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Benjy Kusi is a diversity and inclusion professional who regularly works with organisations to provide guidance on how to nurture inclusion and wellbeing in the workplace. Online, he creates helpful educational content on the importance of kindness and has partnered with several brands and charities such as LinkedIn, Google and Greenpeace. He was named by Dazed in June 2022 as an ‘icon in the making’ for his work, and by TikTok as a 2021 ‘Voice of Change’. His aim is to provide helpful tips that help people make a positive difference in their lives and the lives of others.




About the Book

The world can often feel like a very scary, complicated and messy place. The extent of injustice can feel overwhelming and often be unclear what we can do to make a difference.

Benjy Kusi, TikTok sensation and Diversity & Inclusion consultant, is here to show that we all serve a greater purpose and that we can unlock that purpose by being brave, compassionate and most of all, kind. Hope this Helps is a guide to help you feel better, do better and be better by centring empathy and embracing altruism.

Providing insight on how to choose yourself, why it’s OK to change your opinion as you learn, why impact means more than intent and how we can be kinder online, this book is an antidote to the chaos of our modern world in the most revealing terms.




 

 

For anyone who has ever dreamed of better
and wanted more for themselves and the world.




INTRODUCTION

Hi, Benjy here! Welcome to my guide to kindness.

You’re about to embark on a kindness learning journey with me, and before we begin, I want to remind you of one key thing: no one has all of the answers.

We are all human, and therefore imperfect – we often make mistakes, and that’s OK. Because the world is a fast-moving, confusing place that can be tough to navigate at the best of times. It’s impossible to know everything there is to know about anything, and there’s always a new challenge around the corner.

This means that even the people who we all look up to, and trust to always do the right thing, are also figuring things out as they go along. They’re maybe just a bit further along on their journey than we are.

So being the kindest person you can be takes a lot of courage. The courage to keep trying, keep making mistakes and keep learning from those mistakes. The courage to keep showing up, with an open mind and heart, to try your best to do and be better.

Please see this book as a starter pack, providing helpful answers to some of the questions that are important to ask, when it comes to the topic of being kind. This will hopefully give you greater confidence and courage to ask more questions and continue to nurture your kindness skills on your own.

On our journey, we’ll be learning why it’s important to choose kindness and empathy, and the many ways in which we can be kinder to ourselves and those around us. This handy manual will equip and empower you with the tools required to start making a positive difference. To your life, the lives of those around you and the world.

If any terms seem tricky, there’s a glossary at the back (see pages 257–262) that should come in useful.

Once you’re finished, don’t be afraid to return to a chapter if you need, and to share this book with someone else, to help them on their journey. Human beings are complex, but I believe that at our core, we all want to do right by ourselves, and others.

We just need some encouragement, guidance and kindness.

Ready? Let’s begin!

I hope this helps.




1

Why should we be kind?



Imagine if you were to witness an unfair exchange happen in a public place. You’re shopping at a market, and while browsing a stall, you happen to see a woman be short-changed by the stall owner. The woman gives a £20 note for an item that costs £10 but only receives £5 back in change. The woman has a crying child with her and appears to be in a rush, so she doesn’t notice what has happened and starts walking away. How likely do you think you would be to speak up and say something to the shopkeeper? Or further yet, run after the woman to encourage her to go back? Or maybe give her some of your money to make up for her loss?

The scenario described is based on a 2017 study that was conducted to research the extent to which the personality attributes of politeness and compassion influence the likelihood of people intervening as bystanders (Zhao et al, 2017). Participants were given a false scenario, in which they witness an unfair exchange between two people and have the option to use their resources to compensate the victim of the exchange. The study found that those who self-described themselves as being very strong in the personality attributes of politeness, honesty and active cooperation were no more likely than the average person to help the person who was short-changed. Not that they wouldn’t react – but even though they possessed what most would consider to be strong moral attributes, they were still no more likely to act generously and compassionately than those who possess such attributes to a lesser extent. However, those who self-described as having more of a compassionate personality were significantly more likely than the average person to give more of themselves to compensate the victim.

Compassion means to ‘suffer with’, and is a kind, caring trait. I believe this difference in outcome highlights a powerful distinction, between what it means to be nice and what it means to be kind. Let me explain.

