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Week 10: Make it a habit
This material is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 4.0 International License.
You can download and share it as long as you credit John Stepper and workingoutloud.com. You can’t change it or
offer it as part of any for-fee product or service. For more information, contact john.stepper@workingoutloud.com.

What to expect this week
You’ve spent nine weeks thinking of your goal in terms of people and contributions. Yet you’re
still working on making it a habit and mindset. It’s natural, for example, to struggle with finding
the time or with remembering to follow up. This week, you’ll explore things that will reinforce
your new habit so it takes less effort and feels increasingly natural. It will also help you
overcome the inevitable challenges and setbacks.

Suggested agenda
Thing to do

1. Check-in

Approx. time

10 mins

2. Exercise: The habit checklist

20

3. Exercise: Create your own progress chart

10

4. Exercise: Offering vulnerability

15

5. Checkout for Week 10

5

1. Check-in (10 minutes)
“What did you do since our last meeting?” is always a good check-in question, especially
when it’s asked with genuine curiosity and without judgment. Share any interesting
connections or contributions you made, or challenges you faced.

2. Exercise: The habit checklist (20 minutes)
Part of the reason change is hard is that it’s idiosyncratic - what works for one person won’t
necessarily work for someone else. Yet there are some common themes. Here’s a list that
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you can use to guide you as you try to make Working Out Loud a habit. Whenever I get stuck
developing any new habit or skill, I look at this list and pick an adjustment to make.
Picture the way you’d like life to be: Re-reading your “Letter from your future self” helps
you tap into your sense of purpose, reminding you why you’re doing what you’re doing.
Set achievable goals: It’s good to dream big, and yet big ambitions can be so daunting
that you trigger internal resistance and never take a step. To make your goals and
ambitions actionable, “chunk the change” into nearer-term goals you can do something
about.
Take small steps: The progress principle is a powerful thing. So when you’re stuck, reduce
the size of your next step (“touch the treadmill”) so you can continue advancing.
Remember that any progress is good.
Chart your progress: By tracking what you’re doing (and not doing), you become more
mindful of your efforts throughout the day. Even one measure related to your goal, like the
time you spent on it or whether or not you made a contribution that day, will greatly
improve your chances of making progress. (You’ll create your own chart in the next
exercise.)
Reflect on and celebrate success: We’re wired to focus on issues and problems, and that
can be a disincentive. So it’s important to periodically reflect on the progress you’ve made
and reward yourself in some way, including simply allowing yourself to be proud of what
you’ve accomplished.
Expect setbacks: All learning and development includes challenges and mistakes. Feeling
bad about them triggers resistance. Instead, view each setback as a natural and
necessary learning opportunity, and channel your energy into doing better next time.
Structure your environment: So much of what we do is impulsive and unthinking.,
unconscious choices in response to triggers around us. Knowing that, you can
purposefully adapt your environment to help you make progress. This can include
adjustments to your schedule, your workspaces, your technology and anything else that
makes it easier to do what you need to do and that eliminates negative distractions.
Find a friend: Whether it's simply talking through what you’re trying to do or actually going
through the process together (like you’re doing with your Circle), support from someone
else can help you get through challenges and inspire you to keep going.
Now think of how the habit checklist applies to your goal and to your progress so far. For
each item, pick one adjustment that could help you make progress.
Picture the way you’d like life to be. e.g., Select a visible reminder of what’s in your letter.

____________________________________________________________________
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Set achievable goals. e.g., Reflect on your goal and your progress to see if a sub-goal
might be appropriate.

____________________________________________________________________
Take small steps toward your goals. e.g., What’s one thing you could do today?

____________________________________________________________________
Chart your progress. e.g., Identify one or two measures that would help you be mindful of
what you need to do to make progress.

____________________________________________________________________
.
Reflect on and celebrate success. e.g., What’s something you did or learned recently that
you wouldn’t have done before your Circle?

____________________________________________________________________
Expect setbacks. e.g., Pick something that isn’t going well and write down what you can
learn from it. Remind yourself that setbacks are a natural part of the process.

____________________________________________________________________
Structure your environment. e.g., Block time in your calendar or pick a distraction that
wastes your time and think of a way to eliminate it.

