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			Start Here 
A PATH to Better

			This book is for people who want to get better.

			The purpose of 100 Best Books for Work and Life is to help readers find the best books to help them get better. Think of this book as a map—a guide that highlights the most valuable destinations and shows how they connect. It’s designed to help you navigate the journey, but the journey itself is yours to take.

			I believe we are all on a path to be better. This book is for anyone ready to invest in that path. Sometimes better is just getting up in the morning and doing something that you feel will help—meditating for thirty minutes or walking to the park and back. Maybe it’s reading this book in the quiet hours before everyone around you awakens. Better can also be finding the right person to hire for your team. Or being skillful in a conversation you need to have with someone important in your life. Better is often seen even more clearly in others around us and gives us something to aspire to.

			

			THIS BOOK HELPS YOU FIND THE BOOKS YOU NEED.

			Each year, there are tens of thousands of new titles published to help readers improve their work lives and personal lives. Titles from the categories of business and self-help fill entire sections of bookstores. Sorting through all of those titles is a daunting task, even for the most devoted readers. 

			The books contained in 100 Best Books show the reader a problem and offer a solution. Self-help books tend to focus more on the problem. Business books emphasize the solution. Both approaches are helpful; especially when the broader genre is really “how to get better,” no matter what shelf they might be found on in the bookstore.

			This book uses three factors for its selections.

			First, these books challenge conventional thinking. While many great books offer straightforward solutions, the most impactful ones reframe the problem itself. By presenting a fresh perspective, these books invite readers to reconsider their assumptions and, in doing so, uncover more meaningful solutions. 

			Second, these books excel at tackling the most common obstacles we face in both work and life. While bookstores scatter these titles across various categories, this book organizes them into twenty-five essential topics—focus, influence, leadership, relationships, money, mindfulness, and more. Each chapter contains three to five of the best books on the topic. My hope with each chapter is that you will find an approach that resonates with your situation and other books that broaden your understanding of the journey ahead.

			Third, these books are approachable. The selections in the 100 Best Books avoid dense, overly academic writing. Insight only matters if it’s understandable and applicable—especially when time is limited. This collection of authors excels at making complex ideas clear and practical, ensuring their insights are available to a broad audience.

			

			This book is meant to be used.

			Let me suggest how you might get started using 100 Best Books today:

			
					Take a moment and think about your three biggest priorities in all aspects of your life. My guess is you’ll know what they are immediately. 

					With those in mind, turn to the front of the book and look down the chapter list. As you skim the books in each chapter, you’ll naturally stop at a group of books that resonate with you. 

					Turn to that chapter immediately and start reading. 

			

			Each review has a similar format. The review opens with a quote from the author that is meant to set the stage. The body of the review contains the key concepts in the book and why they matter to the topic at hand. The end of each review has a conclusion that presents even more utility from the book. This last element might be a set of reflection questions from the author, a summary of a key framework, or a closing thought that lands a key lesson. Most chapters in 100 Best Books can be read in about ten minutes, and at the end of that time, you will already have some ideas of how to do better on your biggest priorities.

			To make the book even easier to use, you’ll find an alphabetical list of all the book titles on the endsheets in the front and back of the book. The index is another great tool, helping you see where authors, books, and key topics appear throughout 100 Best Books for Work and Life.

			This book is a gift to you.

			Thank you for picking up 100 Best Books for Work and Life. I wrote this for you. The whole project took four years to complete. I stayed with it because I love books and I am passionate about sharing all the wisdom they have to offer.  

			My hope is that this book is helpful for you as you walk down your path to getting better. 

			Todd Sattersten

			todd@bardpress.com

			P.S. There are more resources at bardpress.com/100best. You will find more recommendations and interviews. Be sure to check it out!


		

	



			SECTION  ONE

			You

			Better

			MINDFULNESS

			THINKING

			PERSONALITY

			MONEY

			PURPOSE

		





 CHAPTER 1

BETTER

Your self-help shelf is filled with books telling you that you can get better. Most are filled with over-quoted truisms and inspirational stories of people that have overcome adversity. We are told to surround ourselves with positivity and good vibes. It can feel like good things will just manifest from our thoughts. Thoughts do matter, but differently than we might think.

