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About the Author

			Anne-Marie Faiola is on a fascinating lifelong entrepreneurial and creative journey. She began as a young girl with a hamster-breeding business, and after many interesting twists and turns, has become the well-known crafting industry leader: the Soap Queen. Along the way, she founded and built the Bramble Berry enterprise, which includes a large e-commerce business that sells handcraft provisions, ingredients, and supplies for soapmaking; a popular retail store for supplies and classes; and a real estate investing company. An accomplished innovator and visionary, she is never without a new business venture percolating. She holds an MBA, is a certified nutritional therapist, and is passionate about an always-learning/always-challenging lifestyle. With two toddlers at home, and married to a fellow entrepreneur, her life is full—but she always finds time for reading, baking, hiking, and doing the crafty things that she loves. 

			
Foreword

			Buckminster Fuller, the great engineer, said, “If you want to teach people a new way of thinking, don’t bother trying to teach them. Instead, give them a tool, the use of which will lead to new ways of thinking.” In the book you are about to read, that is exactly what Anne-Marie Faiola has done: she has given you a set of tools—thirty-five of them in fact—that will change the way you think about yourself and your life. 

			You’ll find strategies for personal growth, for building stronger relationships, for nurturing your body, and for enhancing your professional success. At first glance, some of these may seem like small things, but do not underestimate their power and usefulness. This is an extraordinary set of tools, one that is as down to earth and easy to use as it is effective and comprehensive. 

			Using these tools regularly will carve out routines in your daily life and in your habitual thought patterns. It will sharpen your vision for seeing opportunities even in the midst of challenges. You’ll discover new creativity and fulfillment, and you will find yourself living the best possible version of your life. 

			The wisdom you’ll find in this book will enhance your professional satisfaction, while at the same time improving all aspects of your life. It’s not so overwhelming and idealistic, however, that it’s impossible for mere mortals to achieve. Anne-Marie reminds us that baby steps, no matter how small or slow, can eventually travel huge distances. Applying just one or two of these strategies to your life will get you started on a journey toward a happier, more creative, and more prosperous life.

			I have known Anne-Marie personally for over a decade, ever since she graduated from the Entrepreneurs’ Organization’s (EO) “Birthing of Giants” executive program, which I founded and held at MIT. A great student of business, she took the lessons from that program and has used them to scale her business. She also works with one of our Gazelles coaching partners to ensure she is accountable for practicing what she preaches in this book.

			Anne-Marie has utilized passion, purpose, and persistence to carve out her successful niche in the business world (“Soap Queen”) and scale her life, answering some of the big questions that drive success. She’ll share these questions with you and how she answered them for herself and her business, giving this book real-life credibility. Anne-Marie’s business is a steady growth machine because she has implanted strategies learned long ago in a consistent manner. Entrepreneurs often go into business for themselves and envision freedom but then find themselves chained to their desks and stuck. Good systems can solve this and give you personal and professional freedom.

			Anecdotes from Anne-Marie’s life, coupled with inspiring stories from other individuals who have found the keys to success, make this book a fun and easy read. Even more valuable, however, is the way Anne-Marie shows us how to customize her unique toolset so that it will fit our individual needs. Her calls to action can be easily and quickly applied to any life. There is a workbook-like aspect to this book that helps you recognize your own unique gifts and abilities and gives you a framework for utilizing them to benefit yourself, your family, your business, and your community. When Anne-Marie was in class with me, I advocated that she “control the ink” by writing a book. Not only did she do that for her niche of making soap, but she’s broadened that idea with this book you hold in your hands. 

			A successful personal and professional life, birthed out of multiple challenges in Anne-Marie’s case, takes discipline, but it doesn’t have to be hard. It’s within the reach of all of us. Happiness is a choice, one that each of us can make—and Anne-Marie Faiola shows us how.

			—Verne Harnish, founder of Entrepreneurs’ Organization (EO); founder and CEO of Gazelles; author of Scaling Up

			
Why “Best Day Ever”?

			Grinning through the grimaces and saying, “Best day ever!” whenever anyone ever asked me how my day was going has been a habit for more than a decade. It first started when I met my husband Chris. In the morning, when we were both fresh out of bed and still stumbling around, pre-coffee, making small talk, I’d often ask him how he’d slept or how he was feeling. He would frequently reply: “Happiness is a choice!” With the idea that we could choose our mind-set, I started actively choosing mine so that every day was the Best Day Ever. I hope this book helps you figure out how to make your day the Best Day Ever (and every day after that).

			BestDayEver.com

			This book, based on my own experiences, research, mentoring relationships, and insights from some of the world’s most inspirational authors and speakers, is a collection of bite-size practical strategies you can start putting into practice today. 

			Each of the thirty-five strategies has exercises for you to read and work through. But please note: Whether you read the book in one sitting (wow!), complete the exercises while you’re reading, or work through the book one strategy and one exercise at a time, there’s no single “right way” to read this book.

			I’ve divided these strategies into four categories:

			
					
Be Responsible for Your Own Success! You don’t have to depend on “luck” when there are specific things you can do to achieve new levels of success, both professionally and personally.

					
Take Charge of Your Life! Having a specific, carefully thought-out plan for your life will empower you and give you joy.

					
Manage Your Resources! Using time, money, and physical and personal strengths effectively is the foundation of success.

