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The Softer Question:

How to Feel Your Feelings

If you do not tell the truth about yourself you cannot tell it about other people.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF

When’s the last time you took stock of your life? Like, full-on, full-sweep, forensic accounting–style inventory? A staring-contest-with-the-mirror kind of activity? I’m guessing if I asked you how often you take time out of your day to consider your feelings, your own preferences, your unique needs, and your deepest desires, you’d round way up, wouldn’t you? Kind of like I do at the dentist when my hygienist asks me how often I’m flossing. “Every night-ish?” I muffle. (As if they can’t tell.)

Hear me say this as gently as I possibly can. As of right now, this very moment, we’re done fudging the numbers. Today’s the day to wake ourselves up to two hard truths: (1) we’re def not flossing enough, and (2) we’re asleep for too much of our own lives.

As an online educator and advocate for female entrepreneurs, I hear from women all over the world who move through long bouts of the week where everything feels like it’s running on autopilot. Surprisingly, we’re fine. Good! Busy! The sun’s shining. The toddler didn’t come into our bed last night. The boss loved the pitch. The vacation is booked. The garden is planted. The jeans zip and button.

But in moments of quiet, we feel discontent, exhausted, frazzled, or even trapped. Something’s missing and we just can’t put our finger on it. We don’t know what it is. We’re equal parts overwhelmed and bored. Ambitious and feeling guilty about it. Overstimulated and lonely. We’re exhausted from dragging the mental load of it all to and from the car pool, the grocery store, the office, the gym, and back into bed at night.

We know something’s off, but we can’t put our finger on it. So we experiment with ways to make life “better.” We try morning pages, mushroom tea, and yoga. We join the Y. We buy (mostly) organic. We plan date nights. We quit our job, try a Dry January, sign up for a spin class. We take a parenting course. We hire a house cleaner.

We decide to declutter, minimize, and make do with less. We get a new meal plan and a new finance plan and a new floor plan. We create routines that stack up on top of each other like Jenga blocks, never pausing once to question whether or not we’re actually enjoying anything about the days we’re living.

Because if we did pause to ask ourselves the question How are you, really? we’d know that sometimes the answer would be this: we are not okay.

The way we are living is not sustainable for a human soul. Constantly covering up who we are just means we inevitably get buried. We are not okay anymore with just looking like we’re okay. We’re not okay with pretending to feel okay. We are not okay with holding on for one more day like Wilson Phillips told us to. We might not know exactly what to do next, we might not have all the right thoughts to piece together, but we can at least make out the words “not okay.”

I remember when I first started hearing that buzz. When I first realized I was not okay, too. I didn’t want to hear it, I didn’t want to pay attention. But from the very first moments of recognizing my own unsustainable life, I couldn’t unhear it.

Long before I launched a chart-topping podcast and carved myself a CEO position educating women around the world on business and marketing strategies, usually from the comfort of my own home, I was a ten-year-old middle child in Minnesota thinking about what most ten-year-old minds were focused on in the late nineties: windbreakers, homework that was actually on paper, and new Rollerblades. I was also a fifth grader with a knack for eavesdropping on late-night family convos. My parents called me “radar ears” for the way I could make out whispers and mumbles from across the room.

The grown-up world fascinated me to no end, and I couldn’t help but beg myself to stay awake just one more minute as I faux-napped on the family room sofa and tried my darndest to decode adult concepts like 401(k)s and varicose veins. From my perspective then and even now, I notice that most adults tend to speak like kids aren’t listening and don’t care what’s being said. I tend to think that’s simply incorrect.

It was one of these overheard “adult” conversations that changed the trajectory of my life—and the life of someone I loved. I tagged along with my mom to visit my cousin Mike, who lived alone as a quadriplegic. His choice to live independently required massive amounts of strength and ingenuity, and we were all in awe of how he was able to creatively adapt to an environment that presented so many challenges. At that visit, I learned that late nights were especially hard for him because if he was thirsty, he had to wait for a drink of water until morning when his aide arrived. After hearing him share that discomfort, I felt a tiny ping. A micro-call to action. A gut feeling.

That’s not okay! was my first thought.

Maybe I can help? was my second.

The very next day, while thinking about Mike, I dreamed up a prototype for what would become my state-of-the-art invention: the Handy Helper Sipper Upper. (Yep, you can 100 percent laugh.) I readjusted the butterfly clips in my hair, scribbled the idea on paper, and got to work. My parents didn’t laugh away my idea, and instead they fully supported my desire to help find a solution. My mom helped me find an IV stand, and I created a bladder for drinking water using an IV bag. My dad welded a connection to the stand that could reach a hospital bed. I asked my dental office if they could spare a few of those suction things they use to suck the spit out of your mouth. Within weeks, I rigged it all up and voilà, my cousin now had access to drinking water in the middle of the night.
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It was my first foray into this notion that making an impact can be as simple as recognizing and responding to an immediate need—yours or someone else’s. That a simple idea could potentially change a life (again, yours or someone else’s). The truth is the Handy Helper Sipper Upper earned me a showcase spot at Minnesota’s statewide Inventors Fair. And it gave my relative a more restful, comfortable night.