____________________________________________________________________
Find a friend. e.g., While you’re in a Circle, share your progress and challenges in
between meetings.

____________________________________________________________________
3. Exercise: Create your own progress chart (10 minutes)
The idea of a progress chart has been around for a long time. Ben Franklin wrote about his in
his autobiography in the 1700s. His chart was a kind of scorecard he updated each day,
listing how well he did on 13 things he wanted to improve on. Your chart can be as simple as
a monthly calendar, with a space to write down how much time you spend on your goal each
day, or whether you made a contribution to someone.
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I created my first chart when I was struggling to make progress on my book. So I charted how
many hours I spent writing each day and it was clear I wasn’t spending nearly as much time
as I thought. (Over time, I added other measures to the chart.)
The key is to put your chart in a place where you’ll see it multiple times per day. That’s what
makes you more mindful of the behaviors you’re trying to change. My handwritten chart is
next to the bathroom mirror, and I update it in the morning and evening. Though it only takes
a few seconds, it makes it clear where I need to make adjustments.
You can use this simple table below, or create your chart now and decide where you’ll put it.
Share your chart with your Circle, either in the meeting now or by sending a photo of the
chart you made and where you placed it.
S

M

T

W

Th

F

S

4. Exercise: Offering vulnerability (15 minutes)
Sometimes you need something from someone else: advice, information, an introduction.
How do you ask? As with your other interactions, the keys are empathy and generosity.
Here’s a story from Tim Grahl, who helps authors market their books:
Two authors recently e-mailed me for the first time. The subject line of the first
read, “Let’s meet.” The e-mail shared the author’s struggle marketing his book
and a request for a phone call so he could “pick my brain” about what he was
doing wrong and how to fix it.
The subject line of the second e-mail read, “Interview.” The e-mail was a
request to interview me for his podcast so that he could share my advice to
educate his listeners and promote my business.
Which one do you think got a response from me?
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Before you ask to “pick someone’s brain” or offer an exchange of coffee for an hour of their
day (less than minimum wage!), take the time to figure out how the other person can gain
something too. How will the recipient receive my request and is there any way to frame it as a
contribution? It might take some creative thinking on your part, but it will help you stand out
and get better results.
Look through your relationship list now, and find someone who could help you. Choose
someone who’s particularly non-threatening, and practice framing your request as a
contribution, avoiding phrases like “I want,” “I need,” and “I would like to.”

____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
If you’re stuck, send me an email at john.stepper@workingoutloud.com to ask for my latest
progress chart. Think of it as a safe way to practice asking for something, and try to use what
you’ve learned from exercises in previous weeks. I’ll be glad you contacted me.

5. Checkout for Week 10 (5 minutes)
1. Schedule the next meeting.
2. Ask: “What will you do this week?”
Write down what you will do this week, and you will be even more likely to do it. You will
increase the chances even further if you write down when and where you will do it.

____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
Frequently Asked Questions
Q: Are some things on the habit checklist more important than others?
It depends on you, the habit you’re trying to develop or change, and the challenges you’re
facing at any particular moment. For me, the two things I found most useful over a range of
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habits and circumstances are charting your progress and structuring your environment. (It’s
why I included creating a progress chart as an exercise this week.) You can find examples of
my habit experiments and how I used elements from the checklist in the articles at the end of
this guide.
Q: Asking for help feels extremely uncomfortable.
The more you focus on empathy and generosity, and the more you do so without
expectations imposed on another person, the less discomfort you’ll feel. Approaching people
can naturally touch on some of our deep-rooted fears and insecurities. But instead of
avoiding those feelings, try channeling them into positive emotions that can genuinely lead to
contributions to others.
All you can do is try to make your request feel more like an invitation than an imposition. (You
can learn more about how to do this in the additional exercise featuring Amanda Palmer at
the end of this guide.)
Q: What if people don’t respond or, worse, they reject me?.
Tim Grahl, author of Your First 1000 Copies, encourages writers to build relationships with
reads and other people who can help them raise awareness about their work. He offered
some excellent advice for people seeking help from others:
When you’re in outreach mode, revoke your right to be offended. You’re not
always going to get the answer you want. People are going to turn you down or
just ignore you from time to time. That’s a part of the game; that’s a part of life.
When you don’t get a favorable response, take a breath and move forward.
Keep looking for ways to help people. Always assume the best of people.
When you don’t get a response, it’s easy to be upset and make up some negative story about
why you didn’t get a response. Instead, assume the best of people—they’re simply busy or
have some other legitimate reason—and focus on what else you can do to be helpful. That
mindset ensures your requests don’t feel like burdens, and makes it much more likely people
will respond favorably in the future.
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If you need to do less…
Reflect on times you’ve successfully developed a new habit or changed your behavior in
some way. Why were you successful then? As you think about it, use the habits checklist as a
guide. What could you learn from that experience that could help you now?
If you do only one thing this week, make a progress chart and keep it where you can see it
throughout the day. If you track even one thing related to your goal (the number of
contributions you made, for example), that will help make you more mindful of your goal and
steps you’re taking towards it.
In The Happiness Project, Gretchen Rubin referred to her progress chart as a “Resolutions
Chart.” She felt that her chart made the biggest difference in her search for better habits and
a happier life.
“The single most effective step for me had been to keep my Resolutions
Chart…By providing an opportunity for constant review and accountability, the
Resolutions Chart kept me plugging away.”