					
You’re in Control! Don’t give away your power; claim it and use it.

			

			Even if you apply only one of the strategies in each of these four categories, it will bring a new level of everyday success into your life. 
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Part I

			
Be Responsible for Your Own Success!

			
Stop relying on “luck.”

			
Strategy 
#1

			
Write Your Own Story

			
Reframe your history to create hope and meaning.

			The most beautiful people we have known

			are those who have known defeat,

			known suffering, known struggle,

			known loss, and have found their way out of the depths.

			These persons have an appreciation,

			a sensitivity, and an understanding of life

			that fills them with compassions, gentleness,

			and a deep loving concern.

			Beautiful people do not just happen.

			—elizabeth kubler-ross

			Imagine a woman whose seven-year marriage has just broken up because her husband was sleeping with her best friend. Because she comes from a very religious family background, she feels a terrible sense of shame that her marriage has failed. She can’t help but ask herself what she did wrong. 

			Then this woman, who just lost both her husband and her best friend, loses even more. Because of the divorce laws in her state, her ex-husband gets their house and every bit of her cash. She’s left with nothing, just a bag of clothes, the silverware, and a painting her husband never liked. Although she does own a start-up business, she doesn’t have even enough money to rent an apartment. The woman ends up sleeping on a friend’s sofa because she has nowhere else to go. Then, on top of everything else, she gets physically sick. 

			Now imagine that two writers have been given the same assignment: to write a story about what happens next to this woman. 

			The first writer’s story goes like this: 

			The woman sinks into depression. Everything in her life has fallen apart, so she reaches for whatever comfort she can find. She eats more junk food, and she drinks more alcohol. She’s tired all the time, and she just doesn’t have the energy to put into her business that she once did. Some days, she lies on the sofa watching television all day, too tired and sick to make herself get up and go to work. The business starts to go downhill, but she can’t pull herself together enough to figure out what’s wrong. She’s just too sad, too tired, too sick.

			When she meets a man who makes her feel good, she’s so relieved to have some happiness in her life that she moves in with him right away. After a few months, though, she catches the man with another woman. Now she’s even more depressed than she was before. “What is wrong with me?” she asks herself. “Why do these things keep happening to me?” 

			As the years go by, she sinks lower and lower. Her business fails. She has a series of relationships with men, but they all end with heartache. Physically and emotionally, she’s constantly exhausted, prone to illnesses and upsets. 

			When she gets together with friends, they all complain endlessly about the no-good men in their lives and the jobs they hate, but her story is the saddest of them all. “You just have the worst luck,” her friends tell her. 

			She nods, and her eyes fill with tears. “The day my husband betrayed me was the worst day ever,” the woman tells her friends, “and every day since then has been just a little bit worse.” As the story closes, the tears roll out of the woman’s eyes. Her life is a tragedy. 

			The other writer’s story is very different. It goes like this:

			Sad, sick, and lonely, the woman forces herself to sit down and take a look at the goals she had in her life before everything fell apart. Her marriage is gone, but she still has her business. She makes up her mind to just keep putting one foot in front of the other toward her business goals. She’s depressed, exhausted, angry, guilty, scared—but she gets up every morning and does what she has to do to keep her business on track. No matter how sick she feels, she doesn’t miss a single day of work.

			Deep in her heart, she still feels like a failure, but she knows that feelings don’t always represent reality. She starts going to therapy once a week, getting the help she needs to cope with her emotions. Therapy is expensive, of course, and this means she’s stuck sleeping on her friend’s sofa that much longer. She’s going to do whatever she has to do, though, to keep herself going, putting one foot in front of another in a slow trudge forward. Meanwhile, she’s lonely, and she longs for another relationship with a man—but she’s watched girlfriends go through bad breakups and then go out with other men just like the ones who broke their hearts the first time. She’s not going to make that mistake. 

			Instead, one building block at a time, she’s gradually rebuilding her life. She chooses friends who surround her with love and positive encouragement. She reads self-help books that teach her from a variety of perspectives—life coaching, Judeo-Christian, Buddhist—and she puts them all together with her own experiences to create a system of living that works for her. 

			Her business is growing now. She meets a man with whom she builds a stable, loving marriage, and they raise a family. Hard things happen to them, the way things always do, but so do wonderful things. The woman’s life is rich and full of joy.

			“You are so lucky,” people frequently say to her, but she shakes her head. It’s not luck that got her where she is today. Her life is a success story because she figured out what she needed to do to make it one.

			As the second writer’s story closes, the woman looks at her life and says, “Today is my best day ever.” Then she smiles and adds, “And so was yesterday—and tomorrow will be too.” 

			Every day is the woman’s best day ever.

			Both of these stories could have happened—but that second story is what actually did happen. I know, because it’s my story. It’s the one I chose for myself back when I was twenty-seven years old and my life fell apart. 

			There’s nothing unique about my story. We all have our share of heartbreaks, but—as painful as they are—these awful disappointments are usually what teach us life’s most valuable lessons. At least that’s how it’s worked in my life. 

