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  Introduction


Life doesn't always go as we had hoped or planned. Situations out of our control affect not only our day-to-day lives but also our overall outlook and the opportunities we have. Our personalities change and shift, changing our perspectives and priorities. Relationships ebb and flow, leading to potentially drastic changes in our lives. 
Sometimes these changes are for the best. They can lead to growth and new opportunities. But sometimes change can be painful, damaging to our bodies, minds, and spirits. If you're reading this book, I'm willing to bet that you're experiencing some of that discomfort, even if you're not quite sure how it happened or how to return to contentment. Hopefully this book can help. Hopefully my experiences and research can guide you on a journey of self-reflection and productivity as you figure out what needs to change and how to change it.
This book stems from the blog A Life You Want (www.ALifeYouWant.com). It is drawn from the posts that compiled the first year of the blog. Visit the site now, and you will find not only the blog, but also tools and resources to help you in your journey. You can also find motivation and connection on our Facebook page, at www.Facebook.com/ALifeYouWant.
Both the blog and the book are broken down into seven parts: Getting Started, Money, Career, Health, Relationships, Making a Difference, and Staying Motivated, and this book tackles each of them in turn, with each further divided into chapters focusing on more specialized topics. Read straight through or skip around to the sections that speak to you. Keep in mind that this book is meant to be a starting point, to give you a push to take charge of your own life, to create a life you want. You will find additional resources recommended throughout, but I encourage you to explore your own world to see what you find, too. Don't let the limits of this book limit your dreams. Just about anything is possible!
It's going to be an exciting journey. It's been exciting and invigorating for me, and I know it can be for you, too. So give it some time, think about what you want, and let's get started!


Disclaimer

The tips, ideas, and suggestions that are made in this book (and the coordinating website) are based on my personal experiences and knowledge. While they are based on sound information, I am not an expert or medical professional. For specific medical, psychological, or legal concerns, I encourage you to seek out a professional in the appropriate field.






  
  My Story


I took turning 30 hard. Here I was: a college graduate, married, with a house, and yet I felt as if I hadn't accomplished anything in my life. I had a failed business; I had tried out several different careers with no success; my completed novel "wasn't what they were looking for;" and I was struggling with starting a family. I felt like a big, fat failure. 
When that big day approached, I was a little emotional. I did my best to hide it from friends and family, but inside I was a mess. Once the day passed, however, and I was able to look at things a bit more objectively, I realized: hey, I'm still young. So what if I haven't accomplished what I wanted to? Just because it hadn't happened yet doesn't mean it wouldn't happen.
So I made it happen. I took charge of my life.
That was in 2010. Since then, a lot has changed! After more trial and error, I've found a career that brings me fulfillment. I've also self-published five novels, with more in the works. I've started new projects that bring me joy and excitement. While my marriage didn't work out, we're amicable, and before divorcing we had two beautiful children who test my patience but bring me pride and satisfaction. I've made strides in getting my finances in order, making a difference in the lives of others, and figuring out how to reach health goals.
The path has not always been easy. At times it's been a definite struggle. But that's life. I know it will always consist of ups and downs. The important part – the part that drew me to creating the blog and this book – is knowing that I'm happier, closer to where I want to be, than ever before. I'm still working on reaching total contentment, and I'm still dealing with unexpected challenges, but I know I can get there. A positive mindset and willingness to put in the work have served me well.
Are you ready to join me?






  
  Part One

Getting Started









  
  Chapter 1

Taking Charge


Taking charge of your life is hard. Not only do you have to figure out what you want; you have to figure out how you're going to get it. You have to set goals, make game plans, and stay motivated to keep going. But, while it may be difficult, it's worth it. The goal is your dream, the life you want. 
When it comes to visualizing a journey, a mountain peak is often a representation of reaching your goal, and it can be an accurate comparison. It's a hard climb up, but once you've reached the summit, what a view! On the way up, however, you'll encounter obstacles galore. Some will be outside forces taking their toll on you, physically and mentally. Some will be internal struggles, battling you from the inside, holding you back. The road is long, difficult, challenging.
The worst, however, is the lack of oxygen as you proceed. The higher you get — the closer you get to your goals — the harder it is to breathe. Challenges get even harder. Your body is put under stress. You get lightheaded, unsure if you can make it. It takes more effort just to take another step. What do you do?
Some will succumb to the pressure and begin the descent back down. Perhaps they don't want to reach their goal strongly enough to put forth the effort required.
Some will think themselves weak, and while they really want to reach the peak, they don't think they're strong enough to make it. They hem and haw at their current level, unsure what to do, perhaps eventually making their way down over time.
The rest, though — the achievers — will take as deep a breath as they can and keep going. They acknowledge it won't be easy to get to the top, but reaching it is the only option. Perhaps they have something to prove — to themselves, to others. They want to know they were able to succeed. They want to have the satisfaction, the pride, that reaching their goal will provide. Or perhaps they simply understand that the alternative is just not acceptable. A discouraging, mediocre life is not the way to happiness.
Which category do you fall into? Are you determined enough to be one of the elite, reaching your goals and living the life you want? Or do you lack the determination and strength to make it to the top? We're all capable of reaching that peak. But you need to believe in yourself for it to happen. It won't be easy. But if you believe in yourself, you will reach your goals.