But here’s what I want you to take from this story: What might have happened if I hadn’t listened to that tiny ping in my mind? That quiet hunch? That feeling that pointed to a problem in my own small world—one I became aware of and one I wasn’t afraid to try to overcome? What if I’d explained it away, or distracted myself long enough to forget about it, or assumed someone else could solve it? What if I’d ignored it entirely?

It’s so easy to do; to talk ourselves out of what we feel, to disqualify ourselves as a part of the solution or to deny the issues that we see. How many times do we move throughout our day and ignore the first inkling of that’s not okay? How many times do we swallow down that feeling instead of following it up with an idea that could potentially help take the not okay and make it okay?

This response to talking ourselves out of our feelings is ingrained in most of us, from the very first moment we fall down on the playground and a loving caretaker wipes away our tears and tells us not to cry. While, yes, we can be grateful for every adult who carried us through childhood with what they perceived as good intentions embedded into our brains, we can also question whether or not we want to carry those same intentions with us in our own adulthood. Let’s face it. Most of us grew up from that playground and internalized some version of the same beat: Don’t overstep! Don’t ruffle feathers! Don’t make waves! Don’t! Be! Emotional! So, we swallow the hunch. We ignore our feelings. We put on a happy face. We smile, we nod, we carry on.

Here’s a feather worth ruffling: your perspective. Your noticings and your questions and your doubts. Your thoughts. Your longings. Your physiological responses to the good, the bad, the amazing, and the absolutely intolerable. Your feelings. And while feelings aren’t always facts, they 100 percent matter. They’re pulsating through your veins for a reason, and that reason is not just to keep you alive. It’s to keep you coming alive—again and again and again.

I’ll lean on the succinct words of clinical psychologist Dr. Lara Fielding: “The fact is our emotions serve an essential function in connecting us to what is truly important. Emotions signal a need . . . each one is informing us of what it is we value and hold dear.”1

And that’s precisely why so many of us are walking this planet as strangers to our own selves, not knowing who we are or what to do about it. We’ve numbed the feelings along the way and stopped asking ourselves the important questions: What do we value? What do we hold dear? What do we absolutely never want to do again? How are we, really? Hell, even if we know, we’re too busy smiling and nodding at the guy who just stole our damn parking spot.

And sometimes, we move through life not knowing who we are because we don’t even know how we actually feel. The world slings slogans around telling us how we should feel or encouraging us to ignore our feelings, not respect them. Mind over matter! No pain, no gain! Push it, push it real good! (Okay, that last one was Salt-N-Pepa, but you get me, right?)

We’re told to gloss over the hard parts. To laugh it off, to lighten up. Smile more! (Honestly, a marketing slogan that tells me to smile usually makes me want to do the opposite.) And we never pause to question the thing we’ve been told, like: Why does happiness have to be my default? Why do I have to shut up every emotion that might make others uncomfortable? Why can’t I scream from the rooftop: THAT’S NOT OKAY?!

Spoiler alert: because then . . . I might have to actually do something about it.

Our acknowledgment that there’s a problem opens us up to the fact we might need to step up as part of the fix. We often avoid even pausing to notice a problem because we’re afraid to sign ourselves up as that person with a solution, even when those solutions could change our own lives. Being part of a solution requires a lot from us—the added pressure and responsibility, the time investment, the risk of how people react. Let’s face it; it’s a lot easier to come up with the reasons why we can’t do something than it is to muster up the time/energy/brain power to try.

Problems and solutions aside, step into your feelings for a quick beat. How are you, really? Do you need to cry a big, messy cry? Do it. Do you need to come to terms with the fact that life doesn’t feel the way you thought it would? Do it. Do you need to admit that you’re not okay? Do it. Just as I encourage my toddler to feel her feelings, get quiet enough with yourself long enough to know whether or not you want to be quiet in the first place. Recognize that happiness should not and will not always be your final destination. Each feeling is teaching us something, telling us about who we are right now.

We can’t move forward if we don’t pause long enough to see where we are. We can’t process what’s hidden from us. We can’t learn to cope until we know what we’re really coping with.

The truth is, it is time. It’s time for us to get really honest with ourselves. It’s time for us to change our tune and put on a little Aretha. R-E-S-P-E-C-T those emotions, no matter how small. It’s time we pay attention. Notice. Feel the damn feeling. Sit with it. Listen to it. Receive it like a tiny text message, a little ping of info. Alert! Breaking news! Listen up! I mean, we all know what happens when we ignore our texts, amen?