Researchers have confirmed that we can get better. Carol Dweck has shown that believing you can change changes your belief about what is possible. Anders Ericsson’s work points toward an almost limitless possibility for improvement through practice. And Daniel Coyle reports from an even wider range of sources how talent can be cultivated and grown.
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Mindset: The New Psychology of Success 





	by Carol Dweck






 “It’s for you to decide whether change is right for you now. Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. But either way, keep the growth mindset in your thoughts. Then, when you bump up against obstacles, you can turn to it. It will always be there for you, showing you a path into the future.”

Billy Beane has gained icon status for his pioneering work as the general manager of the Oakland A’s and for using statistics to recruit undervalued talent. His story was chronicled by Michael Lewis in Moneyball, and he was played by Brad Pitt in the movie version of the story. Beane was also a stand-out athlete in college and played in MLB, but he never lived up to early expectations. Carol Dweck argues that his difficulties as a player and his innovative success as a manager can be tied to the mindset he brought to each part of his career.

Dweck’s theory is very simple: some people don’t think they can change, while others think they can. Take a moment and think about that for yourself. Do you believe that you can change? Do you think that intelligence is a known quantity that goes unchanged over a lifetime? That fixed mindset, as Dweck calls it, might show up in smaller ways. How about this: Do you think you can change the quality of your relationship with your partner? Or your child? Or your parents? What about your relationship with your boss? 

Now, fixed mindsets can manifest in many ways. For Beane, it became difficult to compete the further he advanced as a player. He believed his natural talent would carry him; as a scout described it, “Billy was of the opinion that he should never make an out.” With fixed mindsets, we can never admit our deficiencies or work to correct them. That failure of admission can look like resistance or superiority—as famed basketball coach John Wooden said, “You aren’t a failure until you start to blame.”

Now, if we believe we can change, then we believe we can grow. Dweck says, “When we teach people the growth mindset, with its focus on development, these ideas about challenge and effort follow.” And she sees it everywhere. Dweck points to the selfless, ever-improving quality of Level 5 leadership in Jim Collins’s Good to Great frame-work. She sees it in schoolteachers like Marva Collins who challenges four-year-olds who start in September to be reading by Christmas. Dweck sees it as the goal of any relationship to encourage the other’s development and for them to do the same for you. In Beane’s case as general manager, he saw something that he couldn’t see as a player—that mindset mattered more than talent—and he’s gone on to field competitive teams for years with that insight.

What seems obvious is full of nuance, too. Praise is a reward in any social relationship; for example, we are often quick to tell a child how smart they are. Dweck found over and over that praising a child’s intelligence reinforces a fixed mindset, harms their motivation, and harms their ongoing performance because it leaves them unprepared for failure and setbacks. And the tricky part is that kids love that kind of direct praise. We all do. The reality is that effort is what makes people smart and talented. That is the activity we need to praise and reward.

Malcolm Gladwell has a theory that we hold up geniuses as a society. We marvel at their talent and the seeming effortlessness of it. “People with the growth mindset, however, believe something very different,” Dweck says. “For them, even geniuses have to work hard for their achievements. And what’s so heroic…about having a gift? They may appreciate endowment, but they admire effort, for no matter what your ability is, effort is what ignites that ability and turns it into accomplishment.”

Effective feedback that acknowledges challenges and confronts mistakes:


	“Thank you for taking the initiative on that.”

	“Thanks for seeing that difficult task through. I know it was really hard.”

	“Thank you for struggling and learning something new. It really helped.”

	“Thank you for being undaunted by the setbacks we had on that project.”

	“I appreciate you being open to and acting on the feedback you got.”
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Peak: Secrets from the New Science of Expertise 





	by Anders Ericsson and Robert Pool






 “In pretty much every endeavor, people have a tremendous capacity to improve their performance, as long as they train the right way. If you practice something for a few hundred hours, you will almost certainly see great improvement…but you have only scratched the surface. [H]ow much you improve is up to you.”