  
  Chapter 2

Setting Goals and Making Plans


No matter what you're trying to achieve, setting goals will help keep you focused and on track to achieve it. But not knowing how to reach your goals will ensure you stay stuck in your rut, spinning your tires, frustrated with no progress. That's where making plans comes into play. This chapter will cover both. 
Making goals and plans that are in alignment with what you really want and who you are will set you up for success, making it easier to stay motivated and get where you want to be.


Setting Goals

You likely have a picture in your mind of your ideal life, filled with everything you've ever wanted. That image is where you want to be, but it's probably not very specific. You need to determine what that life is like, and which aspects of it are different from the life you have now, so you can figure out how to get to that point.
What is it you're ultimately hoping to achieve by taking charge of your life? If you need help deciding, check out the other parts of this book or visit the blog at www.ALifeYouWant.com to get ideas and inspiration. The purpose is to figure out which aspects of your life you want to change, and how you want them to change. What is your desired end result? That is your dream.
Once you have your dream in place, you need to determine how to get there. What do you want to accomplish and when? That is your goal, and depending on what you want to change, you may have multiple.
Write down your goals, as this will provide visual motivation whenever you question what you're doing or why. While you're formulating these goals, however, make sure you take a few things into consideration:

Make Them Smart
Have you ever heard of S.M.A.R.T. goals? Each letter stands for a quality your goals should have, with the intent of making your goal as achievable as possible. S.M.A.R.T. breaks down into:
S – Specific – Make sure your goal indicates exactly what you want rather than a vague idea. For example, "get healthy" doesn't indicate the qualities necessary to be considered healthy. Unless your goal is specific, you won't know what you're striving for. Do you need to improve your diet? Exercise? Get your blood pressure under control?
M – Measurable – Your goal should have a target you're trying to reach, such as how much you want to have in your emergency fund or how much weight you want to lose. Saying "save money" or "lose weight" doesn't let you know what your actual goal is. Without an actual target, you won't know when or if you've reached your goal.
A – Achievable or Attainable – In other words, realistic. I'll go more into that in the next section. You need to actually be able to reach your goal in order to reach your goal. If you set something too lofty, you're setting yourself up for disappointment. That doesn't mean you shouldn't dream big. It just means you may need to adjust timelines or create smaller goals on the way to reaching your ultimate goal.
R – Relevant – Make sure your goal aligns with what you're actually hoping to accomplish. If you're hoping to get healthier, but the goals you're setting focus more on how much you spend on meals rather than what those meals consist of, you may need to adjust your focus.
T – Time-Bound or Timely – Having a goal is great, but without any kind of deadline you may find it hard to stay motivated. What's the rush? Indicating when you want to reach your goal can give you that push to stay on track. 
By keeping your goals S.M.A.R.T., you'll get that much closer to the life you want. Now let's take things a little further.

Be Realistic
As with any goals, to set yourself up for success you should set realistic expectations. Lose 10 pounds in a month? Doable. Lose 50 pounds a month? Not so much. Get a job? Doable. Get a highly competitive job you'll love in less than a month in a bad economy? That's a bit harder. Take a look at your ultimate goals, your habits, and your lifestyle. What can be done when all factors are taken into consideration? What can be done with reasonable modifications?

Take Life Into Consideration
Things happen. Life happens. Not taking that into account when setting your goals can be a death sentence. For example, setting a strict regimen for yourself that requires things happening at the same time every day can be difficult — especially if your work schedule changes, you have a spouse and/or children, or you have any kind of commute that can be affected by traffic.

Take Others Into Consideration
Unless you live by yourself in a bubble, you'll have to interact with other human beings. Whether those people are friends, family members, coworkers, or even casual acquaintances, they have the ability to affect your life. Relationships take time, and interactions take time, and, regardless of the level of closeness, each person you interact with will take time. That affects the time you have to devote to your goals and resolutions.
In addition, some of the things you decide to do or change can have an effect on these other people. For example, if you decide you want to move to a warmer climate to a state with a lower cost of living, you'd better hope your spouse and kids are on board — or they'll fight you every step of the way.

