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My Story

As a child, I was filled with existential angst. I would stay up at night fretting about the short amount of time we have on this planet and my need to make every single moment count. It was, to be honest, pretty annoying.

But I also feel lucky that, from my earliest memories, I was never satisfied with the status quo. When I was two years old, my mother was in a serious accident, the ripple effects of which impacted my whole family: she almost lost her life, my parents got divorced as a result of it, and all our worlds were forever marked by a sense of before and after. I want to be clear: I’m not glad it happened. I hate when people pitch platitudes and try to make us feel grateful for the utter garbage life throws at us. I do think, though, that there are always opportunities to learn and grow, even in the hardest situations. Do I wish my mom hadn’t gotten on that horse that day? Yes, 100 percent. Am I going to cling to the lessons I’ve learned and earned the hard way? Absolutely.

That experience gave me a hyperawareness that life is both precious and unguaranteed, and that in a world of finite time, it’s up to us to make each moment meaningful. The only problem? I didn’t really know what that meaning should be.

Unsure of where else to find purpose and passion, the day I graduated from high school, I flew to Europe, where I backpacked for months and ended up working at a coffee shop in Amsterdam (yes, that kind of coffee shop). I was plagued with self-loathing at the time, and entangled my desire to live large with a need to be “cool” that led me to take on a party girl persona that fit like a tight, itchy sweater. For the next few years I sought satisfaction in Molly-addled dance parties in Prague, mushroom journeys in France, cocaine-fueled late nights in Buenos Aires. One day, after smoking some marijuana I’d purchased from a questionable source in Brazil, I had a seizure. I was traveling by myself at the time, and suffering from an eating disorder that I wasn’t yet willing to admit to. I remember sitting in the sand, having not eaten breakfast that morning or dinner the night before, as the haze from the weed descended into an aggressive feeling of panic and hunger. I got up and made my way to a local burger joint. I was at the counter, trying to procure the food that the flashing alarms in my body were demanding, when everything went black.

That was the day I severed trust with my body. In the years that followed, I started having panic attacks. While doctors said my seizure was caused by severe undernourishment combined with sketchy weed, I was sure that it was simply my body betraying me, and if it had done so once, it was likely to do so again.

In my late twenties, I was living in London with my then boyfriend (and now husband and regular podcast fixture), Zack. Isolated from my community, devoid of the coping structures I’d built into my life, my anxiety spiraled. I started to have panic attacks on the Tube, the already-close walls of the Piccadilly line squeezing in around me as my vision tunneled. I abandoned my cart at a grocery store after the line I was waiting in made me feel trapped and the white walls and snack-stocked aisles began to tilt on their axes. I started making up excuses not to go out with Zack and our friends. My world became the size of my house, and then my room, and then my bed, where I would lie for the entirety of the day, afraid of the panic attack I’d have if I left it.

I still remember the feeling of being horizontal under the comforter with my computer propped on its side, and thinking: I guess this is my life now. At least I have the internet. I can stream movies. I can send emails.

There I was, the existentially ambitious child, the person who was so intent on seizing every single moment—and I couldn’t even get out of bed. I wasn’t living my best life. I wasn’t living any sort of life. A layer of depression descended on top of my anxiety. Where had I gone so wrong?

I did, however, have one critical asset: years of professional experience in finding answers. I’d been working as a journalist for over a decade by then; I had started working for the local paper when I was sixteen after I secured an interview with Hootie & the Blowfish, who were playing in my small Central Valley town in California. Shortly thereafter, I pitched a column and began writing about my experience of the world on a weekly basis. My first job out of college was running an editorial team at a start-up, which later evolved into writing for publications like goop, Marie Claire, and Glamour, and, much later, into serving as the food director for leading wellness media company mindbodygreen. I’d internalized the notion that if I had questions, there were experts out there who’d spent their lives researching the exact explanations I sought.

I began emailing people I likely had no right to contact (putting into practice one of my core mantras: never be the one to say “no” to yourself, which we’ll talk about later). I wrote to a Stanford neuroscientist and asked what was going on in my brain during panic attacks, and how, from a neurochemical perspective, an anxious brain differed from a calm brain. From my horizontal position, propped up on pillows with my cat curled up against me, I sent notes that crossed the thousands of miles I no longer could. I emailed registered dietitians, hormone specialists, psychiatrists, and psychologists. I dove into published research and messaged study authors with my questions. Not all of them wrote back, of course. But some of them did. And slowly, I got a sense of why I was feeling the way I was feeling, and advice on some different pathways that might help me feel different.

