy to do so. Hanley’s tips will get you moving your legs, mind, and point of view to a new place. This book is accessible and thought-provoking—just reading it made me happy!”


—Katy Bowman, author of Move Your DNA and Movement Matters
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“Simple without dumbing down and uplifting without brightsiding, How to Be a Better Person is a beautiful book for any of us who could use some guidance in the direction of having a life that feels more useful and nourishing and less fraught.”


—Brooke Thomas, host of the podcasts Liberated Body and Bliss + Grit
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“I couldn’t help smiling while reading Kate Hanley’s book, imagining what the world would be like if we all followed this advice. We’d have less strife and anxiety, more connected relationships, and more purposeful lives. Simply put: we’d all be better people.”


—Amy Gallo, author of HBR Guide to Dealing with Conflict


“What an incredible amount of life wisdom is contained in this well-laid-out and easy-to-read book! In How to Be a Better Person, each of Kate Hanley’s tips gives us opportunity for pause, inquiry, and action in an otherwise busy world. You will come out of this book feeling your personal best, ready to make a difference!”


—Amy Jen Su, coauthor of Own the Room: Discover Your Signature Voice to Master Your Leadership Presence
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“If you’re wondering how you can be a better person and make the world a better place, take this book home with you, keep it by your bedside table, and dip into it whenever you need inspiration. By sharing these practical strategies and mindset shifts, Kate Hanley offers just the loving kick in the pants we all sometimes need to make the difference we know deep down we were put here to make.”


—Lisa Sasevich, The Queen of Sales Conversion
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Introduction


In the mid-2010s, for the first time ever, the most popular New Year’s resolution in America was to be a better person. Not to lose weight, quit smoking, or something else that has a focus on what we don’t want. Rather, we are longing to move toward something we do want. And this something doesn’t just benefit us as individuals—it also contributes to a better world.


It’s a beautiful thing.


And yet, it can feel a little vague. What does being a better person even mean?


What it doesn’t mean is that you need to morph yourself into a perfect person—you can still forget birthdays, say things you wish you hadn’t said, or phone it in at work from time to time. It does mean making progress in a positive direction so that you become a better version of who you already are. You can still have quirks, but they’ll distinguish rather than define you.


Some of that progress will be in areas that are easier to quantify—such as being healthy, letting go of stuff, giving back, and working well. Some of it involves improving softer skills—such as showing love, seeing the positive, and staying committed. All told, they are small steps that add up to a big change in how you feel about yourself, how you show up for others, and how you impact the world in general.


How do you get started?


On these pages are 401 specific things you can do to work on both the practical components of being a better person as well as the more philosophical aspects. Whether your primary aim is to share a better you with the rest of the world or to develop your inner self, you’ll find that self-improvement ripples across your entire life. This book returns again and again to this insight: when you become a better person, you’ll see it and know it, and others will too.


To me, being a better person means being less reactive, more empathetic, and more courageous. It means being willing to do hard work and doing the right thing—and working on being better at discerning what that “right thing” is. And all the while, also being lighthearted and having fun. Only you know what “being a better person” means to you, though. So, the first thing you’ll need to do is think about what is important to you and what your goals are. Then choose a handful of items you want to focus on for the next week or month. When you feel you’ve got those well in hand, choose a new batch. Writing down the items you want to work on, or checking them off here in this book, will help you remember what you’re committing to.


There’s a reason why there are so many ways to be a better person listed in this book—to convey the fact that there is no three-step formula you can just whiz through and be done. You’re never truly “done,” because being better is a moving target. Meaning, there will always be more good stuff available to you. And that’s worth celebrating.
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Being “better” starts in your own mind, because you can’t create what you can’t imagine. The first step, then, is to train yourself to see the good that’s already there—in yourself, in other people, in situations (even those that might otherwise seem pretty crappy)—and to imagine new positive possibilities. When you can do that, it frees you up from negative thinking that may have been keeping you stuck in unhelpful patterns. After all, the word better requires something to change—otherwise, you’d just stay the same. Teaching yourself to see the positive helps you change the one thing you truly have power over—your own mind.