My guess is that you probably don’t know who Anders Ericsson is, but if I mentioned “the 10,000-hour rule” popularized by Malcolm Gladwell, you’d immediately know his work. What’s even more interesting is how poorly that pop culture reference both misrepresents and underrepresents the depth of Ericsson’s work. If I put on my book publisher hat, I have to say that the title of the book also masks his insights. Let’s see if we can start to correct all that.

Ericsson spent his whole life studying what makes people the best in their field. His first research was with Steve Faloon, an undergraduate student he recruited for a study on memory. Each day, Ericsson and Faloon would practice to see how many digits Faloon could recall from a single string spoken to him. By the end of two hundred sessions over a two-year period, Faloon could repeat back eighty-two digits, which broke all previous records.

This is the first important finding in Ericsson’s research: There appears to be no limit to the ability to improve. Rajveer Meena of India can recite seventy thousand digits of pi. Barbara Blackburn, the current American record holder, can type 212 words per minute. Jan Kareš of the Czech Republic performed 4,654 pull-ups in twelve hours. In 2019, Nirmal Purja of Nepal climbed fourteen mountains over eight thousand meters tall in six months and six days. The previous record was seven years and 310 days. 

The next finding is that talent is overrated. It may be important in giving people motivation when they are first starting out, but practice wins over time, every time. Savants of all types develop their skills the same way other experts do. Ericsson told Larry King in 2016, “This idea that somebody more or less discovers, suddenly, that they’re extremely good at something, I’ve yet to find even a single example of that type of phenomenon.” 

That just leaves us with practice. One of Ericsson’s landmark research projects was with violinists at the Berlin University of Arts. In the school, Ericsson worked with musicians who would go on to be the best in the world. He controlled the training the musicians received. The choice of violinist as subject was also clever, because the standards for skills and techniques were well established for decades. The single factor that separated average players from the best players was hours of practice. The best players put in almost twice the number of hours of the average player (7,410 hours versus 3,420 hours). Ericsson further confirmed this with violinists playing in orchestras in Berlin and found those players practiced over seven thousand hours a year. “We found no shortcuts and no ‘prodigies’ who reached an expert level with relatively little practice,” the authors write.

Now, the kind of practice that makes people world-class experts has particular qualities. Feedback is essential, which means solely gained experience is not particularly effective at building expertise. Deliberate practice, as Ericsson calls it, also pushes one out of their comfort zone. The Navy built the Top Gun school in 1968 to put pilots through daily live-action dogfights against top-notch instructors and immediately followed up with after-action reviews to assess performance and prepare for the next day. Make mistakes. Correct mistakes. Learn new skills.

There’s so much more. Great instructors play an important role. Focusing on effort produces real benefits. We need objective standards for success in a wider range of fields. Doing always beats knowing. And the mindset that you can continue to improve is essential.

Closing words from Ericsson:

“Imagine a world in which doctors, teachers, engineers, pilots, computer programmers, and many other professionals hone their skills in the same way that violinists, chess players, and ballerinas do now. Imagine a world in which 50 percent of the people in these professions learn to perform at the level that only the top 5 percent manage today. What would that mean for our health care, our educational system, our technology?”

[image: ]






	[image: A circular line icon with many small triangles radiating outwards, resembling a sun.]
 
	
The Talent Code: Greatness Isn’t Born. It’s Grown. 





	by Daniel Coyle







 “Skill is insulation that wraps neural circuits and grows according to certain signals.”

In reading The Talent Code, you get a different telling of what makes people get better. Daniel Coyle is a writer who brings a journalistic approach to the story of getting better. He connects the dots and more of them. His reporting from research labs and training centers around the world enriches the topic.

Every thought, feeling, or movement we have is an electrical signal that travels along a path of neurons in our brain. As a path gets more traffic, the brain starts to notice, and it reinforces those paths by wrapping them with a substance called myelin. The more those paths fire, the more they are wrapped. Speeds along those paths slowly increase from two miles per hour to two hundred miles per hour. It turns out our brains build skills the same way our muscles build strength—through repetition.