Because I was still daunted by the prospect of doing, well, almost anything, I decided to start with one simple change—something that felt achievable, and that didn’t require leaving my house: I committed to making a green smoothie every morning. It combined many of the food recommendations I’d gathered from the registered dietitians I’d spoken to, while also incorporating the advice I’d received from a psychologist to add some type of structure or routine to my day.

Zack picked up the ingredients for me (I still wasn’t ready to go to the grocery store), and the next day, I climbed out of the safety of my bed and padded downstairs. Heart pounding, I loaded the ingredients into the blender and turned it on.

And I was healed!

Just kidding. My life didn’t change so dramatically that day—but it did change. I made another smoothie the next day, and then the next, and so on. Before long, it became a habit. Soon I found myself looking forward to getting out of bed in the morning. I started to drink my smoothie at the kitchen table instead of taking it back to my room. Once I was up and wandering around the house, I’d think: I wonder if there’s anything else I could do that might help me even more? I added five minutes of meditation and, after that, a daily reading from a book that inspired me. In time, with sweaty palms, I could even take a walk around the block.

And now, years later, I’m writing this book on a plane as I travel by myself from one country to another. Since my bout with agoraphobia, I’ve had high-powered magazine editor jobs in New York City; I’ve married the man of my dreams; I’ve ended my apartment lease to nomadically traverse the most beautiful places in the country; I’ve white water rafted and summited 14,000-foot mountains; I’ve published two successful books; and I’m lucky enough to have the job of my dreams, hosting The Liz Moody Podcast. In some ways, I’ve taken that anxious person, trapped in her bed, and turned her into an inspiration for my weekly work. But instead of asking the world’s leading minds, “How can I live my best life?” I get to ask for all of us.

I also learned an important lesson on my road to healing: that our best life is the culmination of every part of our mind, body, and external environment. When I didn’t have relationships and community connection, my anxiety spiked, leaving me even more isolated. When I was traveling and doing drugs and partying into the night, I hadn’t addressed the trauma of my childhood that had led to my constant need for stimuli and validation. When I didn’t give my body the nourishment it needed, it rebelled acutely, and terrifyingly.

It’s all connected. To get the most out of every moment, we need to learn the skills to work through our past and create meaningful relationships in the present. We need to pay attention to our finances so that we have the resources to eat nourishing food and have extraordinary experiences. We need to take care of our physical health to minimize pain and discomfort, and to give ourselves the energy we need to accomplish everything we want to each day, the cognitive ability to enjoy as many moments as possible, and the longevity to feel good for years to come. We need to nurture our psychological selves so not only are we not trapped in a bed, but we also tap into our potential, our contentment, our gratitude, our satisfaction.

There are amazing resources out there that provide great advice on how we can transform our physical health, or shift our mindsets, or change the way we interact with the world at large. But I wanted to create a guide that not only included the most evidence-based versions of these ideas, but also helped us connect the dots between them. Our microbiomes impact our productivity. Our careers impact our hormone levels. Our sex lives impact our sense of self-worth, and that same self-worth impacts our ability to draw boundaries with our parents or ask for the raise we know we deserve.

Moreover, the pursuit of a better life shouldn’t feel like punishment. It shouldn’t feel like a chore, or homework, or a list of things we’re missing out on. It should feel like an opening, an expansion into how it’s possible to feel. It should feel easy to understand, like chatting with a really smart friend who knows all the science but is going to explain it to you in a way that won’t make you fall asleep. That’s where this book comes in.

This is your all-in-one resource for living your unique best life. I wanted to answer the question that so many of us often have when ingesting some of the amazing research we have access to these days via books, media articles, and podcasts: That’s fascinating, but what should I actually do?

It’s a question I’ve become known for asking in a million different ways on The Liz Moody Podcast: What are the best foods for our metabolic health? How does our childhood trauma show up in our adult life, and what’s one thing we can do today to rewrite damaging patterns? What’s the best strategy to ask for a raise, and what specific words should we use? What’s the most pragmatic, actionable way to apply this advice in order to feel the benefits today?