When our normal way of living in this world is to abandon how we feel, we have to slowly course correct. We have to unlearn in order to relearn. Paying attention to how you’re really feeling isn’t an overnight transformation. It’s taken me years (and will take many more!) of practice to get honest enough with myself, my body, my limitations, my ambitions, and my human nature to not only feel my feelings, but to hear them. I know that sounds like a trite concept, so let me unpack what I mean.

Emotions are a compass that will point you straight to your path. Starting with that first foray at the Inventors Fair, nearly every venture I’ve ever attempted, every problem I’ve tried to solve, and every success I’ve ever reached has stemmed from this question: How does this feel? Read that carefully. The sentence wasn’t “How does this make me feel?” These questions may sound so similar, but that one small edit can dramatically transform how we answer them. When you take out the “make,” you’re asking a question with zero blame but full curiosity. It removes the chance for us to blame ourselves for our feelings. It’s the stripped-down version.

I haven’t always gotten this right. It’s our natural human inclination to rush right into the reasons we might be feeling a certain way. We might try to place the blame, slap on a solution, and call it a day. But this is one of those questions that’s worth slowing down for. How does this feel? How does my life feel? The space to answer those questions feels bigger, doesn’t it?

And when you get brave enough to ask yourself, you owe it to yourself to be patient enough to listen. Your first response might be like the first layer of an onion; you’ll have to peel away the layers to get to the most raw version of it. But it’s worth all the peeling it takes to be as wholehearted and honest as possible when asking this question, because of how truly potent the answer will be. (Yes, potent, like an onion.)

Asking myself How does this feel? has been the catalyst for every chance I’ve taken, every leap I’ve attempted, and every dream I’ve chased. How does this feel has sparked the beginning (and sometimes, the ending) of every story that has mattered to me, both the ones in my heart and the ones in this book. Moments like buying the $300 camera that pointed me toward the path of becoming a wedding photographer. Or sending me on a journey of launching marketing courses for women entrepreneurs. Or leading a team of ten brilliant women. Or hitting record on the first ever episode of what would become the number-one marketing podcast in the country, The Goal Digger podcast (originally produced from my car, no less).

Asking myself this question has gotten me out of bad friendships. It’s helped me pivot when the feelings I felt indicated I needed a change and it forced me to set real boundaries in my life. It taught me that I was capable of rest, and it showed me how to redefine success over and over again. This question reminded me that grief is not linear, that seasons change. Most of all, it taught me that my own voice was the only one who needed to answer that question, every time.

When I say How does this feel? oftentimes my brain can’t always knit words together that feel true, at least not right away. So, I give my brain a break and take a minute to check in with the rest of my body. What sensations are present? Are my shoulders tense? Am I holding my breath? Does my head feel hot, light? Is my gut swirly? Is my vision swimmy? That’s what I mean by the stripped-down version of this question. How do I actually, physiologically, feel?

Our bodies know. Every single time. So keep asking. And the kicker is? We often lean on our brain and write off our bodies as a part of the equation of self-awareness. But the truth is, we get to (and sometimes need to) feel the feelings before we can decide what to do with them. We call the shots. We can label our sweaty pits nervousness or excitement. We can categorize those goose bumps as fear or intuition or curiosity. We can feel our toes tingle and call the sensation good or bad or—my personal favorite—both/and/neither. It’s our choice, our answer—as long as we’re willing to be brave enough to ask it.

When was the last time you asked yourself how you truly feel, how you really are, and waited long enough for an honest response? I know it may be uncomfortable. I know we generally want to avoid getting still with ourselves, I know sometimes we’re afraid to face the answers, and sometimes we don’t even realize we’re avoiding this all together. I know it’s easier to numb the feelings with another glass of merlot, another scroll through Instagram, another Ted Lasso episode. (Okay, that last one might be definitely worth it, though.)

But here’s a thought. Maybe the most high-octane parts of our day—the ones we try to shove and swallow and smooth over—aren’t just the minor inconveniences, annoyances, or distractions we’ve been taught to bypass, to shoo away like a fly. That racing heart, the sweaty pits, the fight-or-flight reactions we experience day after day—small and large? They aren’t meant to be ignored. Maybe our THAT’S NOT OKAY! moments are trying to point us toward something new, something better, something truer, and maybe we are the ones defiantly standing in our own way without even realizing it.

When we go through life numbing our feelings, ignoring our longings, avoiding opportunities, and silencing our inner voice, we’re avoiding what it can feel like to truly come alive, to be awake to the entire experience. Just as life is meant to be lived, feelings are meant to be felt.


How Are You, Really?