RETRAIN YOUR BRAIN TO FIND THE GOOD STUFF


The human brain is wired to look for threats—a trait that kept us alive when we were living on the savannas but that can prevent happiness in our modern lives. This so-called “negativity bias” can keep you focused on what’s going wrong (which explains why complaining is such a popular pastime). To bust out of this neural rut, train yourself to acknowledge when things go right. If you keep a calendar or a journal, make a point to write down what went well. If you’re more of a verbal processor, start your conversations with friends by sharing a recent win (anything that gives you that yesssss feeling). Where the mind goes, reality follows. The more you appreciate life, the more reasons you have to celebrate it.


LOOK FOR THE LOVING REASON


It’s one thing to look back at the past and see the good that came out of any rough patches; it’s a much rarer ability to trust that something you’re currently experiencing is working out to your advantage. Apply the wisdom of hindsight to the present by looking for the possible positive developments a current situation may be helping to create. This isn’t about wishful thinking—it’s about trusting that life is happening for you, not to you.



ASSUME THE BEST ABOUT OTHERS


You may know that to assume makes an “ass” out of “u” and “me,” but are you aware of how many blanks you subconsciously fill in every day? Whenever you decide that the driver in front of you is an idiot or that your spouse’s silence means he’s mad, you mistake opinion for fact. If you assume instead that this driver is on the way to visit a relative in the hospital or your partner is just thinking about his day, you’ll find yourself interacting with others in a kinder, more positive way. How else might you interpret the things you make snap judgments about? Other, more loving explanations exist—if you allow yourself to look for them.


BE YOUR OWN COMPETITION


Comparison is the thief of joy because it’s based on a belief that if someone else has more, it must mean there’s less left for you. If you’re going to compare yourself to anyone, let it be yourself from two days ago, or last week, or last year. Let yourself see how far you’ve come—that’s the best motivation to keep going. Everyone else can do her own thing and reach her own heights—there’s plenty of success to go around. Be your own friendly rival.



REFRAME YOUR LIFE STORY


Let’s face it: we didn’t all grow up well nourished, in any sense of the word. You may well have been on the wrong end of unfairness and injustice. And yet, every single thing you’ve experienced—good or bad—has helped forge your unique package of strengths, skills, wisdom, and perspective. If you moved a lot as a kid because your parents had a hard time finding stable work, for example, you have well-honed skills at being able to size up new environments and an outsider’s perspective that may make you a great business consultant. Can you aim to view everything you’ve experienced thus far as a training ground hand-tailored to teach you everything you need to succeed? You have to come to terms with the hurts that are bound up in your story so that you don’t continue to feel wounded by them (counseling and/or coaching can be very helpful with this). When you do, you’ll start to see what you’re on this planet to do—for both yourself and others—and to believe that you can do it.



GET CLEAR ON YOUR VALUES


A value is a trait or quality that you prize—you do have them, even if you’re not always aware of them. Your values can be fantastic motivators and barometers of happiness and success. Knowing them and making choices that align with them can also draw others to you who share the same values, leading to deeper connections. It can be surprisingly challenging, however, to identify and express your values clearly and confidently. To unearth yours, think about the times you were happiest, proudest, and most fulfilled. What about those particular times was so satisfying? Write those themes down and keep the list somewhere handy. Referring to them the next time you’re deciding on a course of action will likely help illuminate the connection between your values and the decision at hand, and will help lead you somewhere you’ll be happy to be.


LEARN FROM OTHERS


Thinking that you already know everything you need to know about anything—or everything—keeps you from being curious and learning more. (And there is always more insight to be had.) If your mind were a cup, imagine that it always has room in it for more tea. You never know when an idea is going to come along and change your life, so keep some space open for new thinking.



PUT YOUR BAD HABITS TO GOOD USE


Everyone has a quirk or two—a tendency to procrastinate, or to be messy—that may get better over time but never fully goes away. Channel those negative traits toward positive ends. For example, if you put off cleaning out the fridge, use that time to volunteer at the animal shelter instead. Or pour your messiness into expressive works of art. When you see your quirks not as a problem to be fixed but an energy to be harnessed, you’ll find all kinds of ways to put them to good use.


SIGN YOUR WORK


Humility is often a virtue, but not when it’s a form of hiding. An artist who doesn’t sign her canvas leaves a big question mark in the minds of the viewers of her art—an uncertainty that can lessen the enjoyment of the work. When you do something you’re proud of, take credit for it. Share a sincere post about it on social media, tell a friend or loved one about it, or raise your hand at the staff meeting when your manager asks if anyone has a status update. Even if you’re not proud of it, own it, and know that signing your name will inspire you to do better next time.