			In the years since my divorce, I’ve had new triumphs as well as new failures, and along the way, through trial and error, I’ve learned some techniques for creating a successful life, both personally and as a businesswoman (there’s a lot of overlap between the two). I collected here the thirty-five strategies that have helped me most. You’ve probably run across a lot of these ideas already in the course of your life. None of them is magic, and I don’t pretend to offer you the secret to everlasting happiness and bliss. 

			What I do know, though, is that the more knowledge we have, the more power and freedom we have. In this book, I’ll share some knowledge with you that’s based on all I’ve learned over the years—through experience, research, and insights from some of the world’s wisest and most inspirational authors and speakers. I’m giving you a smorgasbord of practical strategies you can start putting into practice right now. There is no single “right way” to do these things. Instead, I’ve provided a set of tools, a buffet of ideas, from which you may choose those that resonate with your personality, your history, and your desired future. I hope they will empower you to create your own success story.

			Remember, you have a choice about the story you tell yourself. These best-practice strategies can help you tell an ongoing story of success. Today can be your best day ever.

			And so can tomorrow—and the next day, and the day after that . . . 
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			In The Art of Possibility, authors Rosamund Stone Zander and Benjamin Zander share an example of how the stories we shape also affect our ability to perceive business opportunities:

			A shoe factory sends two marketing scouts to a region of Africa to study the prospects for expanding business. One sends back a telegram saying, 

			SITUATION HOPELESS STOP NO ONE WEARS SHOES.

			The other writes back triumphantly, 

			GLORIOUS BUSINESS OPPORTUNITY STOP THEY HAVE NO SHOES.

			To the marketing expert who sees no shoes, all the evidence points to hopelessness. To his colleague, the same conditions point to abundance and possibility. Each scout comes to the scene with his own perspective; each returns telling a different tale. Indeed, all of life comes to us in narrative form; it’s a story we tell.

			Exercises for Your Heart and Mind

			The end-of-chapter exercises in this book are meant to prompt reflection and to get you to put thoughts on paper. You can write the answers on the pages here or use a dedicated notebook or journal for your reflections. But don’t skip the exercises; they are meant to help you on your way along the Best-Day-Ever path.
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					All of us have at least one pivotal chapter in our lives, a place where the story we chose to tell sent us in one direction or another. Can you identify a chapter like that in your life? What was the story you chose to tell at that point? (Write it out in as great a detail as you can.)

					If you could change that story, even a little, how would you rewrite it? If you were a Hollywood screenwriter who had to find the silver lining in the story, how would you rewrite it?

					Each day brings a new chance to tell your story. What is the story you want to begin telling yourself and living today? (Write it in as great a detail as you can—and then reread it often in the days to come.)
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			Helen Keller inspired countless people with the story she chose for her life. As a blind and deaf woman in the early twentieth century, her life could very easily have been a tragic story of a bright spirit dimmed and hidden from view forever. But that isn’t Helen Keller’s story.

			She wrote in her autobiography that most people think that a “happy life” depends on physical pleasures and material possessions. For these people, telling a story of success and achievement depends on winning some visible goal that they’ve chosen as the criterion for happiness. “If happiness is to be so measured,” Keller wrote, “I who cannot hear or see have every reason to sit in a corner with folded hands and weep.” Keller went on to say that if she, with all her immense challenges, could tell a tale of happiness, if her “happiness is so deep that it is a faith, so thoughtful that it becomes a philosophy of life,” then her story that bears witness to the power of optimism is one we could all share in. “One who is called afflicted,” she wrote, “rises up with the gladness of conviction” to tell a story of the goodness of life.

			
Strategy 
#2

			
Your Unique Experiences + Your Personal Passion = What the World Needs

			
Love the circumstances of your life unconditionally.

			Where our deep gladness

			and the world’s deep hunger meet,

			we hear a further call.

			—frederick buechner

			When I was in high school, I had what I thought was a great idea for a business. I loved my pet Russian dwarf hamsters, and I was convinced other people would love them too. So I decided to breed them and sell beautiful little Russian dwarf hamsters to people all around Lewis County, Washington, where I lived. That may sound like the weirdest idea ever for a business, but it actually worked. 

			I had a lot to learn, of course. I had to think about the gestation cycles of the hamsters and figure out how to plan so I would end up with the number of hamsters I would need in a month or two. Thankfully, my dad is a doctor, and he helped me to develop a birth-control system for the hamsters so I could put them on a breeding cycle. The market in Lewis County for Russian dwarf hamsters is fairly small, and I didn’t want to end up with more inventory than I could sell.

			My after-school job at a newspaper meant that I could place classified ads for free. (Remember, this was before the days of Craigslist.) Then, when the orders came in—and they did!—I made deliveries in my little used white Ford hatchback all around Lewis County. And I actually earned money because it turned out people wanted to have Russian hamsters for pets. There was a demand for what I had to offer.

			On my side, it worked out well. The hamsters were free, the food didn’t cost a lot, and I could sell each hamster for ten to fifteen dollars. It was great spending money for a teenager. What’s more, I was learning valuable lessons about running a business that I could use over and over throughout my life. 

			One thing I learned was the power of combining my passion with customer service. I loved my little hamsters, and I wanted to make sure they were happy with their owners, so I’d do a follow-up call or two to make sure the hamsters were doing okay in their new environments. This meant asking the people if they had any questions: Did they know how to feed their new pets? Did they have any concerns about hamster behaviors? Did they wonder what the best cage was to house the little creatures? Google was not around in the 1990s, so the information I had to offer was appreciated and valued. My customers not only liked my hamsters, but they also liked me. You can’t ask for any better marketing than that!