And now I’ve taken it even further by collecting the best advice and tools from the podcast and expanding on them to make a book full of actions. These tips distill the wisdom that the world’s leading experts have shared across thousands of hours of The Liz Moody Podcast episodes, mixed with some of my own mantras that I’ve found made the largest difference in my years on this planet. You’ll gain an understanding of the science, and then you’ll learn how to apply it in ways that will change your life. Every single tip has an associated action. Every single lesson comes with a thoughtful way to apply it and thus reap the benefits. And every single page is packed full of takeaways—my goal is for you to feel like you’re getting fifty books in one.

Some of these changes are more significant than others; you might find yourself engaging in recurring plans to benefit from the science-backed ways to make more friends (see here), or making over your meals to be more metabolically healthy so they fuel every single cell in your body (see here). Some are tiny—here, you’ll find a breathing exercise that can change your physiology in under a minute, and here, you’ll learn about the two-minute trick that fights inflammation, decreases cortisol levels, and increases resilience. Some will solve problems that have stood in your way for years, whether that’s chronic pain (see here) or an inability to stick to a workout routine (see here). Some will simply change your perspective on things you already do—after reading the tip here, for example, you’ll never see trudging through the rain with heavy groceries the same way again.

Every single tip is designed to create real change, to help you figure out your most authentic, fully-realized self, and then become that person. Because of the format (see here for more on that!), your path will be different from the path of anyone else who uses this book—and that’s intentional. Your best life is unique to you. It’s not your mom’s best life or your best friend’s best life or that celebrity you follow on Instagram’s best life, and what you eat, do, and think every day should reflect that.

There are no extreme promises, and there is no bullshit; only well-researched ideas and advice from credentialed experts, distilled into approachable, accessible actions that you can take today. Some habits might result in instant shifts, while others might transform your life over the course of a week or a month. Some days might nudge you in a positive direction, while others might shake your entire worldview. But I promise you this: these little changes add up to a big difference. Day after day, page after page, we’ll build a rock-solid foundation for a life that will make you feel vibrant, energized, calm, confident, and ready to take on whatever the world throws at you.

This is the book I wish I’d had when I was lying alone in that bed in London. This is the book I want to give to my sister, my best friends, my mom and dad, and all of my dear listeners. This is a book of action. This is a guide to your best life.




How to Use This Book

After interviewing hundreds of the world’s leading minds, I’ve learned two underlying realities about living our best life: that we all have individual paths to healing and happiness, and that there are a select few truths about transformation that tend to apply to almost everyone. I designed this book to reflect both of these realities, and to cut through the soft promises that litter the personal growth space.

No matter what, I recommend everyone start with the first section of the book, “How to define your best life,” where you’ll learn how to define your goals and measure your results. After working in the wellness industry for over a decade, I’ve seen far too many people pursue habits, routines, and diets that they abstractly feel are “good for” them, with no sense of why. Your time, money, and energy are precious. If you’re adding anything to your life, I sure as heck want you to know why that thing is worth adding.

After that, if you’d like to read the book in a linear order, from beginning to end (like, well, a normal book), you’ll find value on every single page. Start with the tips that stand out to you and bookmark others to try later, or to share with that friend or family member who you know would benefit.

At the same time, I wanted to acknowledge that your needs are different from anyone else’s. To make it as easy as possible to find the information you need right now, I’ve organized this book into subsections. Each one is results-focused: you’ll notice there’s no “how to eat” or “how to work out” section, because depending on your needs and goals, those answers will be different. Do you want a diet to give you the fuel your cells need to thrive on a day-to-day basis? Perfect, go to the “How to have more energy” section and enjoy a metabolically balanced meal. Are you contending with constipation, bloat, or other discomfort that’s impacting your ability to feel your best in your body every day? Head to “How to make your gut feel great” and we’ll get right to the root of that. As your life starts to transform, you might find different tips resonate more, and you can visit ones you’ve tried and ones you haven’t time and time again.

That all said, I can hear some of you saying, “Just tell me exactly what to do!” and I get you—I’ve been there, too. If that’s you, you can also treat the whole book as a plan, trying out every tip in order at a cadence that feels good (I recommend no more than three a week, to avoid overwhelm and better help you discern what’s really working for you).

Of course, I understand that sometimes we just want inspiration; I have so many days where I feel blech and know that I simply want to feel better. While the book has sections that address this (I’d begin with the “How to be happier” or the “How to feel calmer” section), when I’m in that mood, I find it helpful to simply flip through the pages. It’s inspiring to be reminded of the many proven ways I can make myself feel better, and often, my gut will point me in the direction of exactly what I need at that moment.

