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For Henry and James Jazz: may things continue to get better every single day
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Picture your perfect life.

No, not that: picture your life, perfected. Picture your life through an Instagram filter; picture your life in a Pinterest folder. Picture your life as it is now, but polished: all those annoying loose ends tied up in a bow, every part moving smoothly, the whole a well-oiled machine. Picture your life with all the kinks ironed out, everything easy, everything tidy, everything good. Picture your perfect life.

Picture, maybe, ironed bedding and tights that never have a hole in; picture going for a run every morning and enjoying it; picture daintily snacking on a handful of almonds as you finish a bit of work, on time, on deadline, at your clear desk.

Picture four colours of Post-its, always knowing exactly where your keys are, and a kitchen full of Kilner jars neatly labelled in pastel chalk paint. Or your equivalent. Maybe you hate Kilner jars and never cook. Maybe running and almonds don’t feature for you. Maybe you never wear tights. It doesn’t matter. These just happen to be mine. And your perfect life won’t be mine, and mine won’t be yours – but our paths to that end might just be the same.

You’ve come to this book, I think, because you feel other people have that kind of life, and you don’t, and there’s a part of you that’s still wondering why you can’t. There’s a part of you – a tiny, hopeful part of you – that wonders if you could. That tiny, hopeful part there? That’s the point of this book.

This book is about nourishing that tiny, hopeful heart of yours; about blowing on the spark of that desire to be better and kindling it into a roaring, gorgeous flame. Why shouldn’t you have a life where everything works? Why shouldn’t you have the kind of world you’ve always wanted?
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Let’s steer clear of words like ‘deserve’, because things happen to people all the time that they don’t deserve: the world is full of good things happening to bad people and vice versa. Let’s stick instead to this: you can make your life better. You can make it better right now.

This is a book about the now, and how it can change your future; how the next five minutes can change the next hour and the next hour can change the next day.

This is a book about accepting where we are and working from there. This is a book about not chucking in your whole diet because you really fancied some chips; about starting small; about starting from where you are, not where you wish you might be.

This is a manual for living your life the way you want to live your life, starting right now. This is a guide to living in the moment with one eye on what’s coming round the corner.

It’s about starting now, not later; it’s about not putting off until tomorrow what you could do today; it’s about a stitch in time saving nine. It’s about having more time. It’s about small, manageable, achievable goals that somehow stack up to make a huge difference.

It’s about how little things make the big things happen. It’s about baby steps. One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind. It’s about becoming who you want to be in a way that works for you. Oh, and it’s about a Japanese philosophy of business efficiency. It’s about kaizen.
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Kaizen
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Japanese,

lit. ‘a change for the better’, ‘(an) improvement’, < kai revision, change + zen (the) good.

 

A Japanese business philosophy, most famously implemented in the Toyota factories, of continuous improvement in working practices, personal efficiency, etc.; hence, an improvement in performance or productivity.





Oxford English Dictionary





Kaizen in real life

How can a business philosophy of improvement, most famously implemented for increased efficiency in the Toyota factories, apply to you, at home or on the bus to work or dropping the kids off at school? How can this be something that will change your life?

Look: there’s a certain face that most people make when you tell them you’re working on a book about Japanese business efficiency. I imagine it’s quite similar to the face you’re making now (if you didn’t realize this was a book about Japanese business efficiency but have turned to this page anyway). It’s a sort of inadequate face: as if they feel like they won’t be good enough for the minimal, elegant life you’re about to tell them to lead; as if they are pretty sure you’re about to judge them for the number of odd socks secretly shoved in the back of a drawer or the chaos of their email inbox. It’s like they (and maybe you, too!) assume we’re after a kind of unattainable, instant perfection – and that’s just not true. I promise you.

We’re after perfection, sure. Why not? But it’s perfection that’s within reach. It’s a new kind of perfection: one that changes with you, one that grows with you, one that begins with you. I promise you: you are good enough for this book.

You are good enough to make your life better. You’ve heard of Marie Kondo; now level up to kaizen. What Kondo can do for your home, your possessions and your wardrobe, kaizen can do for your life.
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Remember that Marie Kondo doesn’t want you, necessarily, to throw everything away and live in immaculate monochrome: she simply wants you to consider whether you do. Is the way you’re living bringing you happiness? Are the things in your life ‘sparking joy’? Is everything in your home there for a purpose?