			This was my first taste of the way in which something you love can be combined with your circumstances to create an opportunity—and that in turn can lead to still more opportunities later on. It’s a principle that started there and continued to snowball through my life. I’m still living things I learned during the Hamster Chapter of my life.

			There were other important chapters in my teenage years. At the same time that I was delivering my hamsters around the county, I also made use of another passion of mine—music. I got a job as a piano player for a ballet studio, a gig that taught me still more valuable lessons that I’m still using today. Shifting in an instant from playing fast-paced music for a mazurka to something slow and flowy for a waltz taught me flexibility. If my fingers were too fast or too slow, or I was playing the wrong song altogether, I heard about it from the teacher and the dancers. This meant I also learned very quickly how to take criticism without letting it destroy me.

			These chapters of my life may have seemed trivial at the time, but looking back on them, I can see the value they offered. Even my darker chapters have helped illuminate my way and get me to where I am today. When I was young, for example, a random stranger tried to kidnap me while I was jogging in Lewis County, Washington. I first hid from him under a tree on a golf course and when I saw him opening the door to his van, ran for the safety of a nearby house, bursting in on a family watching TV. They took care of me while we waited for the police and my mom. 

			Because of those events, I wanted to go into criminal justice when I graduated from high school. Partly, I wanted to help people, but looking back, it’s clear to me I also wanted to make myself feel safe. I wanted to be in control of my own life. I got my four-year degree in psychology and criminology because the almost-kidnapping had left me feeling out of control—and I was looking for a career that would allow me to impose order on all the scary chaos out there in the world.

			I became a correctional officer, but working in the prison system wasn’t at all what I had expected. It was, however, an eye-opening experience. I quickly realized that many of the people in the prison had never been given a chance in life. They had grown up without any good role models. They had been not only food insecure but also just plain starved half their lives. They had dads who were in prison. They had moms who were prostitutes. They had grandpas who injected them with heroin to keep them quiet during the day. They were abused by their uncles. 

			Encountering all this as a twenty-year-old, I felt as though I had been knocked over by a tsunami of hopelessness. I still wanted to help people, but my job at the prison seemed to accomplish too little to stem the enormous tide of despair. To help me cope with all that negative emotion, every night I would come home from work and make soap. 

			For some reason, making soap created a happy place for me where I could escape from the darkness I saw every day at work. It was a safe, predictable place where 2 + 2 = 4, because soapmaking is chemistry. It didn’t have a bunch of complicated factors outside my control. So I made soap every single night. The sense of creativity it gave me was essential to my growing sense of happiness. Soon, though, I found myself with an excess of soap.

			I could have looked at my job at the prison as a nonstarter, a misstep, something to be swept under the carpet of my memory. But, actually, it too was part of what got me where I am today. It triggered a new passion for handmade creativity—specifically, soapmaking.

			You probably didn’t have a hamster business when you were a teenager; you may not have ever worked in a prison, and I hope not very many of you experienced a kidnap attempt. Instead, you had a whole set of other wonderful, terrible, amazing experiences. One way or another, you’ve woven them into the story of your life, and that story has helped to shape who you are today. 

			All of us use our stories to create ourselves and our lives. Sometimes, though, we try to edit out a few chapters. We’re conditioned to believe that if we can shape the events of our lives into a pretty story—or at least an interesting one—it has value; that’s a story we want to claim and tell to the world. Meanwhile, we try to erase or forget the chapters that are embarrassing or sad or just plain boring. 

			But we wouldn’t be who we are today without all the chapters of our lives. They’re all important, in one way or another. Each chapter—including the silly ones, the boring ones, the sad ones, and even the embarrassing ones—can be transformed into gifts we give to ourselves and the world. 

			If you had asked me back when I was a teenager to predict what I would be doing when I grew up, I would never have guessed that I would build a successful business out of making soap. All those long-ago chapters—from hamsters to prisoners—led in a roundabout route to my present-day business that gives me so much joy and satisfaction. They were messy and not always pretty chapters, but they were all the early episodes for creating the Best Day Ever. I am happy with who I am today because I’ve claimed and integrated all these old chapters. 

			I didn’t have some sort of extraordinary background that allowed me to succeed. Instead, I had stumbled upon a unique recipe that combined my passion with my life’s circumstances—and it yielded things that the world needed and wanted. 

			You too have your own one-of-a-kind recipe to offer the world. It may not be hamsters or soap, and it may not be tangible goods at all—a tender heart, a generous spirit, or welcoming smile are all unique assets you can share. First, though, you must claim the stories of your life. Don’t reject any of them.

			Instead, love them all. This unconditional love is liberating. It lets you see the gifts your life has to offer you—and the world. What’s more, love has a way of spreading throughout our lives—and living with love is a purposeful life, a life that leads to happiness and success.

			
[image: ]Business Application

			Richard Branson, the Virgin Group founder, believes that the things that make us most excited about life are also the building blocks for good businesses. “When you believe in something,” he says in an interview published on the Virgin website, “the force of your convictions will spark other people’s interest and motivate them to help you achieve your goals. This is essential to success.”