When was the last time you felt 1,000 percent AMAZING? On top of the world? Vibrant, giddy, alive? Where were you and what were you doing? What did it feel like in your body? What might it take to get that feeling back?



It’s time for a life inventory. A feelings file. Because I’m certain that at least a dozen or two wise people through the ages have said something along these lines: you can’t know where you’re going until you know where you are. So, what’s a good way to establish a true and honest relationship with yourself? Document where you are today. Like dropping a pin on your life map and really getting the lay of the land you exist in right now, you’re making it easier to see the ways in which you’ve grown as you’ve gone from there to here and as you go from here to wherever is next.

If you’ve ever read a journal entry (or a whole pile of diaries) from a part of your life you’re no longer in, you know exactly why this process matters. Get out a pen. Your journal. The back of an envelope. Whatever. Start asking and answering.

You don’t have to do this all at once. These questions will be here for you, available to you, whenever and wherever you need to check in with yourself. Pick one, a few, or all. There is no pass or fail on this; it’s not a midterm, so let any and all of those “classroom anxieties” roll right off you. This part is just for you. Getting to know yourself is a lifelong process. This isn’t a Tinder swipe. It’s slow. It’s meaningful. And it’s 100 percent essential.

Life Inventory

Answer without apology, without judgment. Your responses and gut reactions aren’t things to “keep in check”; we’re not worried about coloring in the lines here. Your honesty won’t get in the way. Your hunches aren’t just random curiosities. What you write down are messages your brain is trying to deliver straight to your heart.

Here’s your chance to see yourself. To be yourself. You’re not going to get mad at or shame yourself for not knowing how you’ve been feeling. You’re not going to waste more time lingering in the part you cannot change or control.

WHAT INSPIRES YOU?







WHAT MAKES YOU RAGE?







WHAT MAKES YOU SNORT-LAUGH?







WHAT MAKES YOU CRY WITH JOY?







WHAT MAKES YOU FEEL EMPOWERED?







WHAT MAKES YOU NOD IN AGREEMENT?







WHAT MAKES YOU DANCE WITH GLEE?







WHAT DO YOU FEAR MOST?







WHAT DO YOU FIND UNFAIR?







WHAT PROBLEM DO YOU WISH YOU COULD SOLVE?







WHAT DO YOU WANT TO CREATE IN THE WORLD?








Need help with this step? Clarify what you can control and equip yourself with a plan at WWW.JENNAKUTCHER.COM/MORE



The truth is, sometimes we don’t listen to how we’re feeling because we can’t yet “hear” and we haven’t yet learned how. Sometimes the noise of the world just drowns out our souls. Sometimes we don’t wake up to how we’re feeling because we didn’t know we could set an alarm. But other times? We don’t listen because we don’t want to. The messages are not easy to hear.

Resentment rising in the back of your throat when you get passed over for a promotion. Invisibility sinking into your gut when your partner stays up late arguing on Twitter instead of coming to bed. Dread when you reach that date on your calendar where you overcommitted yourself. Doubt banging in your head when you finally get the courage to research that new position at work.

Let me ask you this: How long? How long are you willing to ignore the ping? How long can you avoid the hard convo or leap of faith? How long can you convince yourself that you are okay with sleepwalking through life? Is it one week? One year? One life?

There’s an old wives’ tale that, as we age, our bodies grow heavy from the unacknowledged lives within us. Our skin expands and sags from the weight of ignored emotion. Our joints scream at us to listen. To feel. As the story goes, crow’s-feet are just bird tracks from every single time we allowed ourselves to be walked all over.

And while I’d never argue every single feeling is worth acting on, I will always, unabashedly say this: every feeling is worth feeling. Because when we ask How does this really feel? and we get quiet enough to listen for the answer, there’s something else happening simultaneously. We’re telling ourselves the feeling is real. In doing so, we recognize we are real. We stop erasing ourselves. We don’t run and hide from our questions. We let them command our attention and, thus, we speak.

The more we listen to the feelings when they speak, the clearer they get. Like learning a new language. And while the world at large has its heartbreakingly big needs, ones that require our activism, anger, and attention—those needs are not to be compared to your story. You do not diminish in their shadow, no matter how big or small they might feel by comparison. Feelings don’t exist to be compared. They exist for you. You don’t need to write off your own pain because others are experiencing worse. Perhaps most importantly, you don’t need to waste your energy convincing yourself that what you’ve got is fine enough—unless, of course, it is.

And if it’s not? If everything is not okay enough, what you need right now isn’t a booming loudspeaker over which to broadcast how you’re going to fix yourself. How you’re going to make everyone proud. Your ten-step plan to be okay. You don’t need to run straight to your reasons, to find the blame, to search for your cloud’s silver lining at the hit of the first raindrop. You don’t need a big reveal, a perfect plan, a quick answer that everyone can hear and clap for.