BUILD YOUR CALLUSES


A pedicurist may disagree, but calluses are actually something to be proud of. They show that you’ve done some heavy lifting, or walked a tough road. When you’re facing a challenging time, imagine that you are building resilience and be open to the potential for growth. During a tough breakup, for example, trust that all those times you start crying when someone casually asks “How are you?” will help you be more real with people even when you aren’t heartbroken. Or, imagine that the time-management skills you have to develop during a crunch time at work will help you get more done with less stress when everything calms down. It doesn’t mean you have to suffer your way through; it just means you can stop resisting and start trusting that you will be able to acclimate—and that those adaptations will serve you well in the future.


EMBRACE BOREDOM


Boredom might seem like a bad thing, but it’s a much-needed counterpoint to information overload and vital to your long-term health, happiness, and productivity. To get more comfortable with boredom, build your ability to resist meaningless distraction. Whenever you think, I’m bored, lean into that feeling instead of instinctively reaching for the nearest gadget. Look around you. Find someone else with a free moment and talk. Wonder about something in your immediate environment, then return to the next item on your list with more focus.



CULTIVATE GRATITUDE


When you nourish something it grows, for better or worse. If you focus on the negative, it empowers negativity in your life. If you focus on gratitude, it encourages positive growth in your life. Make acknowledging your gratitude part of your daily routine—list it in your journal or planner, share it at the dinner table or during bedtime with the kids, repeat it to yourself as you lie in bed at night. Devote some attention to the things you’re thankful for and you’ll find more and more things to appreciate—and you’ll probably notice a little more gratitude coming right back your way.


PLAY THE HERO


You may have faced more than your fair share of hardships, but seeing yourself as a victim and trying to make others feel sorry for you (whether or not you realize you’re doing it) is disempowering—big time. Instead, congratulate yourself for surviving and forgive yourself for anything you had to do to survive. Seeing yourself as a plucky hero instead of a helpless victim helps you take back your power. Do it, and use your newfound heroism to create a happier story.



PRACTICE PAYING ATTENTION


Mindfulness is paying attention to what’s happening right now without judging whether it is good or bad. Practicing mindfulness is calming, because it shifts your focus away from stress-producing thoughts, but it is also energizing, because you stop scattering your mental energies in a million directions. Any time you feel anxious or stressed, bring your attention back to what’s happening right now. In this very moment, what can you see and hear? What can you feel? Shut out everything else.


EXAMINE YOUR BIASES


Biases are subconscious judgments that have solidified into beliefs and keep people disconnected from others and from reality. So, ask yourself who you judge. Slow drivers? Conservatives? Liberals? Working moms? Stay-at-home moms? Challenge yourself to list your prejudgments and ask yourself why you feel that way. Then look for ways your thinking might be flawed. Could there be a good reason that person drives slowly? We all make judgments and put others into boxes at times, and it takes a conscious effort to really see our subtler biases, but challenging the stereotypes you’ve taken for granted will make you a more compassionate person.



SEE THE MANY SHADES OF GRAY


Humans love to put things into black-and-white categories—good or bad, right or wrong—when in most cases there’s a whole spectrum of possibility between these poles. Often, there is no one right answer. It may seem like you have to get the advanced degree before you can pursue the new career, for example, but there’s likely some way you can start working or volunteering in that area now to ensure you actually like it before you make the jump. Let go of the need to be correct and see the many options available to you at any turn. If you knew you couldn’t be wrong, that whatever you chose to do next would be okay, what would you do?


TAKE SOME OF THE FEAR OUT OF CHANGE


Change is the one true constant in life and while it can be scary, it’s always an opportunity for growth. And you were born to grow and evolve. When your life is changing, whether you’re instigating the shift or it’s being thrust upon you, two great mantras to use are I embrace change, which helps you accept the uncertainty instead of resist it, and This or something better, which helps keep your attention on possibility instead of loss.