			Branson also has advice if you find yourself on a path that no longer seems to connect with your personal story and passions. “Try to understand what motivated you to think in that direction in the first place,” he says. “The passion behind your idea might lead you to the business or industry that you truly care about.”
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			Are there chapters in your life that you’ve overlooked or intentionally hidden out of sight? Let yourself go back in time to reexperience those chapters. Try to think of at least three and write them down. Don’t discount any chapter as being too trivial, sad, or embarrassing to be worthy of your attention.

			Now jot down a second list of things you learned during the course of each of those chapters. Maybe you learned to laugh at yourself. Or maybe your constant fights with your siblings taught you a lot about conflict resolution. Welcome and love each chapter—even those that seemed like failures at the time—and then circle the greatest gift each chapter brought to you.

			Now, look at your two lists—and match up things you know how to do (thanks to your past experiences) or the things that benefit your life today with the lessons you gained from past experiences. Don’t discount any possibilities. Be creative. Sometimes the wildest combination of ingredients yields the best result—and it may be the very thing that the world truly needs right now!

			What passions do you have today that can be traced back to lessons learned from past less-than-wonderful experiences? Pick one or two combinations of passion and experience, and then think about ways to give that unique recipe expression in your life. It might be a business opportunity, it might be volunteer work, it might be a new hobby. Whatever it is, using it will enrich the world—and your life.

			
[image: ]Inspiration

			In his book Real Happiness: Proven Paths for Contentment, Peace & Well-Being, Jonah Paquette retells an ancient Zen tale that illustrates the power we have to shape our perception of reality with the stories we tell about our lives. The story goes something like this:

			Once a traveler made his way from a village in the mountains to a village in the valley. As he walked along, he saw a monk working in a field, so he stopped and asked, “Can you tell me what the village in the valley is like?”

			The monk looked up from his work and instead of answering the traveler’s question, he asked, “Where did you come from?”

			“I have just come from the village in the mountains,” the man said.

			“What was that like?” the monk asked.

			“Terrible! Everyone stared at me. No one spoke my language. I had to sleep on a dirt floor. The food was awful. My time there was one of the worst experiences of my life.”

			“Well,” said the monk, “I’m afraid you will find the village in the valley is much the same.”

			A few hours later another traveler passed by the monk and said, “I am on my way to the village in the valley. Can you tell me what it’s like?”

			“Where have you come from?” the monk asked him.

			“I have just come from the village in the mountains,” the traveler said. 

			“And what was that like?” the monk asked.

			“Amazing!” the man replied, “Everyone was interested in me, even though I was a stranger. We didn’t speak the same language, so we had to communicate using our hands and expressions. We ended up laughing and laughing together. One family welcomed me into their home, even though they were so poor that the only place to sleep was on the dirt floor. They shared their dinner with me, so I had the chance to try new foods I’d never eaten before. What an adventure! And what kind people! Being with them was one of the best experiences of my life.”

			“Then,” said the monk, “I think you will find that the village in the valley is much the same.” 

			
Strategy 
#3

			
You Can’t Divorce Success from Discipline

			
Discipline is what makes success look easy.

			We must all suffer from one of two pains:

			the pain of discipline or the pain of regret.

			—jim rohn

			Do you ever look at someone else’s life and think, “She’s so lucky—but I could never be her”? Or maybe you think, “Success comes so easily to her. I feel like a failure by comparison.” Thoughts like that are feeding into a storyline you don’t have to live.

			Success isn’t some amazing good luck people stumble across. It doesn’t just happen, and it’s often not the result of some special skill or ability. But success requires something important, something that’s available to you too—discipline.

			If you happen to be a working parent, your mornings are probably filled with the pandemonium of childcare, cajoling, spilled coffee, and mad dashes to school drop-off. Mine are like that, too. Then, I spend a full day at work doing whatever it takes to support my team, lead the company, and make a difference: everything from teaching people how to make soap live on the Bramble Berry Facebook page, to working on a new challenge for Best Day Ever, to human resources decisions. Like most busy people, I find that the day goes by in a blur. Often, lunch is eaten quickly at my desk between phone calls and typing so I can fit in a much-needed daily workout during the regular lunch break. Once home, it is utter and complete chaos, usually with a side of laughter, as any parent to toddlers can attest. After the kids are finally in bed, there’s precious little time to finish up work for the day, connect with my husband, and read a book before falling asleep, usually with the book in my lap. The next morning, the whole cycle starts again. 

			You might think all this could make me feel stressed and overwhelmed. Well, yes, some days it does! A perfect balance of all the factors in life is simply impossible to achieve. Although I know the truth of that fact, it’s still a struggle at times not to tell myself, “My life is just too much. I’ll never pull off everything I have to do. I just can’t.” Those are the days when I have to remind myself that I have the freedom to choose to live a different story. To do that, I choose to activate daily discipline.

			“Willpower” is often used as another word for the kind of discipline I’m talking about. Psychologists define it as the ability to “delay gratification”—in other words, you do something you don’t want to do now, so that you can get something you want later on. 

			Anywhere you see this symbol *, you’ll be able to find more information in the Further Reading and Viewing List on page 345. 