You need a softer question. And the space to hear it speak in the quiet. It knows who you are. Listen closely, because you’ll soon recognize that the voice is familiar. It’s yours.
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Golden Handcuffs:

How to Ditch the Supposed Tos

Success is only meaningful and enjoyable if it feels like your own.

—MICHELLE OBAMA

“I can’t imagine leaving . . . but I also can’t fathom staying,” my friend said about her career as she grabbed a handful of truffle fries. Around the table, we all nodded in unison. Been there, done that with work, with relationships, with just about everything. We’ve followed the road we were accustomed to—the beaten path instead of the best one.

Sometimes, when we fail to check in with ourselves about what we want, we blindly go down the trail of expectation: get a degree, work a nine-to-five, pay your dues, go camping on the weekends, punch the clock, contribute to your 401(k), and retire with enough time to take an afternoon nap in your La-Z-Boy.

It’s a perfectly suitable path, and who the heck would ever complain about a comfy recliner? But in quiet moments of honesty, we know—for some of us—that a safe and comfy leather expectation might instead feel like a bed of nails. Like we’re already on the conveyor belt that’ll drop us right into our caskets.

At least, that’s what the expected path felt like for me. Once upon a time, years ago, I set off on my own path of leathery comfort expectation. I went to college, double majored, graduated, and got a job as I marched along toward what I thought would be fulfilling, meaningful work. I found myself with a retail executive management position, and over the next few years I worked my way up from role to role within the company.

Looking back, I can’t tell you precisely how or why I ended up in my own windowless HR office with a red nameplate on the door and a candy bowl on top of my filing cabinet. Actually, strike that, the title on the nameplate feels like a lot of fancy words strung together but I can tell you exactly why I ended up with that candy bowl (#priorities).

My life was Post-its, meetings, weekend-interrupting phone calls, perfecting the fast-walk, and getting familiar with orthopedic insoles. The back seat of my Honda was a graveyard of to-go containers, coffee tumblers, and bras—the ones I’d whip off as soon as I plopped into my car after a particularly tough day. Those days when the upper half of me was like, I need more oxygen and space, stat.

My hard work and constant grind was paying off. I was on the fast track to promotions and marginal changes in my responsibilities and paychecks. While the thought of pleasing others, “making the company proud,” and stacking up new titles gave me a tiny dopamine hit, there always felt like something was missing. If I’m being honest, I had a lot of somethings missing. I wasn’t happy. I was not okay.

Looking back, it’s no surprise I was depleted









































Acknowledgments

I’m not going to lie: I put off writing this part until the very last minute. The probability that I will forget to acknowledge someone here is very high and frankly overwhelming. How can you possibly thank the village of humans who champion your work and make it possible for you to do what you love every day? It’s entirely impossible, but here I am trying.

In the past, I’ve heard that writing a book is a lot like birthing a baby into the universe. Since I’ve now done both of these things, I have to say, I agree. Writing a book is a process that requires time, energy, growth, and being stretched in ways you didn’t know you were capable of before releasing new breath, new life into the world.

And since I wrote this book while simultaneously growing a wiggly human being, handing in my final manuscript just days before my second daughter was born, I feel like I am closing this part of the process as an entirely new woman and a very proud mama (on so many levels!). Just like I had humans by my side reminding me to breathe through the labor pains and to push just a little harder, I had an amazing team of humans who held my hands and who sweat right alongside me throughout this journey.

I have to start this off with thanking the guy who has stuck by my side for over a decade, loving every iteration and evolution of me along the way. Drew, you are my best friend, my partner, the best teammate I could ask for, and I would literally live like a single college-aged dude if you weren’t in my life following behind my little creative tornadoes and piles every day.

The way you graciously listen to my wild and crazy ideas, the way you didn’t question me when I said, “It is time for me to write a book,” and the way you supported me and our family through the process speaks volumes to the man you are. I’m so glad I kissed you during Home Alone!

Thank you for not judging the fact that I sustained my life, this book process, and the baby in my belly on chicken nuggets and Coco’s mac and cheese, and thank you for shining a light on this vision, reminding me it would all be worth it on the days where I got slightly overwhelmed. I know you think I’m a sap when you catch me getting teary-eyed every time I make pancakes (which happens to be often) but I also know that when you notice my watery eyes and smile, it’s because we know we’re living out that scene we held for our lives, it’s because we’re awake to the life that we’re living. I can’t sum up what you mean to me, but I’ll sure try to every night before our heads hit the pillow. I’ll do my best to remind you, affirm you, encourage the chasing of your dreams, and I promise to love you well, for the rest of my days, because one lifetime will never be enough.