Ultimately, though, this book is now yours, and your path through it is yours as well. My job was to fill it to the brim with as much life-changing knowledge as possible; your job is to use that knowledge in the way that works for you. Keep it in the bathroom so you come out of every poop inspired. Leave it on your bedside table to prime your brain in a positive direction before you fall asleep or when you first wake up. If you want to go deeper into any topic, you’ll find opportunities for more learning at the end of every section. This includes related episodes of the The Liz Moody Podcast, books, and other resources directly from the experts.

Picking up this book was your first and crucial step toward living a life that you love. Are you ready for the next one? Let’s dive in.




How to Define Your Best Life




1.

Above all, suffer less.

One of my core philosophies is that wellness is a tool, not a state or destination. It’s not something that we try to attain; we cannot wake up and be well. Rather, it’s a resource we can lean on in service of our best life. We can build our resilience to be more prepared when hard times come (see here); we can tackle impostor syndrome so we can achieve the success we deserve (see here); we can eat food that nourishes our gut so the primary bellyaches in our lives come from laughing too hard with friends.

It means, though, that the second wellness is making your life worse, not better, it’s no longer wellness. If you’re so concerned about the contents of a restaurant’s menu that you miss out on a meal with your friends—you’re not using the tool that is wellness to enhance your life. If you’re swearing at yourself during a workout, critiquing the shape of your body, trying to hate yourself into a shape that society happens to have decided is trendy at this particular moment—that’s not wellness. If your morning routine is so long that just thinking about checking off all the boxes stresses you out—well, that’s not really your best life, is it?

Look, we’ve gotten a lot of things wrong as, you know, humans functioning in society. And while this one is not at the top of the list, it’s still pretty painful to think about: somewhere, sometime, along the way, we became convinced that being well or “healthy” was often synonymous with suffering. Sometimes we lose sight of the fact that psychological suffering is as impactful as physical.

Science also supports the perspective that suffering doesn’t mean success: numerous studies have shown that people will choose more nutritious options over ones that are less so when the more nutritious ones are presented in ways that emphasize their pleasurable elements.1 The same holds true for exercise—over and over, doctors on my podcast have emphasized that the best workout for our health is the one we actually enjoy enough to stick to.

Shifting your mindset is the first step in changing your relationship with your healthy habits. Instead of thinking, I have to meditate, try to think about the benefits you’re deriving from meditating. How do you feel after? Clearer? Calmer? More focused? Instead of hating the way your cellulite looks at the gym and pushing your limits on the weights to try to hate yourself into a body you love, focus on how strong your body feels. How do you want to use the strength you’re creating for yourself? To live as long as possible, so you can be smiling at the dinner table in your nineties surrounded by people you love? To hike to a hidden alpine lake? To dance at a club until dawn? Let these things motivate you.

After shifting your mindset, the next step is shifting your actions. If you don’t like the way a specific habit feels, you can almost always shift to something you do like that will offer similar benefits. If you find yourself dreading an activity, could you change to a different one (if you hate running, maybe explore group fitness, or try weight lifting, which to me feels like using an adult jungle gym), or could you combine it with something you do love so you’ll look forward to it (see here for more on that)? Could you find a workout buddy and use movement as your time to catch up together? Could you hike, snowshoe, or otherwise use your daily activity as an opportunity to commune with nature?

I find that healthy food in particular has a bad reputation: one of the most harmful and pervasive myths is that the flavor and appeal of healthy food are synonymous with that of cardboard. Imagine how differently we’d all approach filling our plates if we believed that garden-grown goodness not only fueled us, but also satisfied our palates! Imagine if we weren’t forced to finish our veggies, but were taught to indulge in them (this was not me, by the way—I was raised largely on microwaved frozen hot dogs, just another reminder that our present success need not be defined by our childhood).

In many cases, adding nutrients to our food actually makes it more delicious: pound for pound, most herbs contain more antioxidants than the vegetables we typically eat, and they contain compounds like thymol2 and carvacrol3 that studies have found to fight inflammation, viral and bacterial infections, cancer, and more—and they make your food taste and look way better. I’ll top my strawberry oatmeal with fresh thyme; I’ll put dill in my eggs; I’ll tear fresh basil leaves over my pasta. Herbs are also an amazing way of making your leftovers feel bright and fresh again, and sprinkling on a little bomb of potent therapeutic benefits at the same time. Spices, too, are packed with flavor and therapeutic benefits; I rarely make a green smoothie without including cinnamon or cardamom, and tend to double the amount of spices called for in most recipes I follow. Food—including nutrient-dense food—is one of the greatest pleasures in our world, and there aren’t any awards for missing out on that because you think choking down an unseasoned boiled chicken breast makes you healthier. If you don’t crave your food, ask yourself, what would make you excited about eating it?