			According to an American Psychological Association survey*, the number-one reason people give for not making healthy lifestyle changes is: “I don’t have enough willpower.” People talk about willpower as though it were something similar to a musical talent or the ability to curl your tongue—you’re either born with it or you’re not. If you don’t have it, oh well, too bad. 

			It turns out, though, that willpower is a little like a muscle: the more you use it, the stronger it gets. Like a muscle, though, it can also get exhausted, so you need to take care of it. It uses a part of your brain, scientists say, that must be replenished the same way the rest of your body is—with sleep and healthy foods (which we’ll be covering in Strategy #23). When you have to use all your powers of self-discipline in one particular area of your life over a long period of time, you may find it harder to control yourself in other areas of your life. For example, in one study, people who were asked to control their emotions were more likely to spend money on unnecessary items, whereas others who were told to resist sweets tended to procrastinate more.

			Scientists have also found that certain activities can drain a person’s willpower—such as sitting through a boring meeting while resisting the urge to fidget or doodle or yawn. According to some researchers, resisting the urge to check our phones, e-mail, or social media accounts is another constant factor that depletes modern-day willpower. The human brain was not set up to deal with all the immediate gratification that’s offered online these days.

			The good news, though, is that researchers have found tricks* that can help us strengthen our willpower. Here are a few I’ve come across that (usually) work for me:

			
					
Find something that puts you in a good mood. In a recent study, scientists asked a group of people to use up their willpower by resisting a particular temptation. After that, half the group received unexpected gifts or watched a funny video (things likely to put them in a good mood). The other half of the group simply rested during the same period of time. Compared to people who just rested for a brief period, those whose moods were improved did significantly better in resisting another set of temptations.

					
Clench your muscles. Studies say that exercising control over any body part causes you to become more disciplined in other facets of life.* You could clench your fist, squeeze your eyes shut, or tighten your calf muscles.

					
Meditate. We all know that meditation is great for a lot of things (like managing stress and increasing mental focus), but some recent research indicates that even a short period of meditation can help build willpower.* 

					
Don’t let yourself get hungry. When we’re hungry, our blood sugar drops, and when our blood sugar levels are low, scientists have found that we have less willpower. Don’t just grab a candy bar, though, which will make your blood sugar spike and then plummet. You need to eat the right kinds of food—plenty of protein, complex carbohydrates, and healthy fats—to keep your blood sugar steady. 

			

			John Pierpont said, “The first step towards getting somewhere is to decide you’re not going to stay where you are.” Back when my first marriage failed, I was determined that I wasn’t going to stay stuck where I was. It took some hard-to-muster discipline to choose to tell myself a success story rather than a tragedy—and it takes discipline every single day for me to get out of bed and do all the things that need doing in my busy day. 

			That’s one of the features of discipline: It’s something you do over and over, day after day. You slip up some days. And then you get right back to it the next day and the day after that, month after month, year after year. You can’t choose a Best-Day-Ever storyline without lots and lots of discipline, deciding morning after morning the story you want to live that day. 

			
[image: ]Business Application

			Self-discipline is essential to entrepreneurial success. Research studies (see the reading list at the back of the book)* have found a couple of strategies for increasing your workday willpower:

			
					Many businesspeople have tapped into the power of early mornings to build productivity and effectiveness. Even if you don’t think of yourself as a “morning person,” mornings may be the best time to devote yourself to the jobs you find least attractive. Researchers have found that most people have more willpower early in the day, so it’s a good time to tackle things you tend to procrastinate doing. Later in the day, after you’ve been dealing with people, making decisions, and focusing on countless tasks, your “willpower muscles” become depleted. By getting important things done early in the day, you will have more willpower to get more done, increasing your professional productivity.

					Listen to music during the afternoon while you’re at work. Music replenishes the “willpower muscles” in your brain, making it easier for you to stick to your goals throughout the day.

			

			Several studies have found that willpower—or self-discipline—has more influence on long-term business success than does intelligence.*


			
[image: ]Make It Personal

			
					On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being next to nothing, and 10 being lots and lots), how would you rate yourself when it comes to how much discipline (or willpower) you have? 

					Are there some areas of your life where you would rate yourself higher in terms of discipline? (For example, maybe you’re good at exercising but not so good at saying no to junk food. Or you’re terrible at turning the television off at night, but you jump out of bed every morning for your meditation time.) Make a list under two headings labeled “Discipline Successes” and “Discipline Challenges.”

					Now look at these two lists and ask yourself: Why is discipline easier in some situations than in others? What makes the difference? 

					Now ask yourself: Can I use these insights to move at least one item from the “challenges” column into the “successes” column? If so, which ones and why?

					Next, take some time to think about this: Is a physical reason—tiredness, lack of sleep, or poor diet, for example—making it harder for you to have willpower in certain situations? Which items in your “challenges” list might become easier if you made certain changes in your lifestyle—and what would those changes be?

					Over the next month, practice using discipline to tackle at least one item on your “challenges” list. Write down which behavior you are going to address with willpower. Describe the changes you will make in your life to help you do so. Notice if it becomes easier or harder as the days go by. (You should expect it to become harder before it becomes easier. Like all muscles, the willpower muscle “hurts” when you first start to exercise it!)