To my Coco, I know I carry a lot of titles, but it is my greatest joy on planet Earth to be called your mama. You grew, evolved, and absolutely transformed through my writing process, and I love the little girl you are and who you are becoming. Thank you for cheering me on when I was working, thank you for making me play “Baby Shark” in the corner of my screen while I was writing so we could sit together, and thank you for loving books as much as I do. I clung tight to a vision of you someday reading these words, and I’ll savor each moment until that day comes. You have taught me that the wait is always worth it. You are my greatest inspiration, the light of my life, the giggling girl from my vision, and my rainbow that came after the storm.

To this baby in my belly, who turned out to be Quinn Louise, you gave me the push I needed to make this dream come true. On the path to writing this book, you were my purpose. So much of this process unfolded because of you. You were always a dream of mine and getting to write a book while anticipating meeting you was exactly what I needed to chase two dreams simultaneously. I like to think that my heartbeat grew stronger just as yours did, throughout this process. Thank you for giving me the ultimate deadline to get this done and thanks for literally being my sidekick throughout this entire process. I know that by the time I write my next book, I’ll have so many stories of all the ways you’ve changed me, inspired me, and taught me.

To my family, my goodness, whenever I try to sum you all up, it’s impossible. I recognize how absolutely rare it is to have a family in your life whose daily text threads make you smile but also who celebrates and champions you every step of the way. You all have been a pivotal piece of my story and a huge source of my motivation. Mom and Dad, I’m waiting for that parenting book I’ve been begging you to write because you somehow raised three independent, confident, driven children who genuinely love one another (and who have a knack for picking out the best partners and birthing the greatest kiddos). I am so thankful my pancake vision led me home to all of you, because I can’t imagine a life without our spontaneous nights, pizza parties, and weekends at the lake. I love you all so much.

One of my greatest desires in this book writing adventure was to live out my values through the process. I wanted to walk the walk, I wanted to live my life in a way that stayed true to all of the words I have written in these pages. I wanted the process to be fun and lifegiving, and thankfully, I gathered a group of women who not only rallied around the mission of this book but who also made sure that the way we navigated every step of the process put our lives first and the work second. Writing this book truly felt as good as it looks!

To my amazing book doulas, Brooklyn and Erin, I truly couldn’t imagine going through this process without you. I never want to write a book without you two by my side. Thanks for making this process far less painful and way more fun!

Brooklyn, I’m so thankful LinkedIn brought you into my life and I’m also thankful I didn’t hire you as my podcast producer! I saw something in you that I couldn’t put my finger on, but I trusted it and I am so thankful I did. You were the only human I shared my Google doc with and you didn’t scoff at my idea that I wanted to write in secret, without telling another soul. You were my copilot, the yin to my yang, and a human who constantly balanced me with your fresh perspective. I love you so, BW.

Erin, you entered the scene as my fairy bookmother (after years of me telling you, “No, I’m not ready!”) and you jumped on board at such a critical time in the journey, guiding us through the hard parts of the process with encouragement, enlightenment, and eternal joy. Your voice notes propelled me to keep on going, your organization made my heart sing, and your additions enriched this book in ways I can’t explain but can feel.

While your email sat in my “If I Write a Book” Gmail folder for years before I read your words, Margaret Riley King, I am so thankful that the universe plopped us into one another’s lives at just the right time. You are more than an agent (and a bad ass one at that!). You are a friend, a visionary, a force to be reckoned with, and an advocate for telling stories that matter. To my editor, Carrie Thornton, I liked you from the moment I met you! Thank you for championing this book, this message, and the timing of it all. Your gifts elevated this book to a whole new level! I am so thankful to have walked through this journey with you two, and beyond the book, we got to experience life and what it looks like to live out the words inside of the book throughout the process.

To the entire team at Dey Street, thank you for bringing me into your fold of brilliant minds, talented writers, passionate creatives, and heart-forward humans. It is such an honor to play a role in the legacy you’re weaving throughout the publishing industry and beyond. I am so grateful to be among the many voices you and HarperCollins have championed throughout this century.

To my wildly talented and passionate team of women who have stood by me and my business day in and day out to ensure that our mission to serve the world is lived out, I couldn’t do this without you. It takes a village to create what we do and every day I thank my lucky stars that I get to create alongside you. Thank you for holding down the fort when I would disappear into “Book Land” for a few days to work on this book. Thank you for keeping my head on straight while I juggled the work and writing, all while combating pregnancy brain. (It’s real, I swear!) Every facet of my brand and business is backed by an incredible woman on a mission, and this book is a celebration of all that we’ve built (and the way that we’ve built it) together over the years. No one will quite understand the family we’ve built within this brand, but I always smile when we sign off Zoom calls and everyone yells “I love you” and we know that we mean it.