To properly build those pathways, we need the deep practice that Anders Ericsson suggests. The amazing talent in Florence, Italy, during the Renaissance is explained by the craft guilds and their apprenticeships, which children started in as early as six years old. Small skills, like the way to hold a chisel or perhaps a tennis racket today, are acquired and connected to other skills in small chunks. Coaches will often slow down the action to make it easier to see the errors in those tiny segments. And then you repeat, over and over, with careful attention to notice the gap between the target and the attempt. Those repetitions build the myelin-covered pathways.



These future experts need motivation to keep practicing. There are many sources that can provide a spark. Telling someone they share a birthday with a mathematician will cause them to work 65 percent longer on a sample problem. In his own study, Coyle declares that children later in the birth order occupy more slots as the world’s fastest sprinters and top NFL running backs. In Knowledge Is Power Program Public Schools, students are told to focus on the fact that they will go to college. Researcher Gary McPherson found that asking young musicians about how long they planned to pursue their new craft predicted how fast they progressed. Those who expressed long-term commitment (“all my life”) progressed 400 percent more than those who made a short-term commitment (“for this year”). Powerful ignition comes from some internal push that says, “Better get busy!”

In Coyle’s model, great teachers are the last component of superior skill building. Great teachers were often aspiring talents that didn’t reach the highest level and went on a quest to understand what makes great talent. These coaches see each student’s unique feedback needs and are incredibly perceptive to those needs. And they use the techniques that we’ve covered in this chapter. “Seek small improvement one day at a time,” wrote UCLA coach John Wooden. Vocal coach Linda Septien delivers corrections in quick chunks—“check back, tongue tighter, yawn muscles.” Tom Martinez, the personal coach of former NFL quarterback Tom Brady, stresses the importance of getting to know the student to better understand how to best work with them.

Coyle quotes Anders Ericsson as saying, “There is no cell type that geniuses have that the rest of us don’t.” If there is anything I want you to take away from this chapter, it is that. Getting better is available to all of us with the right mindset, practice, and people giving us feedback.

Talent tips from Coyle’s follow-up book The Little Book of Talent:




	Choose spartan over luxurious: Simple, humble spaces help focus attention on the deep-practice task at hand.

	Take your watch off: Instead of counting minutes or hours, count reaches and reps.

	Pay attention immediately after you make a mistake: Look straight at mistakes and see what really happened, and then ask yourself what you can do next to improve.

	Shrink the space: Toyota trains new employees by shrinking the assembly line into a single room filled with toy-sized replicas of the equipment and found it was more effective than training on the actual production line.

	To learn from a book, close the book: Writing a summary forces you to figure out the key points (one set of reaches), process and organize those ideas so they make sense (more reaches), and write them down on the page (still more reaches, along with repetition). 



[image: ]
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 Great at Work: How Top Performers Do Less, Work Better, and Achieve More 





	by Morten Hansen






 “It turned out that our seven work-smart practices went a long way toward explaining differences in performance. In fact, they accounted for a whopping 66 percent of the variation in performance among the 5,000 people in our dataset.”

Morten Hansen’s research could appear in any number of chapters here. I decided to put Great at Work in this first chapter to show that investing in a better version of yourself can be measured and that research shows a dramatic improvement in performance and well-being. Many of these practices are covered again in full chapters with more titles later in this book. For now, let’s consider how Hansen sees our path to better.

That path starts with “Do Less, Then Obsess.” Any number of bestsellers in the last decade have encouraged us to reduce the number of priorities we are working with and focus on the important things. Hansen is very clear that this is only half of the equation. Taking that time gained and obsessing about the few most vital issues is what sets top performers apart. Hansen is often asked, “How many tasks can I remove, given what I must do to excel?” His response is, “As few as you can, as many as you must.”

The next lever is being more effective in your work. Look at activities through the lens of the value it creates for others. Get rid of fluff. Dedicate more effort to high value. Provide more value. Look for new activities that create new value. That probably sounds like a lot of “value,” but all he’s asking is how much you’re helping others. Hansen is encouraging us to look at both sides of Peter Drucker’s famous adage—do things right and do the right things. We then apply learning loops to try out new approaches to doing the work, as we look for “small, concrete actions you [can] take on a daily basis to improve a skill.”