			

			
[image: ]Inspiration

			Kieran Behan is an Irish gymnast who would never have been able to compete in the Olympics without discipline. He started gymnastics young, but when he was ten years old, he had a tumor removed from his thigh that doctors told him would prevent him from ever walking again, much less competing as a gymnast. 

			“That just drove me on,” Kieran told the New York Times in 2012. “I wanted to prove them wrong. They were saying it was over but I wasn’t having it.” In other words, Kieran refused to believe the story the doctors were telling him. Instead, he chose a different story to live. 

			Kieran tackled the grueling exercises that helped him regain mobility, and after a year, he was able to walk again. By the time he was fourteen, he was once more practicing gymnastics. Then he ran into yet another roadblock to his dream of become a gymnast: he hit his head on the high bar during practice, seriously injuring his brain. This time he lost not only his ability to perform but also the ability to talk and feed himself. 

			And once again, Kieran surprised his doctors by getting back on his feet—and back on the bars. He was disciplined about his training, and he kept at it, even when he had to sweep the gym floors to pay for his lessons.

			Finally, his discipline got him where he had wanted to go: He qualified for his first European Championships in 2010—only to suffer yet another setback when he tore a ligament in his knee. “It was the nearest I ever came to quitting,” he admitted. “Sheer despair, really, but I’d been through a lot worse and knew that, whatever happened, I could always come back.”

			His inner discipline allowed him to bounce back to win three World Cup medals in 2011. His dream had finally come true. “I felt like I was in a fairy tale when I got here,” he said. Years of discipline had paid off—and now he was making success look easy. He continued to train and compete at the top levels for his sport, representing Ireland at the 2016 Olympics in Brazil.

			
Strategy
 #4

			
Success Can Be Systematized

			
Replicate small victories every day.

			Success is neither magical nor mysterious.

			Success is the natural consequence

			of consistently applying basic fundamentals. 

			—jim rohn

			As we just said in Strategy #3, success depends on discipline. But I can hear some of you saying, “I’m one of those people with no willpower. I just don’t have it in me to be disciplined. My life is too busy. I’m too tired. I’m too depressed. I’m too heavy or too sick or too poor or too whatever.” 

			Great news—whatever you’re telling yourself probably isn’t true. You’re not too anything to make small changes—and small changes accumulate into big changes when compounded with the magic of time. Discipline comes a lot easier when you apply it to smaller pieces of your life. 

			Don’t ask discipline to do the heavy lifting required to achieve goals like, “I will lose fifty pounds,” or, “I will change my ho-hum marriage into a happy, satisfying relationship.” Instead, take a look at those big goals and figure out how you could break them down into tiny, daily, achievable tasks. Those mini-goals are how you systematize success.

			One of the good things about bite-size goals is that you can easily measure them. For example, one of my daily goals is “compliment my husband at least once.” Over time, this leads to him feeling consistently appreciated within our relationship, a good thing in any marriage. For this goal, measuring success is a yes or no answer. Did I do it or did I not? This goal is small and doesn’t seem overwhelming to do daily. 

			A seemingly trivial goal I set for myself six years ago was to improve my gum health. I systematized this by committing to flossing every single day. I told everyone that I was going to floss every day; I put it on my blog, and every day I checked off a simple yes or no. The daily goal was so tiny—it takes about a minute to floss your teeth—that I didn’t feel discouraged every time I thought about doing it. And the more yeses I could check off, the better I felt about myself. Those small, daily victories gave me momentum to keep going. And now, six years later, I still floss every day. As the years went by, my dentist at first was measuring my gum health at 3 on a scale of 0 to 5 for periodontal decay, then I was down to 2, then 1, and at my last visit, I was at 0. That’s success one little “yes” at a time!

			The same principle of small, systematized, daily successes can be applied to far grander goals too. Do you want to get in shape? Then instead of taking on a rigorous exercise program, maybe you commit to simply moving your body, in one way or another, for twenty minutes every single day, no excuses. Do you want to improve your health? Something as small as drinking eight glasses of water every day could make a real difference in your overall physical well-being. So could going to bed a half hour earlier. Do you want to learn a new language? After spending just fifteen minutes a day practicing for one year, you could find yourself surprisingly fluent. Or if you sent your husband a card once a week telling him how much you loved him and how proud of him you were for one specific thing (different each week), how might that change your relationship after fifty-two weeks? 

			Another good thing about systematizing success is that eventually those tiny daily victories turn into habit. I no longer have to remind myself to floss my teeth, because it’s a habit—and habits don’t take nearly as much energy and effort as willpower. Willpower is white-knuckling it. Habits, however, create ruts that become easier and easier to follow the more you use them. 

			Think about it. I bet you don’t have to decide whether to brush your teeth every morning. It’s not a big argument you have to have with yourself every day to make yourself squeeze that tube of toothpaste. You just do it because it’s habit. There’s very little energy required to maintain basic dental hygiene.

			Habits can also be destructive, of course. But why not take advantage of the positive power of habit? Systematize your success into small victories you achieve each and every day, and you will find discipline will come far more easily. Your best day ever will be within your reach—every day.