Go For Wants Instead of Shoulds
I should eat healthier. But unless I get to the point where I want to, staying motivated will remain a challenge — and will probably mean I won't be successful. If you focus on what you should be doing, or should be resolving to do, maintaining any kind of life change will be difficult. You'll dread doing what you need to do to reach your goal. And that means you'll "cheat." You'll slack off. You'll come up with reasons not to. In short, you won't reach your goal. Instead, focus on the life changes you want to make. If you're tired of eating junk food and want to eat healthy, to feel healthy, then you'll be more motivated to succeed. And that means it'll be easier to reach your goals. Besides, shouldn't the life you want consist of what you actually want?

Create a Life You Want
Most importantly, make sure you're making changes for the right reasons. If you reach your goal, will you be happy? Or are you doing something just to make someone else happy? This is your life, and you're the one who has to live it. Be sure that any changes you make will bring you that much closer to creating a life you truly want.

Making Plans

Once you know where you want to be, you have to figure out how you're going to get there. Having a game plan in place to determine your steps can keep you on track and make sure you don't get lost, or procrastinate from not knowing what to do.
Below I describe my process, and recommendations for creating a series of lists and plans to help you achieve your goals. You are, of course, welcome to develop a system that works for you. I actually encourage it. Take what you can from my process, think about how you work, how you stay organized, and what motivates you, and establish a plan that really speaks to you. Trying to adhere to a course of action that doesn't work for you will only result in frustration and failed attempts. Consider this a starting point.
My first step is taking my desired end result and figuring out what I would need to do to get there. Let's take a simple example: to become debt free, I need to pay off each credit card bill and avoid charging additional items. Simple enough. I list each credit card I need to pay off. Then I break it down even further: how much do I owe on each card? what's the interest rate on each one? When it comes to the second part, avoiding additional charging, I try to figure out where I can cut back on spending so we're not living beyond our means. Are there bills I can lower? Expenses I can cut?
Each one of the items on this new list becomes a mini goal, and I can break it down even further. How am I going to pay off those bills? Will I establish a debt snowball to pay them off in time? Will I look at changing energy suppliers to cut my electric bill? Cut out unneeded items on our cell phone bill? If I normally go out for coffee every day or purchase new clothes regularly, can I cut back on that unnecessary spending?
The things I come up with become my to-do list. Some items I may need to break down further as I go along, but for now I at least have an actionable list. And once I've got a concrete idea of what I'm going to do, I put it into effect. I take the things I've decided to do and do them. I look into changing energy suppliers and select one. I reduce our cell phone data plans. I determine how much I'll pay each month toward my credit card bills. Each action will take me closer to my goal, and I can check things off my to-do list. If there are items I'm trying not to do, I can put those on my to-do list for each day or week or month, too: i.e. pass Starbucks without stopping.
When I do the items on my to-do list will vary. Some things, such as actually paying off the credit card bills, will get done according to my bill-paying schedule (more on that in Part Two). Other things I fit in as I have the time. Sometimes I'll take my work schedule for the week or month and actually write in when I'll do things, according to when I have a morning or day off.
Since I have many goals going at once, my schedule gets quite full. To keep myself somewhat organized, I will sometimes plan out every spare moment. Sometimes this will consist of a general goal for the day or time slot (for example "update website"). Other times I will give myself specific tasks (i.e. make a particular phone call, run an errand, etc.). (Tip: If you choose to plan out your entire day or week, be sure to schedule in downtime and self-care!)
Having it all written down helps keep me accountable and focused. It's harder to slack off without guilt if I know I had things scheduled. And, ultimately, the purpose is to move forward in my goals. The only way to do that is to move forward with my course of action. And, for me, that's checking things off my to-do list.