Hansen writes that high performers pursue two ends. They seek pursuits that ignite their passion, but relying solely on passion, as a singular measure, can lead to heartache and isolation. The research also notes that deep passion for one’s job can lead to too much engagement and poor work-life balance. Passion is best paired with purpose. By introducing purpose, we add the pursuit of what contributes to the well-being of others. It might be tempting to think we can’t have both passion and purpose. Hansen’s research again proves the contrary. He found people across the dataset who reported being passionate about their jobs (with no job type being rated below 10 percent) and who felt purpose through their contribution to society. Among construction workers, 28 percent report feeling a deep purpose for the work they do. 

I have mostly highlighted the individual practices from the first half of the book. The whole second half of the book focuses on practices that higher performers use when they engage with others. High performers become forceful champions for the change they want to see in the world, using emotional appeal and persistence that addresses concerns. They encourage groups to vigorously debate topics and unite around the decision once it has been made. High performers also collaborate in a balanced way that emphasizes value for them and the organization, ensures resources are committed for success, and shares rewards for the results rather than the activities. 



Finding passion beyond the work itself: 


	Could it be joy in the tasks you are doing?

	Could it be excitement from succeeding?

	Could it be the thrill of unleashing your creative energy?

	Could it be from being with the people you work with?

	Could it be from the delight of learning and growing?

	Could it come from the elation of a job well done?













 CHAPTER 2

MINDFULNESS

Dōgen Zenji, the founder of Zen Buddhism in Japan, said, “To study the Way is to study the Self. To study the Self is to forget the Self.” Emotional intelligence, self-awareness, and now mindfulness all name that same effort. We observe ourselves and see where we are getting in our own way. We notice all the stories we tell ourselves, all the voices in our heads judging what we just did or what we’ll say next. We need to put all that down.

Why? It hurts. Wanting things to be different hurts. Blaming others hurts. Worry hurts. There can be painful confusion over what we think is happening and what is real in each moment of our day. Those habitual thought patterns and lived memories influence our perceptions of a boardroom meeting or dinner table conversation. 

Ellen Langer’s definition of mindfulness is “the simple process of actively noticing new things.” Empathy is a forgetting of self, an attempt to put down our engrained perspectives and see another’s point of view. Compassion is even more active as we act to relieve hardship and suffering, which is impossible if we hold preconceived notions about a person or a situation. The most important person you might help with less “self” is yourself. 
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The Inner Game of Work: Focus, Learning, Pleasure, and Mobility in the Workplace 





	by Timothy Gallwey






 “It is only when we are giving our full attention to what we are doing that we can bring all of our resources to bear effectively. Why? Because when we are giving full attention, self-interference is neutralized. In the fullness of focus, there is no room for…fears and doubts.”

Timothy Gallwey’s The Inner Game of Tennis is a classic book that came out in 1974 and is still recommended by coaches to players. Gallwey was a national hard court tennis champion and working as a tennis pro, when he came in touch with the teachings of the Maharaj Ji, a family of Indian spiritual leaders. That experience forever changed how he played and how it taught others to play.

There is little spirituality to Gallwey’s approach. He merely says that we are easily distracted by our egos, or what he calls “Self 1.” We judge our performances. We take feedback personally rather than accepting the helpful observations. Gallwey keenly notes that coaching, in its most common forms, complicates and actually encourages negative self-talk in students. His answer is to quiet the criticisms and allow “Self 2” to naturally take charge. Gallwey’s description of Self 2 is indirect. He says, “Inherent in it is an inner intelligence that is staggering.” 

As the popularity of his approach grew, Gallwey wrote several books in the Inner Game series around golf, skiing, and music, but the real traction he experienced was in business organizations. Executives would visit him to take a tennis lesson and then ask if he could come teach the same ideas to their employees. It would be almost twenty-five years before Gallwey would write a book directly for the workplace, and I recommend The Inner Game of Work for a couple of important reasons.