I’d be remiss not to acknowledge my Creator here. I don’t really believe in happenstance; I move through life believing everything happens for a reason and I can only do that because of my faith. I channel that same God-given confidence that I had as a five-year-old often, because in order to keep creating and showing up in the way I do, I have to believe that I was made for a unique purpose, made to answer a divine calling, made to use my work as a form of praise. While my practice and definition of faith has shifted and evolved throughout the years (and I anticipate it will continue doing so), I am so grateful for the role it and the role God have played throughout my life but especially throughout the parts of the journey I’ve shared in these pages! Thank you, Lord, for this chance to tell my story that’s been handwritten by you. I pray these words are used for your glory. Whenever someone asks me why I am the way I am, whether it’s about my work or my messiness or the way my lip crinkles when I smile, I still respond, “Because that’s how God made me.”

And to the close-knit community of women that surrounds me, inspires me, and cheers me on: thank you. Every woman mentioned in this book landed on these pages because of the ways they have shown up in my life. From my college roomies who once dressed up like me and went out in sweatpants to celebrate my birthday to my neighbors who fulfill my lifelong vision of exchanging milk and eggs in the driveway when we’ve suddenly run out, from my entrepreneurial friends who inspire me to enjoy the chase to the friends who sat on my porch eating brownies when I was in the darker days. I am so thankful to be able to walk through life with women who are fierce, who don’t hate my incessant voice notes, and who aren’t afraid to share how they really are.

I’ve learned so much throughout this process and just as I have a team backing me and all the ways I show up in the world, this book has an entire team of editors, publicists, marketing experts, designers, sales representatives, and everyone else behind the scenes of this process who have truly helped this book move from being just an idea in my brain to something you can hold in your hands and welcome into your lives. It’s truly a miracle.

Finally and forever, to you, my reader. In my sunniest visions of pancakes and Persian rugs, I couldn’t have possibly imagined a community of readers and listeners so brave and true and good. Because of you, I get to learn. Because of you, I get to lead. Because of you, I get to live.

How am I, really? Wildly, unabashedly grateful.


Appendix 1

Conversation Starters

Truth be told, every How Are You, Really? prompt in this book is for you. But, it’s also for your people. The same questions that can bring forth answers within us can also offer clarity and depth for everyone else around us.

So, in the spirit of community, I’ve gathered each prompt for you to share with those in your inner circle—all in one handy spot. Maybe you’ll go through them every Thursday afternoon at your favorite Thai place. Maybe you’ll rally your ladies for a monthly Zoom chat. Maybe you’ll spout off a few questions during your next book club meeting or after barre class. Or maybe you’ll post your own answer in your next Instagram caption. (Def tag me @jennakutcher if that’s happening! I can’t wait to read it!)

However and whatever you decide, use them. These prompts are powerful, and potent, and every single one leads to a new possibility—in your life, and in every life around you.

Head on over to jennakutcher.com/more for all of these questions collected in one place, as well as a book club guide that I hope you’ll use with some friends and like-minded seekers.


Appendix 2

Jenna’s Jump Starts

I will not tell you you need to have a morning routine to be successful, or happy, or to lead a life that feels fulfilling. In fact, for the last few years, I’ve lived in guilt that I didn’t have this precise five-step process on how to wake up and be, you know, amazing.

If you’re like me and you’ve wondered why you just can’t wake up two hours earlier to journal and sip your lemon water slowly and meditate and get in a yoga flow before you sit down to do your work, then take a deep breath. (And if you’re not like me and you absolutely live for that quiet A.M. sunrise—go get ’em, early bird!) Maybe there’s another side of the population who simply rolls out of bed, grabs their phone for a ten-minute scroll to see what possibly happened while they were sleeping, and rushes out the door with a sloshing mug full of coffee that’s already gone cold.

And maybe, even more so, there’s a population that craves both the structure of a lifelong habit with the flexibility of a daily choice. Maybe there’s a simpler plan for the rest of us—a group of people who might find release in the idea that sticking to (or skipping out on) a routine doesn’t need to be a make-or-break moment in your week. Maybe there’s beauty to be found in the idea that we’re given many beginnings in a twenty-four-hour period, and there’s always a chance to jump start the day—wherever you are.

No matter the feeling, no matter the minute, no matter the reason—these jump starts are all great first steps. How do you know which one to take, and when? You need only to ask yourself one question (and I know you know it by now): How are you, really?

Remember: you have a neon sign within you, guiding you, nudging you, and pointing you toward what’s worth paying attention to. Our feelings are like bright, flickering arrows that, if we’re willing, can guide us toward what we need to do next.

And so, this is not a routine. It’s a rhythm. It’s finding the feeling, sitting with the feeling, and seeing that feeling through. It’s offering gratitude for the information, and it’s moving forward based on that information. Taking action from a place of intuition.