Some suffering is an inevitable part of the human experience (for more on reframing elements of that, see here). Some small suffering even leads to feeling better after (see here, or here). But if you’re filling your days with habits you dread or self-talk that makes you feel terrible, you’re making your life worse, not better. You’re increasing your net suffering, which is not an approach that’s enjoyable or easy to stick to in the long run.

If you find yourself saying, “If I don’t do this ten-step skincare routine, I’m going to look so old,” or “I can’t go out to dinner with my friends, the food at that restaurant doesn’t fit into my diet,” you are no longer on the path to your best life. The second that something designed to make your life better starts to stress you out or limit you, it’s no longer healthy for you—and that’s okay. That’s wonderful, in fact. Because it means you’re becoming more tuned in to your needs and your outcomes, and that is a nonnegotiable on any personal growth journey.

For your meals, your workouts, and the rest of your habits, ask yourself: Is there a way I can switch my thinking to make this enjoyable? And if not, is there a way I could either modify what I’m doing or switch to something else entirely to derive both the inherent benefits of the activity and the myriad other benefits that come from that activity being pleasurable?




2.

Do N-of-1 experiments.

One of the most frustrating, important, and underdiscussed realities of trying to be our happiest, healthiest selves is the uniqueness of each of our human bodies. We’re all looking for universally applicable advice, when the truth is, we’re all individual in terms of not only our biology but also our finances, our priorities, our access, our advantages or disadvantages within the systems in which we live, our relationships, and more.

I like to think of optimization advice as existing on a spectrum: some of it works for almost all people, some might work for half the population, and some might be effective for just a few people—but for those few, it could make all the difference. This is why I never dismiss people who credit something for their better health or life that perhaps doesn’t have reams of research behind it, or, on the flip side, those who find that something a lot of people love or a lot of studies support makes absolutely zero difference for them. While I’ve made every possible effort to fill this book with tips on the more universal side of the spectrum, what works for you, what you need, and what you’re interested in will make some tips more relevant than others. This is where Dr. Sara Gottfried’s advice to run an N-of-1 experiment on yourself comes into play. In clinical trials, an N-of-1 experiment is a study in which the participant pool is a single individual—in this instance, you!

When I interviewed Dr. Gottfried, a Harvard-educated MD and New York Times bestselling author, we discussed the work of National Geographic researcher Dan Buettner. Buettner analyzes so-called Blue Zones, areas around the world that are home to the greatest concentrations of centenarians, using epidemiologic data about their habits. But the data simply reflects the experience of a specific population within a specific environment, which can make it difficult to concretely disentangle and extrapolate what we should try at home to achieve the same results. Do people who live in the Blue Zones make it to extraordinarily old age because of their diet? Their genes? Their community? Something in the soil that we have yet to identify that impacts their microbiome? Or, more than likely, some combination of the above?

“How do we take this epidemiological data like Blue Zones and actually apply it to the individual?” asked Dr. Gottfried. “How do we personalize it? I do it with N-of-1 experiments. For instance, on a Blue Zone island in Greece called Ikaria, they drink diuretic teas made from different wild greens that they forage. I got a collection of organic teas from this island, and I started drinking some every night, and I noticed that my blood pressure came down—not significantly, but five to ten points, and that was the only thing I had changed. That kind of experimentation can be really helpful in narrowing the general recommendations to something that helps the specific person.”

Dr. Will Bulsiewicz, a renowned gastroenterologist and bestselling author of Fiber Fueled, also hammered home the idea of personalized recommendations. “Let’s pretend that you have generalized anxiety disorder and you take a probiotic,” he said. “You notice that when you take this probiotic, you have an improvement in your mood. I don’t care what the research says at that point, because you introduced this microbe into your personal ecosystem and are deriving a benefit. On the flip side, let’s pretend that we have a probiotic that has a randomized controlled study that shows it’s great for generalized anxiety disorder. You run out and grab it at the store, you take it for a month or two, and you notice no difference. Unfortunately, it’s just not a fit for your personal gut microbiome—it doesn’t matter what the randomized control trial said.” Randomized controlled trials are one of the greatest scientific developments in history, helping us isolate variables, reduce bias, and understand on a larger scale how interventions really affect outcomes. That said, they’re not without their limitations. And ultimately, in our own lives, we’re most interested in how something impacts our individual health.