The Inner Game of Tennis will forever be Gallwey’s most popular work, and if you are drawn to it, read it. The challenge is that the reader has to translate the material from the world of sports into their personal and professional lives. Some can do that, but writing with a focus on organizational challenges gives The Inner Game of Work a more relevant context. What also often happens with authors of multiple books is that the author gets better over time at describing the problem and their solutions. That’s the case here. 

The topics that Gallwey addresses appear in other books. He talks about conformity when describing the factors that keep us from believing we can change and grow, as Carol Dweck does. The opening quote of this review on focus could be from The ONE Thing. Gallwey, though, highlights a different cause for our difficulty with these important issues. He acutely details how we get in our own way. While other books would ask us to change a belief or just build a new habit, Gallwey would ask us to listen more closely to the story we are telling ourselves when we bump up against a challenge. “Before you go about changing something, increase your awareness of the way it is.”

When Gallwey specifically talks about awareness, he says the goal is to get the clearest possible picture of reality. He suggests that we look for what stands out and for what doesn’t. Besides clarity, our job is to be distinct. He tells the story of working with the Houston Symphony and noticing the trouble a tuba player was having with his upper notes. The tubist said his tongue often felt dry and thick. Gallwey told him to play a selection again and just focus on changes in the moisture. Gallwey admits to no real knowledge of music, but he knew his coaching helped when the entire observing orchestra gave the performance a standing ovation. Gallwey says, “Remember, awareness itself is curative.” 

Questions that help create awareness:


	What stands out?

	What do you understand? What don’t you understand?

	How would you frame the underlying problem?

	What’s been working and not working?
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Full Catastrophe Living: Using the Wisdom of Your Body and Mind to Face Stress, Pain, and Illness 





	by Jon Kabat-Zinn






 “Simply put, mindfulness is moment-to-moment non-judgemental awareness. It is cultivated by purpose-fully paying attention to things we ordinarily never give a moment’s thought to. It is a systematic approach to developing new kinds of agency, control, and wisdom in our lives, based on our inner capacity for paying attention and on the awareness, insight, and compassion that naturally arise from paying attention in specific ways.”

Jon Kabat-Zinn’s original editor for Full Catastrophe Living thought the title might detract readers from picking up the book. I have two concerns here: First, as a publishing professional who has been an agent, an editor, and a publisher, I agree with the original editor.Kabat-Zinn’s next books Wherever You Go, There You Are and Coming to Our Senses both employ more reader-receptive positioning. Second, I am concerned you will skip this recommendation and pick up one of those other books, thinking they were better suited to you. Please don’t. Don’t let the sixty-five-page introduction or the six hundred pages of text or the eleven pages of book recommendations in the appendix make you think this book is too much. It’s not.

One of the leading title alternatives was Paying Attention: The Healing Power of Mindfulness. Kabat-Zinn is a biomedical researcher by training, and from the very beginning of his work, he was drawn to bringing his meditation and yoga practices into the medical setting. He believed patients and caregivers could be deeply helped by these techniques. The book is about the eight-week class that is the basis of mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), opening with Kabat-Zinn starting a new session. Founded in the medical environment, MBSR focused more on health outcomes, was encouraged to support the benefits of the technique with follow-up research, and was built to teach a wide range of individuals. 



“The interesting thing about this work is that we don’t really do anything for them,” Kabat-Zinn writes. “If we tried, I think we would fail them miserably. Instead we invite them to do something radically new for themselves.” This work with awareness is a personal one. Someone else can’t eat or exercise for you. Practicing mindfulness requires the same internal commitment. For the class, participants meet once a week for eight weeks. The three-hour session covers mindfulness techniques, group sharing of their experiences, and practice. Between classes, instructors ask participants to spend one hour a day on building awareness.

Three practices make up the teachings of MBSR. The first practice is body scanning, a technique that re-establishes contact with the body and simultaneously develops both concentration and flexibility to shift one’s attention. The emphasis is tuning into all sensations—whether sharp and painful or dumb and absent. Body scanning is the primary practice in the opening weeks of class because it can be done lying down for longer periods of time and accommodates the widest range of participants. 