SAVE BEING SAFE FOR BASEBALL


A desire to stay safe often colors many life decisions—whether you want to move to a new city for that exciting-sounding job, for example, or if you should walk over and introduce yourself to that person at the party who seems like someone you’d like to get to know. But the truth is there is no such thing as 100 percent safe (unless you’re playing baseball). No one knows what will happen next. You may decide not to move, but then the company you work for unexpectedly goes out of business. The good news is that the opposite of a truth is also true—if there is no safe, there’s also no unsafe, particularly when you are following the deeper desires of your heart. So make the choice that’s calling to you and leave the worrying about what’s safe and what’s not to the umpires.


KNOW WHEN TO GIVE IT A REST


Weighing your options is great, but overanalyzing is just a waste of time and energy—and when you hit this stage, on some level you know it. It contributes to anxiety and relies too heavily on the cognitive mind. The ability to reason is important, but it is just one aspect of human intelligence. You also have wisdom and intuition, but it’s hard to hear them if you’re consumed with running the numbers and making pro and con lists.



MAKE NO EXCUSES


When you make excuses, you’re subtly (or not so subtly) trying to wiggle out of responsibility. For one day, vow not to make excuses. If something doesn’t go the way you planned, don’t go into a story about it. Simply say, “This didn’t go the way I’d planned but here’s what I’m going to do about it.” The person on the other end of the letdown will appreciate that you’re taking responsibility instead of making excuses. Be the creator in your life, not the victim.


REFUSE TO COMPLAIN


No one likes to hear a litany of complaints, no matter how justified they may be. Complaining doesn’t get anything accomplished, and worse, it amplifies the problem. If you have something to get off your chest, do it with intention. Tell the person you are venting to, “There’s something I want to share so I can gain perspective and move on.” Once you’re done, tell yourself, I’m open to seeing this in a different way.



REVISIT SOMETHING YOU DON’T LIKE


It’s common to make snap judgments that slowly ossify into unwritten rules about what you do and do not like. Yet, it can take the human mind several tries to decide if it likes something new. Consider if there is something you’ve dismissed in the past that would behoove you to try again. Is there a food you’ve written off, or a specific task at work? Revisit it. You might surprise yourself.


IMPROVE WHAT YOU CAN


If there’s some pesky little thing that’s diminishing the quality of your life, it’s worth your time to seek out some way of remedying it instead of simply enduring it. Enduring for no good reason is tiring and tiresome. If the light above your garage door is burned out and you almost wipe out on the ice every time you get out of the car, take twenty minutes to get out the ladder and change the bulb this weekend (or call someone who can do it for you). Do what you can to upgrade your experience. It doesn’t have to be perfect; it just has to be better.



SMILE MORE


Your facial expressions send signals to your nervous system and can trigger either a stress response or a relaxation response. If you’d like to spend more time in the latter, raise the corners of your lips when you’re in conversation as well as when you are engaged in other activities. What about when you’re driving? Or checking email? This isn’t about appearing friendlier or putting on a facade; it’s about raising your barometer for moment-to-moment happiness.


WEAR SOMETHING REMARKABLE


Even if you aren’t a fashion plate, wearing a special pin, hat, necklace, or pair of socks can boost your mood and communicate something about your personality to other people. It doesn’t have to be fresh from Milan—if you’re headed to a picnic where you’ll be around new people, wear a favorite sports or band T-shirt instead of a plain white one. This kind of signaling can be an icebreaker in itself. It can also make people feel comfortable saying hello, even if they don’t mention what you’re wearing. This is especially helpful if you tend to be introverted or shy. Forge a connection by wearing something that will help you stand out while you’re busy fitting in.



FIND THE HUMOR


There’s a thin line between tragedy and comedy; choosing to see the funny will help pitfalls, big or small, feel less tragic. Try to see the physical comedy in a fall, or the ridiculousness of getting perturbed by a slow barista, or the absurdness of a miscommunication. Laughing about something that’s gone “wrong” is a great emotional release, which helps you recover with a clearer head. It also helps you take yourself and your problems a little less seriously, which promotes perspective.


REMEMBER THAT LIFE IS SHORT


The average person lives just twenty-eight thousand days, which may seem like a lot until you consider that ten thousand of those are gone by the time you’re in your late twenties. And of course, there are no guarantees. Rather than being morbid, reminding yourself that your time here is finite can help you take a big-picture view, which makes big problems seem smaller and heightens the importance of simple moments.
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