Kindness and niceness are often considered to be synonymous and are regularly used interchangeably in conversation. But while they are both positive attributes, they have different meanings. Being nice is akin to being polite and agreeable. When we think of nice people, they are usually people we like to be around because they are pleasing and aren’t disruptive. Nice people are considerate of others and tend to go well with the flow, while being kind means that you show care and are a compassionate person. Kind people are people we can trust to do the right thing by us. These are very similar qualities, and you can be both kind and nice at the same time. They don’t necessarily contradict each other. However, choosing to act in one way instead of the other does result in different outcomes.
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The attribute of kindness is usually used to describe certain behaviours and actions, and when you think about it, kindness is very much rooted in action in a way that niceness isn’t. For example, we have no qualms with describing inanimate objects as being nice. You could have a nice car for example, which is a car that looks appealing and is maybe of a reputable make. However, most would agree that it makes no sense to describe a car as being kind. To do so would be to anthropomorphise the car in some way.

What this highlights is that niceness, as a quality, is, to a certain degree, more static, shallow and less human than kindness. For example, many staples of common politeness are very much just niceties, and nothing more, because they lack a depth of authentic meaning. When someone sneezes, it is common in some places, including the UK, to say ‘bless you’. This is a standard retort, regardless of whether you are familiar with the individual who has sneezed or have a significant amount of genuine concern for their health and welfare. What might make such a response kind is if it were accompanied by a caring action. For example, if, in response to a sneeze, you replied, ‘Bless you – would you like a tissue?’.

This difference also demonstrates that being nice is more passive than being kind. As you are essentially just going with the flow of what is expected and desired of you. Being nice doesn’t require us to stretch ourselves or go above and beyond in any way. This means that niceness, though it has good intentions, can often fall short of being sufficient. Even if we are seen by others to have acted in a considerate way.

Let’s say someone has invited you to their birthday party, and you can’t attend for whatever reason – maybe you’re busy, or you don’t fancy their intended party plans. The nice thing to do might be to say yes and accept the invitation initially, while making plans to decline at the last minute, citing a family emergency. That way the person doesn’t feel like they have been put out or rejected by you, and you can still maintain your relationship with them. However, this deceit is not the kindest or most considerate thing to do – which is to be upfront and honest. While this is more abrasive and potentially awkward, ultimately it means that the individual can plan accordingly and manage their expectations. In doing this, you are going beyond what your instincts may be telling you is the most expected thing to do and choosing to consider and protect the individual’s welfare in the long run.

Niceness is motivated by perception and public opinion, in a way that kindness is not. Because niceness requires us to follow certain social rules and customs, so we can be seen to fit in. For example, it can be both kind and nice to give up your seat for an elderly person on the train but only nice if the reason why you’re doing so is that you’re worried about what the other people in the carriage might think of you for letting an elderly person stand while you sit. I remember once having to get off a London Underground train because an older gentleman had declined my offer of a seat and decided to stand right next to me instead, as was his right to do. The glares that I received from other passengers who had not heard the gentleman decline my offer were too much to bear! Such social pressure is arguably intended to be caring but can be counterintuitive in practice. An authentically kind motivation would be to offer your seat because you can see the elderly person is uncomfortable standing and would like to offer them some respite – that’s it.

“ Niceness is motivated by perception and public opinion, in a way that kindness is not”

To be kind is to be motivated to act in a caring way because you’re driven by compassion, not social norms and selfish expectations. You want to do the right thing for the sake of doing so, not to improve how you’re perceived or earn a certain reputation.
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Niceness is also proper and well-mannered, in a way that kindness doesn’t have to be. A desire to be nice could potentially stop you from telling a stranger coming out of the bathroom at a party that they have a sizeable train of dirty toilet paper stuck to their shoe. This is a pretty embarrassing thing to have to point out, for everyone involved, so you may simply choose not to bother in the hopes that they might eventually notice on their own or that someone else has the awkward conversation for you. The kind thing to do would be to go up to the stranger and just point it out. Arguably not the most refined interaction to have at a party, but the most compassionate thing to do for that person in the long run.

A desire to be nice can also stop us from being direct when someone has done something to upset us or crossed an established boundary. In such situations, sometimes the kindest thing we can do for ourselves is be abrupt and sharp, so the message comes across and we can hopefully achieve a resolution.

That being said, being nice is not necessarily a bad thing. Sometimes it’s caring to try to be nice, in the way that we are kind to others. It’s caring to point out to the person with the toilet roll train that they have something stuck on their heel, in a nice way. Just to show consideration for their feelings, and not go excessively out of our way to make them feel self-conscious about their mistake. Niceness, in adherence to social norms, is also essential for social cohesion. We do need common standards and expectations, to a certain degree, so we can all have a meaningful understanding of what positive conduct is and how we can best coexist with each other. But it’s important to understand the distinction between being kind and being nice, so we can ensure that we’re being as kind as possible at all times. Because this is the best way to do the right thing for ourselves and for others.

