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For anyone trying to figure out who they are, what they think, and what being yourself even means, this is for you.

—M. W.







Foreword

BY AMY POEHLER

Welcome, Reader!

Are you looking to AVOID FAILURE?

Do you want to FIGURE EVERYTHING OUT?

Feeling ready to finally BE PERFECT?

Well, I have some bad news for you. That is impossible.

But here is some good news. This book is still for you.

Let me first start by saying congratulations on reading a book! It’s not easy these days to focus while the robots distract you with pictures of a hairbrush that plays music. Secondly, congratulations on deciding to be curious about yourself. Getting to know who you are is a lifelong process. It never stops and is always full of surprises, which is why this book has found you at the perfect time.

In 2001, Meredith Walker and I met at Saturday Night Live and became instant friends. Almost twenty-five years later, we remain chosen sisters who care deeply about each other and the world. In 2008, we created an online community called Smart Girls that came out of a simple desire to hear young women tell us their stories. We were curious about how people saw their own lives and the choices they made. What makes you a good sister? Why do you like to box? Do you agree that animals are better than most humans? We got to laugh and cry and dance together, all the while remembering that we need to be gentle with ourselves as we trudge through this one wild and precious life.

In Be Yourself and Other Bad Advice, Meredith continues to be curious, but she asks us to join in. She asks us to start the most important conversation we will have in our whole life. A conversation that never stops and never gets old. A conversation that we should have all the time and only needs one person around to happen. A conversation with ourselves. So, reader… what do we care about? What have we failed at? Are we ready to get out of our comfort zone?

Imagine how much you know about soccer or superheroes or Lady Gaga. Now imagine doing that same research on yourself. What if you examined yourself as closely as you do a fossil? What if you held yourself gently while you turned your life over and over in your hand? Treat this book like a new pair of glasses that can help you finally see the wonderful things in front of you. There is only one YOU, and that YOU is a mystery filled with delicious clues. This book can point you in the right direction so you can find who did it! (News flash: IT WAS YOU!)

So good luck on your journey. We are taking the ride right along with you. And we can’t wait to hear what you find out.

[image: Signature of Amy Poehler.]







Introduction

My first day at Saturday Night Live felt exactly like being the new kid at school: pretending I was calmer than I was, wondering who my friends would be, and trying to find out where the bathrooms were.

I knew I’d eventually figure it out, but I also knew it would be awkward for a while.

On that first day, another newbie and I were led around to meet everyone. The only weird thing was that our guide introduced us by name, but didn’t mention our jobs or why we were there. My new friend and I kept glancing at each other, like, “Should we explain that we aren’t contest winners or someone’s cousins visiting from out of town?”

Honestly, part of me did feel like I’d won a contest. I was about to start working on one of my favorite TV shows of all time, with the opportunity to be part of comedy history, surrounded by funny, like-minded people—many of whom would become my lifelong friends. Who wouldn’t feel lucky? At the same time, I knew I’d earned this. Years of interviewing kids, artists, and experts for news stories had taught me how to make people comfortable and bring out their best. Now I was about to become the head of the talent department, where I would get to book and take care of the hosts and musical guests on the show.

I stood there with my new friend, knowing we’d have to find our way. And we both did pretty well. I tried to infuse calm and kindness wherever I could, and even got to deliver a line in an opening monologue. And my friend? Her name is Maya Rudolph, and she’s a comedy legend.

We all have those moments—feeling a little lost or unsure of what comes next. And that brings me to you.

THIS BOOK IS ABOUT YOU

This is really a book about you—a guide for finding out more about yourself, the person you are now, and the person you are becoming. Along the way you will learn some practical ways to apply that knowledge to create a life that actually feels like yours.

We are already at a disadvantage here because social media moves faster than we can process our own thoughts. All the constant content implants ideas and images and expectations quicker than we can know what we think for ourselves. Social media platforms are where you are bombarded with “game changers,” hacks, tips, hot takes, and glow-up advice telling you to “Be your best self!” Look better, eat better, hustle harder, and level up! Spend money, make money, then spend more money to look like everyone else does! But amid all that noise, there’s one thing nobody’s talking about enough: how to think for yourself.