Hatha yoga is the second practice. Kabat-Zinn describes it as consisting of “gentle stretching, strengthening, and balancing exer-cises, done very slowly, with moment-to-moment awareness to breathing and of the sensations that arise as you put your body into various configurations known as ‘postures.’” He also points out that this practice suits many people who prefer movement and that movement can be a powerful and subtle practice to challenge beliefs that become fixed on being “out of shape” or “too old.” Remembering that MBSR evolved in a health care environment, Kabat-Zinn advocates for the strengthening and stretching of muscles and joints to help create a full range of motion and greater state of balance.

Seated meditation is the third practice. Kabat-Zinn says, “It helps…to adopt an erect and dignified posture, with your head, neck, and back aligned vertically.” He encourages students to keep returning back to the breath. “Treat all of your thoughts as if they are of equal value,” he says. Over the course of the eight weeks, participants increase their sitting time from ten minutes to forty-five minutes. In addition to breath, there are exercises that bring the focus to the body, sound, thoughts and feelings, and finally choiceless awareness. 



The first 160 pages of this book hold the best instructions I have found for building a mindfulness practice. The rest of the book has chapters that cover specific topics ranging from physical pain to anxiety to the many forms of stress. Kabat-Zinn writes as a teacher who anticipates your questions and an instructor who lays out the steps to incorporating this work into your life. The book is supplemented by audio-based guided meditations that are narrated by Kabat-Zinn and available for download as files or as a phone app. If you are considering starting a mindfulness practice, I wholeheartedly encourage you to get these resources. 

Seven pillars of mindfulness practice:


	Non-judging: Notice the judging quality of the mind and simply observe what is unfolding, including your reactions to it.

	Patience: Be completely open to each moment, accepting its fullness, knowing that things can only unfold in their own time.

	Beginner’s mind: Be receptive to new possibilities and what gets us stuck in our rut of experience.

	Trust: Cultivate trust in yourself so it will be easier to trust other people and see their basic goodness.

	Non-striving: The best way to achieve goals is to back off from striving for results and instead starting to focus on seeing and accepting things as they are.

	Acceptance: See things as they are right now, in the present moment. This is a form of healing.

	Letting go: Being willing to look at the ways we hold on ultimately shows us a lot about everything we freely let go of. 
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The Mindful Athlete: Secrets to Pure Performance 





	by George Mumford






 “Life is a marathon. We go and go, others running alongside us. In order to run this marathon, we need to train in the same way any other athlete trains to compete effectively in a sport. Without awareness and clear intention, we may start off too slowly, not finishing the race in a timely manner. Without diligence and practice, we may go too quickly, burning out before we get what we want and becoming disabled or quitting before we make it to the finish line.”

When you think of mindfulness, what image comes to mind? I picture someone sitting quietly, eyes closed, breathing softly. Maybe it’s cool, with a soft breeze and birds chirping. But can you imagine that same person undisturbed at a busy intersection with cars honking their horns? Or in a room with a one-year-old child crying in distress? What does that person look like sitting courtside during an NBA playoff game? Mindfulness isn’t just about calm settings—it’s about expanding our awareness, noticing our reactions, and bringing that into the chaos of everyday world.

As George Mumford describes mindfulness early on in the book, he invokes Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s flow state. He shares descriptions from NBA all-star Bill Russell and professional rower Craig Lambert like “it was almost like we were playing in slow motion” and “the boat seemed to fly over the water, and a lot of the effort disappeared from the stroke.” The ease that these athletes describe is the same that Gallwey and Kabat-Zinn are describing in their books. The setting, though, is active, and these individuals find moments where they connect differently to the physical and emotional demands put on them. Mumford quotes Joseph Campbell as saying, “The athlete who is in championship form has a quiet place in himself.”

In The Mindful Athlete, Mumford freely uses Buddhist philosophy and terminology to teach the reader how to find that place. The structure of the book is based on the Buddha’s Eightfold Path. He quotes the Buddha, Thich Nhat Hanh, and Sharon Salzberg alongside Bruce Lee and Arnold Schwarzenegger. Mumford describes the five hindrances—sensual desire, ill will, sloth, worry, and doubt—and follows with stories of soccer star Zinedine Zidane, baseball pitcher Steve Bass, and golfer Tiger Woods who fall victim to their hindrances. That free-range approach appeals to me. 