In this book, we’re going to apply that philosophy, pretty much, to everything you do – from the minute you get up in the morning to the moment you fall asleep at night. And, if we’re being honest, probably the sleep you’re getting, too. Is this as good as it could be? Is everything in my life as good as it could be? Am I living my best life?

If this feels daunting, keep reading. The whole point of kaizen is to change things little by little: to make every day a little better than the last. It’s about the freedom to make changes where you need to make changes; and to be open to that change whenever and wherever you see it.

The word kaizen is often translated as ‘continuous improvement’, although it literally just means ‘improvement’: ‘good change’. Remember those faces that people make when you say ‘Japanese business efficiency’? It’s this kind of thing that’s the problem: this urge to complicate things in translation that are actually very simple.

Kaizen isn’t a complex system – not at heart. It’s just about looking at your life properly and regularly to make sure it’s doing what you want it to be doing. If it is, fantastic. If it isn’t, fix it.

Kaizen simply gives us the tools to see what we’re doing, why we’re doing it, and whether we’re going where we want to go. This book is not an authoritative guide on running a hyper-efficient car factory. It’s simply using the tips and tricks of a highly successful system to make you into a highly successful person. Whatever that success might look like to you.
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The five steps of kaizen

The ideal kaizen approach is widely regarded as having five steps: standardize, measure, compare, innovate, standardize. This doesn’t exactly feel promising for domestic application, does it? This feels very much like a business-efficiency mechanism. But all through this book, that’s what we’ll be doing. We might not use these crisp, technical names – but that’s what’s going on.

This isn’t a book about kaizen as it’s practised in the Toyota factory: this is a book informed by a kaizen approach to life, as this book can inform your life. These five steps are integral to everything we’ll be doing here. Five is sometimes considered a lucky number in Japan, perhaps because of the five elements (earth, water, wind, fire and the void). That’s why there are five chapters in this book (plus this introduction and a conclusion: we cheated a bit). Five for the five steps of kaizen; five for the five of five-why; five for the five of five-S.

We’ll run through a series of exercises, thought experiments and tasks, each designed to help us move forward to the kind of life we want all-round. We’re going to take control of our uncontrollable lives; we’re going to make (ourselves, practically, tangibly, genuinely) the kind of world we want to see. There’s a lot of questions in this book: far more questions than there are answers. But that’s because kaizen as a system is all about looking at the truth, and whether the truth is as good as it could be. It’s all about taking control of your own answers, yourself. Kaizen is control; kaizen is change; kaizen is the hope of something being better, day after day.

And yes, I know. All this is a lot. So let’s start with something a bit easier.

Let’s just count, very simply, to – what else? – five.
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The first exercise in this book is a centring and grounding one. It’s designed to pull you into the moment, and anchor you in the here-and-now. It will take you perhaps a minute, with no equipment, and no need to move. (We’ll come back to this exercise again and again, so give it a whirl now and then you’ve got it in the bag for later.)

There is something essentially calming about this kind of exercise: small, domestic and perhaps a little bit silly, true. But calming, nonetheless. We’re going to use it, in this book, as a kind of mental re-set; a regular check-in with ourselves and with our world, and as a jumping-off point for the kind of self-analysis that makes kaizen so successful.




EXERCISE:

5–4–3–2–1

 

This exercise is incredibly simple, and it starts with a sit-down. Or a lie-down. Or even a stand. Get comfortable: as comfortable as you can, exactly where you are. Roll your shoulders back, and breathe in. Breathe deeply.

You’re going to breathe in through the nose for a count of five; hold for a count of five; and out through the mouth for a count of five. In (2, 3, 4, 5) and hold (2, 3, 4, 5) and out (2, 3, 4, 5).

Do this five times, and as you do it feel the air coming in to your lungs, right down to the bottom of your ribcage: notice whether the air is warm, or whether it’s cold; notice how it feels when it expands your ribs, and the













Kaizen and the art of mindfulness
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Write it down
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SELF-ASSESSMENT EXERCISE:

General Wellbeing
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