That’s where N-of-1 experiments come into play.

Before you make a change, ask yourself: What are your goals? What do you hope or expect will happen? And then when you make the change, keep track of its impact. There’s a lot of technology available that makes running tiny experiments on yourself easier: I regularly use my Oura Ring to measure the impact of sleeping in a cold room versus a warmer one, going to bed earlier versus later, or reading versus being on my phone, and devices like Levels, a continuous glucose monitor from a company cofounded by podcast guest Dr. Casey Means, can help you see how your blood sugar responds to different factors like macronutrients in food or types of exercise. There are WHOOP bands, smart watches, blood pressure monitors, home blood tests you can send off to labs, and more.

If you don’t want to get technology involved or don’t have access to it, there are plenty of other ways to measure the effects of the changes you’re implementing. If you want to try something new to help with chronic bloating or stomachaches, keep a diary of your symptoms the week before you start, and then during the time you’re doing something different (this works well for addressing things like burnout, anxiety, and low energy as well). If you want to try some new supplements, add them to your regimen one at a time and wait a bit before adding the next so you can connect any potential results to a specific source. Similarly, if you eliminate certain foods or food groups, track the effects of each choice to make sure you’re finding the real culprit.

The N-of-1 approach also helps on a psychological level. It gives you permission to lean into solutions that work for your specific biology and to be less frustrated if something widely touted by experts or friends just doesn’t work for you. It’s one of the reasons I designed this book with tips you can use as needed to address the transformations you need or want to make at that particular moment in your life. While research is immensely helpful in guiding us in evidence-backed directions, at the end of the day, your body is your own, and learning to listen to (and even measure!) what it’s telling you will be your greatest asset.




3.

Think about your death.

Wait, wait, before you skip this tip, let me explain: contemplating your death doesn’t have to be depressing. In fact, taking time to reflect on the inevitable end of your journey Earth-side can be incredibly life-affirming. Moreover, the practice can help guide you toward a life that feels truly satisfying.

When I had Alua Arthur, a renowned death doula and founder of Going with Grace, on the podcast, she shared that “being around death constantly reminds me to fully feel into life—the pain, the sorrow, the crying, the grief, and all of the joy, the mystery, the awe, that moment when I look into my partner’s eyes and I feel loved. It’s all awe-inspiring.”

According to Arthur, we don’t need to abandon our lives and become death doulas to experience these benefits. She recommended taking a few minutes to think about our own death in a tangible, specific way. “Think about your funeral, your service,” she said. “Who’s going to be there? What are they going to say about you? What kind of life will they say that you’ve led?”

Dr. Julie Smith, a clinical psychologist and bestselling author of Why Has Nobody Told Me This Before?, seconded Arthur’s belief in the affirming power of contemplating our own demise. “It’s the one thing we all have in common—that none of us are getting out of this alive—but the idea that we all die at some point is not the thing to try to numb out. It’s the whole reason that we can be grateful for today,” she said. “And death in itself, however terrifying and horrifying it might feel, can also create meaning in living today. What would you do if you knew you only had twenty days to live? The things that people come up with can feel really radical, but sometimes they’re the simplest things as well. It might be, ‘I’d spend more time with my family,’ or ‘I’d go on more walks in my favorite park.’” Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we just did that thing before we were actually facing our demise?

Thinking about our death allows us to differentiate between momentary discomfort—inconveniencing ourselves or others, or embarrassment—and the deep and resonant pain of a life unfulfilled. Today, take a moment to contemplate your death. What can it highlight about living a life that you’re proud of today? What can it teach you about shifts you need to make? How can it guide you, as Arthur said, to feel into each moment on this day a little more? “What a mystery it is even to be able to feel the floor,” she marveled. “To feel cold, or wood, or carpet, or pain in that toe that I stubbed the other day.”

While I’d love this book to promise immortality (and some tips certainly do tackle longevity, see here), the truth is that death is coming for us all. What this book can do is try to make each moment as well-lived as possible, and part of that process is zooming out to realize the finiteness of those moments, so we give each the weight and the gravitas it deserves. Thinking about our eventual death is a critical step to changing our lives today. It gives us the perspective to think about what choices matter, and what we’re wasting brain space on that’s ultimately inconsequential. Instead of writing a script and having no idea where it’s going, we’re able to look at the entire movie, and shape the first half so it gets us where we want to go in the second. Life and death are intrinsically entangled, and as such it’s fitting that a book about changing your life begins with contemplating the end of it. How can your death inform what a life well lived means to you?