This is not a quick list of things to accomplish so you can be better in twenty-four hours or less. This is a short list of things to try so you can feel better—any time at all.

These jump starts have made my days delightfully better. They’ve made my conversations richer, my presence stronger, and my intuition laser-sharp. Some have grown my confidence. Others have taught me rest. My hope is that each will offer you the same.


Get yours at 
WWW.JENNAKUTCHER.COM/MORE



May we ask with curiosity.

May we answer with kindness.

May we live in love.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS WIRED: Charge your phone in a different room in the house. Better yet? Make a charging drawer or cupboard so your devices are out of sight, out of mind.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS SLUGGISH: Get outside, even for just ten minutes. Notice the weather, notice the sounds, notice the smells (hopefully they are pleasant!), and be a part of the outside world.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS EXHAUSTED: Invest in a good pillow and good curtains. Seriously, if being a mom taught me anything, people sleep better in dark rooms and with a little white noise.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS INSECURE: Correct your mean girl whenever she starts to get noisy. As hard as it is, direct her thoughts to the thoughts you’d tell someone you love to believe about themselves.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS LONELY: Reach out to three people and send a message! If you need a starter prompt, begin with: “No need to respond, just thinking of you.” Send encouragement, a funny GIF, an old memory, anything.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS UNINSPIRED: Read more! I’m glad this book is in your hands and that you made it this far! Try to make reading ten pages of any book every day a practice in your life. I promise it will transform you.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS POWERLESS: Don’t run from personal development; run toward it. I swear it’s not all toxic positivity. Self-help can be an invitation to learn more about how to be the best version of you.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS OVERCONNECTED: Log off social media more often, and without apology. I promise no one is refreshing your feed. It feels so good to experience moments without worrying about documenting or sharing them. Delete the apps if you have to.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS UNFOCUSED: Ground yourself before you walk into a room. Literally, feel your feet on the floor or notice as you walk through a door to pay attention to where you are in the moment.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS CONFUSED: Define one thing that will move you closer to your goal. If you can’t do that, write down the end result you want and reverse engineer what it will take for you to get there by making a list of smaller actions you can start with.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS INTIMIDATED: Take the time to rewrite the story. Yes, really! Sit down and write it out! Chances are you’re telling yourself a story on a loop; one that doesn’t support your belief in yourself. With a pen in your hand, write out what it would look like for you to achieve and succeed.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS OVERWHELMED: Do what I call a brain dump. Write down all of the thoughts in your brain, no matter how random, whether it’s the item you need from Target or the deadline that’s looming. Then release them from your brain! They are safe. They’re not going anywhere. You don’t have to carry them anymore.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS DISCONNECTED FROM A SIGNIFICANT OTHER: Start a habit of spending five minutes—uninterrupted and undistracted—where you catch up on each other’s day. Greet them at the door and put your listening ears on before rushing to the next thing.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS CYNICAL: Adopt a practice of mindfully thinking of things you are thankful for each and every day before you close your eyes. It doesn’t matter if it’s a small thing or feels insignificant. Training your brain to be grateful can (and will) shift your entire perspective.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS STUCK: Start documenting. It’s easy to forget how far you’ve come or what you’ve achieved. Whether you set more goals on paper or write one line a day about what you did, document your life. I know you think you’ll remember all of this, but I promise it becomes a blur and you’ll wish you had written down the many moments of positive action that brought you here today.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS BLAH: Drink more water . . . seriously! Go fill up your cup with water (and no, your cold coffee doesn’t count!). Right now! Off you go.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS LETHARGIC: Stand up and move your body. Stretch your muscles. Shake it out. Breathe into those neglected spaces. Create your own reason to take a mini Soul Savasana no matter where you are.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS REJECTED: Get out of your bubble and help others in need. Whether you volunteer locally or research a cause globally, poising yourself in a position to help others can shift your perspective and prompt you to a place of gratitude.

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS ISOLATED: Join a community. Whether it’s a Facebook group or your local mom’s group, being an active participant can inspire action in other areas of your life. Place yourself in rooms where you can make a difference and feel a sense of belonging!

WHEN HOW YOU REALLY FEEL IS READY: Hit play on The Goal Digger podcast and listen to my voice! I promise to keep pointing you back to the messages and themes of this book, I promise not to use my phone voice, and I promise to keep sharing the lessons life is teaching me.


About the Author

JENNA KUTCHER is a born-and-raised Minnesota wife, mother, and entrepreneur who aims for two things daily: helping others wake up to life and staying in comfy pants. Creator and host of the top-rated The Goal Digger podcast, she’s helped thousands redeﬁne success and chase bold dreams through her decade-long work as a leading online educator. Want to know how she’s really doing? Follow her latest at www.jennakutcher.com.
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