			
[image: ]Business Application

			Researchers Teresa Amabile and Steven J. Kramer have found what they call the “progress principle”—in other words, the power of small wins to move businesses forward.* In a 2011 Harvard Business Review article, they write, “Through exhaustive analysis of diaries kept by knowledge workers, we discovered the progress principle: Of all the things that can boost emotions, motivation, and perceptions during a workday, the single most important is making progress in meaningful work. And the more frequently people experience that sense of progress, the more likely they are to be creatively productive in the long run. Whether they are trying to solve a major scientific mystery or simply produce a high-quality product or service, everyday progress—even a small win—can make all the difference in how they feel and perform.”

			The progress principle isn’t only something that entrepreneurs should apply to their own lives, say Amabile and Kramer; they should also use this principle to make their entire businesses more effective. “To become an effective manager,” they write, “you must learn to set this positive feedback loop in motion. That may require a significant shift. Business schools, business books, and managers themselves usually focus on managing organizations or people. But if you focus on managing progress, the management of people—and even of entire organizations—becomes much more feasible. You won’t have to figure out how to x-ray the inner work lives of subordinates; if you facilitate their steady progress in meaningful work, make that progress salient to them, and treat them well, they will experience the emotions, motivations, and perceptions necessary for great performance. Their superior work will contribute to organizational success. And here’s the beauty of it: They will love their jobs.”

			
[image: ]Make It Personal

			
					What is a BIG goal you’d like to achieve?

					Now think about small daily tasks that will help you get closer to that goal. List at least three that you can commit to doing daily over the next month. 

					Measure your success with these goals by placing a checkmark next to one, each day that you achieve it. After a month, how many checkmarks do you have? Are you finding these small tasks easier to do yet? Can you commit to these tasks for another month—or six months? A classic mental trick to get you past the brain’s natural desire to shrug off new habits is to promise yourself a reward at the end of the time period with certain performance. For example, my goal is to be 85 percent sugar-free this year. If I make that goal, I will splurge on the latest, greatest smartwatch. That adds extra motivation for me to push past and through those longer time periods of three or six months.

			

			
[image: ]Inspiration

			Books—the right books—can help us reach Best-Day-Ever success. A book you may find helpful as you think about systematizing success is The Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and Business by Charles Duhigg. Here are some quotes from the book:

			“Typically, people who exercise start eating better and becoming more productive at work. They smoke less and show more patience with colleagues and family. They use their credit cards less frequently and say they feel less stressed. Exercise is a keystone habit that triggers widespread change.”

			“Champions don’t do extraordinary things. They do ordinary things, but they do them without thinking, too fast for the other team to react. They follow the habits they’ve learned.”

			“Small wins are exactly what they sound like, and are part of how keystone habits create widespread changes. A huge body of research has shown that small wins have enormous power, an influence disproportionate to the accomplishments of the victories themselves . . . . Once a small win has been accomplished, forces are set in motion that favor another small win. Small wins fuel transformative changes by leveraging tiny advantages into patterns that convince people that bigger achievements are within reach.”

			
Strategy 
#5

			
Feet First, 
Not Head First

			
Small starts can lead to great success.

			Do not be afraid of a small beginning. 

			Great things come afterwards.

			—swami vivekananda

			After nine months as a correctional officer, I couldn’t stand it anymore. All I wanted to do was make soap. My ex-husband, whom I was putting through school at the time, said to me, “I’ll tell you what—you can have three months to do this fun little hobby of yours. If you can make money in three months, we’ll consider you starting a business.” Thinking back, I can hear how patronizing that sounded, but at the time, I was just excited. I quit my job and started selling soap on the weekends.

			My first weekend—at the Mount Vernon Tulip Festival—I sold a thousand dollars’ worth of soap. I was thrilled, amazed, inspired. It was a huge light-bulb moment, where suddenly everything seemed to come together and make sense.

			As a correctional officer, part of my responsibility had been trying to line up jobs for people after they were released. The goal was to keep people from ending up back in prison, but my work hadn’t given me much hope for the system. Now, however, I was thinking, “How many people are out there who could make money from soap the way I am? I wonder if I can help them. Can I teach them how to make soap while I sell soap on the weekends?” My work in the prison had never seemed as though it accomplished much when it came to helping people. But soapmaking? “Oh my gosh!” I thought. “This is the way I can really help people. I can give them knowledge that will give them greater power and freedom. I can do this!” I was inspired. 

			I maxed out my credit card, put up a Microsoft Word document website, and started selling soap on the weekends while teaching people how to make soap during the week and selling them the ingredients. My weekday occupation turned into Bramble Berry, my business today that sells ingredients to soapmakers all over the world. I sold soap every weekend for five years, while I was building Bramble Berry during the week. 

			Life wasn’t easy. I worked at Bramble Berry every weekday, then I’d come home and make soap and label soap at night. Every Saturday morning, I loaded up my little Subaru hatchback, strapped my display to the top, and drove to the craft show or farmers’ market where I set up my booth and sold soap from ten in the morning until six or seven at night. Saturday nights, I often slept in my car, because I couldn’t afford a hotel. Sunday morning, I’d do it all again, then load up everything in my car, drive back home, and do my Bramble Berry work . . . until the next weekend, when I’d be off to another craft fair or farmers’ market. Ever so slowly—painfully—year by year, Bramble Berry grew into the successful business it is today. 
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a framework for utilizing them to benefit yourself, your family, and your community—as they
have Anne-Marie.”

—VERNE HARNISH, Founder, Entreprencurs’ Organization (EO)
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