WANT TO DIVE DEEPER?










Listen to these episodes of The Liz Moody Podcast:


	“How to Overcome Fear of Death (+ Genius Tips for Navigating Grief) with Alua Arthur,” episode 145

	“Ask the Doctor: Longevity Edition—What to Do NOW to Look and Feel Your Best for as Long as Possible,” episode 64



Explore these resources from our expert guests:


	Alua Arthur, www.goingwithgrace.com

	Women, Food, and Hormones: A 4-Week Plan to Achieve Hormonal Balance, Lose Weight, and Feel Like Yourself Again by Dr. Sara Gottfried, @saragottfriedmd on Instagram















How to Stick to Habits and Achieve Your Goals




4.

Figure out your “why.”

If you have a habit that you just can’t stick to, it might be because you’re focusing too much on the “how”—what time of day to go to the gym, how long you should meditate and what type of practice you should do—and ignoring the “why.”

“We tend to over-index slightly on how and under-index slightly on why,” explained Daniel Pink, the five-time New York Times bestselling author of The Power of Regret, Drive, To Sell Is Human, and more. “If I say to myself, ‘How am I going to get exercise today?,’ just twice in a week, change that ‘how’ to a ‘why’ conversation. ‘Why am I getting exercise?’ Well, because I know that I feel mentally sharp when I exercise. I know that the older I get, the more I need to stay physically fit because I want to be there for my family.”

Often, our reasons for not doing something aren’t grounded in logic; instead, it’s because we haven’t identified how the thing we’re attempting to do aligns with our values and goals. Following the train of reason can uncover layers of motivation you might not have even known existed—and, on the flip side, can surface reasons why something might not be worth motivating yourself to do at all. If you don’t know your why (I get messages constantly from people who are trying to add habits or take supplements simply because they saw someone else doing it) or, worse, your why comes from a negative place, motivation likely won’t be easy to come by.

For years, if you had asked me why I worked out, I would have answered that I wanted my body to look a certain way. I wanted a cute butt and flat abs and long, lean legs—attributes that every magazine since I started reading had told me I should be working toward. While the pursuit of media-generated standards of “beauty” is obviously problematic in many ways, for me, it also came with a very practical downside: without the promise of an immediate reward, it was tough to stay motivated.

Our brains like immediate gratification. While some people can hit the gym every day in the name of bodily changes they might start to see in a few months (if they’re incredibly consistent), that type of willpower isn’t available to many of us. Temptation bundling (see here) helped me get over part of my exercise hump, but another key strategy was tuning in to the immediate rewards that came from moving my body.

After all, there are hundreds of studies that show exercise has myriad benefits for our mental and physical health, including improving our sleep,1 cognition,2 and mood.3 But I was missing all those perks because I was so focused on the shape of my butt. When I consciously shifted my narrative around workouts, everything changed. Instead of lifting my shirt to check the state of my stomach, I focused my attention on the feeling of my morning brain fog clearing. I replaced thoughts about how many calories I was burning with thoughts about the anxiety dissipating from my body, or the energy permeating my cells.

Then, after my workouts, I started to tune in to how I felt and attribute those rewards to the workout. If I slept well, I would actively think about the sweaty workout I had done that morning; conversely, if I spent the night tossing and turning, I’d flip back through my file of the day’s memories to consider how much I’d moved my body.

It also opened the door for other whys that I hadn’t considered. According to Dr. Robin Berzin, founder of Parsley Health and author of State Change, “You can do a 10- to 20-minute workout and support your metabolism, improve cognitive blood flow, lower inflammation, sleep better that night, and start to build muscle mass.”

Beyond that, “any exercise—swimming, walking, biking, hiking, sex—raises levels of endorphins in the brain, which is going to activate the release of naturally occurring opioids that can help with the reduction of pain,”4 explained leading global pain expert and The Pain Management Workbook author Dr. Rachel Zoffness.