If you want to do more…
Easy: Something you can do in less than 10 minutes
Look at your habit checklist and make one of the adjustments. It could be as simple as
reviewing your “Letter from your future self” (“Picture the way you’d like life to be”), or taping
your progress chart to your bathroom mirror, or blocking out time in your calendar for doing
something related to your goal. Any step you take will reinforce your sense of control and
help increase your motivation.
More challenging: Something you can do in less than 15 minutes
Amanda Palmer, a singer and songwriter, spoke about vulnerability as a gift in her TED talk
“The Art of Asking” (and later wrote a book with the same title). It’s based in part on her years
as a performance artist on the street asking for contributions. Here’s a quote from her book:
“Asking for help with shame says: You have the power over me. Asking with
condescension says: I have the power over you. But asking for help with
gratitude says: We have the power to help each other.”
Watch her TED talk. (There’s a link at the end of this guide.) When Amanda Palmer worked
as a living statue, she could have simply said, “I would like you to give me a dollar.” Instead
she found a way to ask for that dollar so that it felt like an invitation and a connection. Years
later, when she asked for money on Kickstarter to launch a new album, twenty-five thousand
individuals donated a total of more than $1.2 million.
As you watch the talk, reflect on how you ask for help. Is it with shame or is it with gratitude?
Does it feel like an imposition or an invitation?
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To read, listen to, or watch
On habit change
• The Power of Habit by Charles Duhigg
•

My first progress chart: “How’s the book coming along?” - Link: workingoutloud.com/
blog/hows-the-book-coming-along

•

My first habit checklist: “The prospect of premature death didn’t make me change so I
tried this instead” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/the-prospect-of-premature-deathdidnt-make-me-change-so-i-tried-this-instead

•

“Changing habits: a personal experiment” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/changinghabits-a-personal-experiment

•

“A year without meat” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/a-year-without-meat

•

“Two years after ‘A year without meat’” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/two-yearsafter-a-year-without-meat

•

“How this one simple chart made me happier in 6 weeks” - Link: workingoutloud.com/
blog/how-this-one-simple-chart-made-me-happier-in-6-weeks

•

“What happened to my brain after 30 days without alcohol” - Link: workingoutloud.com/
blog/what-happened-to-my-brain-after-30-days-without-alcohol

•

“Learning the piano at 51 years old” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/learning-thepiano-at-51-years-old

•

“Planting my piano tree” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/planting-my-piano-tree

•

“The piano chronicles: my first recording” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/the-pianochronicles-my-first-recording

•

“A different kind of challenge” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/a-different-kind-ofchallenge

On asking for help
• Video - “The art of asking” by Amanda Palmer - Link: www.ted.com/talks/
amanda_palmer_the_art_of_asking
•

“How to ask for help” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/how-to-ask-for-help

•

“Asking for help” - Link: workingoutloud.com/blog/asking-for-help

WORKING OUT LOUD

CIRCLE GUIDE - WEEK 10

8