Thinking for yourself comes from asking questions, staying curious, and trusting your judgment. It means being comfortable analyzing what’s in front of you instead of just absorbing what someone else believes. Real confidence comes from forming your own opinions. As you go through these pages and follow the prompts, you might be listening to my opinions, but I hope you will be thinking for yourself more and more.

WHY SHOULD YOU TRUST ME?

Good question. I could list my professional résumé, but what really qualifies me to write this book is that I’ve been there, in the trenches of a messy young adult life. I spent years being a teenager, then stumbling through my twenties and thirties trying to find my way. I’ve been mean to people and had people be mean to me. I’ve wrestled with my insecurities. I’ve wondered what I was capable of and if I would ever make any progress. I’ve stood in rooms where I knew no one, wondering who my friends would be.

Here’s what I’ve learned: Thinking for yourself allows you to truly know yourself. And knowing yourself—what drives you, what you care about, and what makes you you—is the foundation for building a life you love.

I started my career at Nick News, an award-winning show for young people on the cable channel Nickelodeon, designed to educate young viewers about historical and current events. We encouraged viewers to look at the world around them and ask important questions about what was happening and why. As part of that job, I traveled across the country, talking to kids, teens, and adults about their lives, their worries, and their hopes. Years later, at Saturday Night Live, I used those same skills to help nervous guest hosts feel cared about and supported before stepping onto live TV. Whether you’re a kid sharing your story, an adult performing for millions of viewers, or a teenager figuring out your next steps, one thing is true: it helps so much to know someone cares about what you’re going through.

And then there’s Smart Girls, an online community I cofounded with my best friend, Amy Poehler. We clicked immediately when we met at SNL—she’s super smart, good-hearted, and knows how to stick up for herself. We spent a lot of time hanging out, talking, playing Rummikub, and watching Law & Order reruns. Together, we created Smart Girls to encourage girls to live interesting lives—on their terms, not someone else’s timeline or expectations.

For years, I’ve done something that has shaped the way I see the world: I’ve listened to young people. My work with Smart Girls has taken me from villages in Malawi and Syrian refugee camps in Jordan to rural clinics in Haiti, and high schools across the US. No matter where I go, I love hearing from girls about their challenges, their questions, and their hopes.

If you’re anything like the teen girls I’ve met, you might feel like every decision right now will make or break your future, like you’re supposed to have it all figured out by age fourteen or eighteen or twenty-two or whatever. That’s just not true. You don’t need to have all the answers. You just need to start asking the right questions.

A GUIDE TO KNOWING WHAT YOU REALLY THINK

Whenever you sit down with this book, I hope you’ll use it as a chance to check in with yourself. Maybe you’ll think about something big, like the kind of future you want to shape for yourself. Maybe you’ll unearth some opinions you hold, like beards without mustaches are weird.

The point is to discover and feel more connected with your own thoughts and beliefs. Are you following your own path? Are you making choices that feel right to you? What do you value? What makes you feel like yourself?

Knowing yourself is the best way to avoid handing your decisions over to someone else. It might feel easier to go along with what others want for you, but that can lead to you feeling disconnected from yourself, like you’re just following expectations without checking in with what you feel, think, or want. That can show up as second-guessing yourself a lot or feeling unsure about what you believe. But figuring out who you are doesn’t happen out of nowhere. It’s something you discover step by step. That’s why I wrote this book: to help you take those steps so you can feel more sure of yourself, more in control, and more YOU.

BY THE TIME YOU FINISH

This isn’t a “read it once and forget it” kind of book. Think of it like a conversation—one you’ll come back to as you grow, change, and discover new things about yourself. This book gets you to ask: Who do I want to be? What do I care about? What do I like? And if you’ve ever wondered, “What do I think and how do I even figure out what I think?” you’re not alone. That’s what this book is for.

My hope is that, when you reach the last page, you’ll know yourself a little better. Maybe you’ll even have a moment where you think, “Whoa, I didn’t know that about me!” And you will know for sure that you are interesting and worth getting to know.

Because you are.

So, what do you say? Let’s get started!
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