Thinking about the benefits of exercise beyond your body shape also widens the scope of what types of movement you might be inclined to try. I never enjoyed doing yoga because I didn’t think it burned enough calories to be worth my time, but now I appreciate it for the many benefits it does offer, like stimulating my fascia,5 or body’s connective tissue, and relieving my stress,6 which has cascading positive hormonal effects.7

The same philosophy applies to any new habit you’re trying to integrate. You can even spend some time researching the benefits to see if they align with your actual goals. Wanting to fuel your body so you have the energy to stack your day with everything you want to do is going to be far more motivating than thinking about how your food impacts your abs. If you’re trying to start a meditation habit, think about the reasons behind it (do you want to be calmer? More focused?) and pay attention to how you feel after each session. If you’re adding a new supplement, make sure there’s a why beyond “it’s trendy right now” or “my friend/that influencer I follow takes it.”

Write down a few of the habits you’ve struggled to integrate and consider the why behind them. Have you been trying to shame yourself into adopting new practices, filling your mind with societally-based reasons that, come to think of it, make you feel terrible about yourself? Could you change the conversation around it to come from a place of love? Write down what a different why for that habit might be; try it on to see if it feels more motivating or meaningful. If you can’t figure out your why, examine whether that habit is even worth pursuing. Is there a practice that might better serve your goals? We live in a world of “shoulds,” and frankly, most of us don’t have time to fill our lives with habits based on other people’s goals or desires. Figuring out that there’s no reason at all behind the habit you’re trying to adopt can be wonderfully freeing; you can create the space to fill your days with habits that actually serve your needs.




5.

Utilize the fresh start effect.

The “fresh start effect” is a little trick that makes accomplishing your goals or sticking to a new habit easier and more effective. The best part is, it doesn’t take any additional effort—just a little bit of calendar finagling.

When I interviewed one of the researchers who coined the term, Dr. Katy Milkman, Wharton professor and author of How to Change, she explained: “We don’t think about our lives linearly. Instead, we think about them as if they unfolded as a series of chapters, like we’re characters in a book. One chapter might be the college years. Another might be the years working at this company, or living in that city. Every chapter break gives us a sense that we have a fresh start, a clean slate, and a new beginning. Whoever we were before that chapter break came around, you can say, ‘That was the old me. The old me might have failed to achieve their goals, but the new me is going to be different and able to succeed.’”

One of the keys to making new habits stick, then, is to take advantage of these natural shedding-of-self moments, which Dr. Milkman says are actually quite predictable and common in our lives. The most famous, of course, is New Year’s—there’s a reason people are often inspired to set goals on the first day of January. As someone skeptical of New Year’s resolutions, I was surprised to find that Dr. Milkman’s research meant that setting a goal on January 1 makes us more likely to accomplish it. Essentially, we’re telling ourselves that we’re a different person coming into this new year than we were in the past, and that perspective shift is proven to make success more probable.1

But January 1 only rolls around once a year, and no one wants to wait hundreds of days to kick-start their new goals or habits. The good news? There are fresh starts all the time—if you know where to look for them.

“Every Monday is a fresh start—on Mondays, we see spikes in goal setting for everything from health and wellness to education to our finances,” explained Dr. Milkman. “The beginning of a new month is a fresh start. The celebration of birthdays is a fresh start. There are certain holidays where we see fresh start effects; dates that we associate with new beginnings, like the start of spring or Labor Day, which kicks off that back-to-school energy.” Even picking up this book is a fresh start—you’re no longer the person you were before you had access to all of this information.

To take advantage of the fresh start effect, you can lean into natural fresh start moments, like the ones Dr. Milkman gave as examples, as opportunities to build new habits in your life. The you from last month might not have been good at taking care of her finances, but she’s gone; it’s a new month, a new chapter, and there’s a higher likelihood of the new you being someone who can spend and save in ways that align with your values.

If you don’t want to wait for one of those natural fresh start days to roll around, you can cheat by creating your own fresh start. “There’s research showing when you move to a new house or engage with a new community, it gives us a fresh start sense as well,” Dr. Milkman explained. If you’re stuck on a project, find a new coffee shop to work at. If you can’t stick to a workout routine, join a running or hiking club in your community. If you’re struggling with drinking less alcohol, spend time with a group of friends who don’t drink to get yourself out of the habit of bars being the go-to socialization space. Look for ways you can intentionally turn the page and start a new chapter in the book of yourself.

Whether you have a goal of your own in mind or want to turbocharge the hundreds of actions and new habits in this book, identify a fresh start moment (the beginning of a month, a new home, a Monday, a new year, a new job—the possibilities are endless) and commit to beginning your shift on that day. It’s a tiny tweak, but it’ll make you far more excited about—and likely to achieve—your goals.
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