Mumford himself writes, “That ‘intrinsic wholeness’ serves you wherever you are and in whatever you’re doing. Everything is connected.” As we build awareness, it gets harder and harder to ignore that connectedness, that wholeness, that everythingness. His quote from Jack Kornfield deserves full sharing:

“You know, this idea of ‘Be Here Now’ and so forth, it sounds good. It’s not so good. It isn’t because of what happens when you’re here now. Has anybody looked? Pain, boredom, fear, loneliness, pleasure, joy, beautiful sunsets, wonderful tastes, horrible experiences, people being born, people dying, light, dark, up, down, parking your car on the wrong side of the street, getting your car towed; all those things. For if you live here, it means that you have to be open to what Zorba called ‘the full catastrophe.’ Sometimes we don’t want that. Right effort is the effort to see clearly.”

So much gets in the way. Our egos get in the way. Our craving for a different outcome continues the suffering. Our judging something as good or bad keeps us from seeing events as things that just happened. That seeing clearly is built through the important work of cultivating awareness. 

Mumford’s five spiritual superpowers:


	Mindfulness: What’s in and on your mind determines how well you perform.

	Concentration: When the body and mind are quiet, there is a synergy that feeds pure performance.

	Insight: Practice abandoning thoughts and belief systems.

	Right effort: Every mindful moment off the courts, no matter how small, improves your game on the courts.

	Trust: Pure performance is, ultimately, a leap of faith. What else can be let go? What else can you strip away?
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Mindfulness – 25th Anniversary Edition 





	by Ellen Langer






 “Every idea, person, or object is potentially simultaneously many things depending on the perspective from which it is viewed. A steer is a steak to a rancher, a sacred object to a Hindu, and a collection of genes and proteins to a molecular biologist.”

Ellen Langer brings another perspective to mindfulness. First, she treats it as a phenomenon that touches every aspect of our lives. Prejudice, creativity, burnout, aging, and addiction all can be influenced by Langer’s approach to mindfulness. We see from her motivation research that while efficient processes help build habits, they can also stifle autonomy and creativity. Second, she is a prolific researcher who finds simple, straightforward ways to test her theories. At points, there are so many examples in her book that confirm her findings that it is difficult to process just how much her work forces us to think differently. 

Langer starts with the cost of not being mindful. As a simple experiment, she sent an interoffice memo to other university departments. The only text on the memo was “Return this memo to Room 247.” 90 percent of recipients mindlessly returned the memo without a second thought. She writes, “Mindlessness, as it diminishes our self-image, narrows our choices, and weds us to single-minded attitudes.” We might attribute a current difficulty to a single cause, which then limits potential solutions and induces a deeper loss of control over the difficulty.

There are many more insights that we can employ toward improving mindfulness. Take categories. Broad global categories like progressive/conservative and hot/cold carry with them a schematic of inherent meanings that bypass seeing a situation in other ways. Assign labels to a random group and the “assistants” will perform worse than the “bosses.” Tell hotel maids that their daily work is “exercise” and they start to lose weight. When asked to describe someone you dislike in greater detail, Langer writes that “eventually there will be some quality we appreciate.” The counter-measure to the confinement of categories is to find ways to be open to new information and consider multiple interpretations of a situation.

In the latter half of the book, Langer spends an entire chapter on how mindfulness might be exercised for better outcomes in the workplace. She starts with the problems that arise from ignoring subtle changes or weak signals in your team or the marketplace. Langer attributes this to mindlessness, an attachment to assuredness that past behavior will predict future performance. “Deviations from some habitual way of working are less problematic if there is tolerance for uncertainty and no rigidly set method in the first place,” she writes. “The deviations then become simply elements of the present situation.” Can you imagine yourself as a manager displaying confidence but also uncertainty with your employees in an effort to give them more freedom in how a task might be accomplished? The act of asking questions is another way to honor uncertainty and be mindful of the present context. 

Langer tells the story of an elderly woman at a nursing home who wanted to make her own peanut butter sandwich in the kitchenette rather than eat in the dining room.
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