Looking inwards, choosing to focus on being kind instead of being nice, allows us to become our most authentic selves, as niceness inspires inauthenticity. Because the behaviour and attitudes that are seen as nice are rooted in social norms and expectations, if we allow a desire to be nice to inform how we live our lives, we’ll always be trying to be someone who others consider to be a well-fitting person. Rather than just being the most genuine person we can be, for ourselves. We may even go so far as to suppress our authentic feelings and desires in the process of doing this, just to avoid disapproval. While being well-fitting is not inherently bad, we also need to prioritise our own interests to a certain degree. So we can do right by ourselves and not be a passive doormat at the mercy of people who may not have our best intentions at heart.

Niceness can result in people pleasing, which leads us to compromise our values, and ultimately who we are. It’s also neither fun nor comfortable to feel like we have to pretend to be someone else and fit in a certain box all of the time. This can be hugely detrimental to our self-esteem and sense of self-worth.

Choosing to be kind means that we’re pushing ourselves out of our comfort zone and into a place where we are open to trying new things and making mistakes. Because there isn’t one set way to show care to others in every situation. Kindness requires an element of freestyling and, with this, also risk. However, such a risk can also result in a more compassionate outcome, so it is worth taking. Especially as making mistakes is the best way to grow, learn and become someone who is more equipped to take on the challenges of life. We simply gain more when we choose to be kind.

Being kind to ourselves also involves showing ourselves the utmost care by prioritising our wellbeing, regardless of how it may be perceived by others. This is therefore an essential act of self-preservation. Through the spirit of kindness, we can do things like setting healthy boundaries and non-negotiable self-care habits.

Looking outwards, prioritising kindness also enables us to be better to others in so many ways. For one, being overly nice can have a manipulative effect on others – one way this happens is through toxic positivity – the act of being optimistic and upbeat in every situation and circumstance and believing that others should do the same. People who are positive in such a toxic way are likely to provide empty reassurances to people’s problems that are ultimately unhelpful, and discourage the discussion of difficult issues. We can fall into toxic positivity when we are too focused on being pleasing and artificially manufacturing nice environments instead of caring ones that are genuinely supportive. This has the effect of making others feel that they can’t express themselves authentically and instead need to suppress their emotions or cope with their problems in silence.

Being overly nice is also a driver of the negative ‘nice guy’ trope that is often disparaged by women and those who have romantic interactions with men. The ‘nice guy’ is a man who feels that they are an incredibly decent person, especially compared to other men who are also dating, just because of how nice they are. They are usually not afraid to share this opinion of themselves openly and tend to list ‘being nice’ as one of their positive attributes to prospective suitors. This may seem like a strange thing to disparage, however, the implication of holding such an opinion of oneself and broadcasting it as a selling point is that you should therefore be rewarded. Or at least seen in a more favourable light when compared to others.

Being pleasant doesn’t actually mean that you are going above and beyond the call of duty or being a caring person in an especially admirable way. Rather it just shows you are adhering to certain social norms and not being actively harmful. Having such a focus on wanting to be seen as a nice person by others also indicates that you’re not behaving in a genuine, authentic way, which is an obstacle to genuine connection. To truly connect with others, it’s important to be yourself, so you can be appreciated for who you really are, as opposed to presenting a shallow version of yourself that you think people will like. This will, in time, ultimately be exposed for the deceit that it is by anyone who tries to peek behind the curtain and get to know you better.

Prioritising being nice can also stop us from doing the right thing and calling out harmful behaviour when we see it. It is often not pleasing or well-fitting to stand up for what is right – doing this sometimes means going against the grain or challenging the status quo. Being too concerned with how we’re being perceived can cause us to stay silent when we see bad things occur. This can therefore limit our ability to help those who might benefit from our assistance and challenge the harmful norms that persist in our environments. Focusing on being kind liberates us, giving us the freedom and confidence to speak up.

When we focus on being nice, rather than kind, our actions have more potential to be transactional in nature. Because we’re acting in a way that is intended to gain us social approval and acceptance from others, we are likely to be less motivated to help people who aren’t able to give us that. For example, people who aren’t as valued or approved of in our society, or who hold less power. Put it this way, we may be more likely to be nice to the CEO of a company we work at than the janitor, for example, if we are not concerned with being kind too. We also may be less likely to act in the nicest way possible if there is no one around to provide us with the social approval that we may be consciously or subconsciously expecting, or seeking, for our actions.

“ We need to make the choice to step out of our comfort zone and reach for something more”

Niceness is not intrinsically a negative quality and it does have a valuable purpose. Nice actions are pleasant ones for a reason: they promote cohesion by improving social interactions and keep communities together. However, if we want to be active, positive forces for good, we need to make the choice to step out of our comfort zone and reach for something more. We need to be brave and speak up when no one else will, to go against the grain and do what is right for us and others.

To do that, put simply, we need to be kind.
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