Managing Your Time
When it seems as though every spare moment is already filled with something that just has to get done, you may ask yourself how you will possibly add more to the to-do list. The answer, I find, lies not in finding more time but in managing the time you have. If you pay attention to what you spend your time doing, chances are you can find a better way to get things done. Perhaps it's a question of lumping similar items together (such as running errands or doing paperwork). Perhaps it's a question of getting rid of those time wasters you don't even realize you spend so much time with (social media? emails? games on your phone?).
Try tracking how long it takes you to get certain tasks done. Pay attention to how much time you spend watching TV, checking Facebook, etc. While some downtime is important, are you really getting any enjoyment from mindless doom scrolling? Could you be putting that time to better use? Once you've seen what you spend time doing, think of what you want to spend your time doing. Are there certain to-do items or steps toward your goal that you never seem to have time for?
Next, it's time to prioritize. What has to get done right away? What has to get done at some point each day? What has to get done eventually? And what can be done away with completely? Create a routine for yourself that fits in with these priorities. I have found that routines not only make me feel more in control, but they also free up more time and mental energy. I know when I'm going to get things done, so I don't have to worry about it. It's not one more thing to think about. And knowing when I'm getting things done means I don't waste time figuring out what I'm doing next, or what has to get done, or what's more important.
While establishing your routine, think about what can be done simultaneously. Multi-tasking can be a great resource if done properly. For example, toss in a load of laundry before you start your paperwork, and you're magically getting two things done at once! Or if there's a TV show you absolutely must watch, try filing or doing research online while you're watching it.
You can also save time by making lists of things to buy or places to go and getting all your errands done at once without having to worry about forgetting something. Try planning ahead for your meals so prep time is shortened. Stock up on items when you find them on sale so you're not running out at the last minute on wasted trips to the store.
Determine your goals, come up with a game plan, and find the most efficient way of getting things done, and you'll be well on your way to success.

Moving Past Planning
So you've got lists, ideas, and courses of action. You know where you're going and how you're going to get there. But it all doesn't mean a thing if you don't do something. In the next chapter we'll discuss putting the plan into action.






  
  Chapter 3

Steps to Success


Coming up with a game plan can sometimes be the easy part. Executing said game plan is often the challenge. How do you get from point A to point B? 
Step 1: Use What You've Got
If you've got it, flaunt it, right? Well, when it comes to making changes in your life, if you've got it, utilize it. This could be time, money, people, resources — anything that can help you in your new mission. Here are some examples:
	You want to find a new career, so you tell everyone you know (utilizing your friends and acquaintances)

	You want to earn more money to get out of debt, so you spend your weekends mowing lawns and raking leaves (utilizing your spare time)

	You want to repair your relationship with your mother, so you enlist your younger brother — who has a close relationship with Mom — to help (utilizing your family members)

	You want to lose weight, so you scour your cabinets and cookbooks to find low-fat recipes and ideas (utilizing your resources)

	You want to make a difference in children's lives, so you spend a couple of nights a week coaching a basketball team. You also take some of your personal funds to purchase uniforms and equipment for the team (utilizing your spare time and money)



With these ideas as a starting point, what do you have that you can utilize to get you moving in the right direction?
Time
Time can be your greatest resource, and using the time you've got can be a valuable way to get what you want. As we discussed in the previous chapter, managing your time can ensure you're able to move ahead in your goals. In the examples above, time was used to take action on changes you want to make. Time can also be used to research, network, or plan out a course of action. Putting time to good use will move you forward more than anything else.
If time is already tight, see where you can cut back on activities that are less important to you. Or search for pockets of time, such as a lunch break, to get things done, such as looking for a new job, searching for healthy recipes, or researching volunteer opportunities.
Money
If what you want to change is in the money category, this may not be a plentiful resource to use. But before you dismiss it completely, take a look at your finances and make sure you're really putting your money to its best use. Are you wasting money on eating out? Frivolous purchases? Special features on your cell phone or cable bill that you don't use? Redirect your money so it better aligns with your goals.
If money is not an issue for you, then perhaps it can help you in your mission: fund education to advance your career, enlist the help of a counselor to help with your family or relationship troubles, hire a personal trainer to help in weight loss or working out goals, donate to a charity that means a lot to you. The only limit is your imagination (and your bank account!).
People
Your friends, family, and acquaintances can also be a valuable tool when it comes to advancing your goals. Telling everyone you know can give you a kick in the tush when it comes to keeping you on track. But talking to them about your changes can also provide you with support, information, and leads on new ideas and opportunities, as well. This is called networking, and many people will tell you it's the only way to get ahead. Even if you don't know how to get a foot in the door at a particular place of employment, or you're not familiar with the latest medical breakthrough, a friend of a friend might. And that's a very powerful tool to have in your belt. In addition, simply talking to others about your changes can encourage ideas that you wouldn't have had otherwise.
When you're accepting the help of other people, however, make sure you're not taking advantage of them. Just as they can help you, you may be able to help them. Keep your eyes and ears open for any opportunities that can help someone you know, and be willing to lend an ear to someone else who needs to discuss making changes, too. Networking is a two-way street.
Resources
Just about anything else can fall into this category. In the example I used above, I mentioned using tangible items
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