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Introduction: Before You Begin
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Why this book, who it's for, and how to use it. 

I want to start by telling you something no productivity book usually admits:

I wrote this book because I needed it myself.

Not as a hypothetical. Not as a thought experiment. I needed it in the specific, grinding, embarrassing way that comes from spending years watching your best work get crowded out by everything else — and not knowing why.

I have published nearly fifty books. I have spent over two decades in the publishing industry working with authors around the world. I have built a platform called Do the Hard Things First around the idea that discipline, focus, and intentional action are the foundations of a meaningful life. I have written extensively about habits, productivity, and the psychology of high performance.

And for years — years — I struggled to apply those principles consistently to my own life.

The days would get away from me. I'd end a full week feeling like I'd worked constantly but produced almost nothing that mattered. The important work — the writing, the creative thinking, the strategic decisions — would get pushed to the margins by an endless current of smaller things that felt urgent but weren't. I'd go to bed tired and wake up behind.

I thought the problem was motivation. Or discipline. Or the particular difficulty of being self-employed, where every hour is yours to lose and no one is watching if you do. I thought I just needed to try harder.

Then I was diagnosed with ADHD as an adult — and the picture changed completely.

*   *   *
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Why I Wrote This Book

An adult ADHD diagnosis is a specific kind of revelation. It doesn't feel like getting a disease — it feels like getting an explanation. Suddenly, decades of experience make sense in a new way.

The scattered focus. The reactive mode. The way a minor interruption could derail hours of work. The decision fatigue that arrived earlier than it seemed like it should. The extraordinary effort required to do things that appeared effortless for other people.

For a long time, I believed those things were character flaws. Evidence that I wasn't disciplined enough, focused enough, serious enough about the work I claimed to care about. The ADHD diagnosis didn't remove those difficulties — but it gave me a completely different framework for understanding them.

The ADHD brain is exceptionally vulnerable to decision scatter. It has lower activation energy for prioritization, a stronger pull toward novelty and immediate stimulation, and a harder time filtering out low-value inputs from high-value ones. What I experienced as a failure of willpower was largely a neurological reality operating at a disadvantage in an environment not designed for it.

That realization sent me down a different path. Instead of asking 'how do I discipline my way through this?' I started asking: 'how do I design my environment and my decisions so that the right things become easier and the wrong things become harder?'

Less on Purpose is the answer I found.

It is not a book about ADHD — you don't need an ADHD diagnosis to need this book, and you don't need one for this framework to work. But the ADHD experience is where the insight crystallized for me, because the ADHD brain makes visible what every brain is doing on a smaller scale: burning decision energy on low-value things, running on default programming that was never consciously chosen, struggling to protect the space where the important work happens.

Once I saw that dynamic clearly in my own life, I saw it everywhere. In the entrepreneurs I work with who are working harder than ever and getting less done than they want. In the authors I help who can never find time to write despite endless hours of 'being busy.' In readers of my books who absorb the ideas and can't figure out why they don't seem to translate into the life they're trying to build.

The problem, in almost every case, was not a lack of motivation or discipline. The problem was an invisible layer of default decisions consuming the energy and time those things needed to work.

This book is about making that invisible layer visible — and giving you a specific, practical framework for redesigning it.

That's why I wrote it. Because the framework changed my life. And I've watched it change the lives of people I work with. And I believe it can change yours.

*   *   *
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Who This Book Is For

This book is for you if you regularly end the day feeling like you worked constantly but can't clearly account for what you produced.

It's for you if your calendar is full but your most important projects feel permanently behind.

It's for you if you've read books about discipline, habits, and productivity — and understood every word — but still can't seem to make the changes stick.

It's for you if you feel like you're living on other people's terms more than your own. Responding more than initiating. Reacting more than deciding.

It's for you if you've ever had a genuinely good idea — for a book, a business, a creative project, a change you want to make — and watched it slowly get crowded out by everything else that was also demanding your attention.

It's for you if you have ADHD, or suspect you might, and are tired of frameworks that assume a level of natural focus and organization that your brain doesn't provide.

It's for you if you're an entrepreneur or creator who has built something real but feels like the business is running you more than you're running it.

It's for you if you're an executive or professional who is technically competent at your work but exhausted by the cognitive overhead of everything surrounding it.

It's for you if you're a parent, a partner, a caregiver — someone whose attention is perpetually fractured by the legitimate demands of other people, who feels like there's never anything left for yourself.

If any of that resonates, this book was written for you.

I want to be equally clear about who this book is not for.

It is not for people looking for a shortcut to a life free of effort. Doing less on purpose does not mean doing less of everything — it means doing less of what doesn't matter so there's more for what does. The hard things still have to be done. This book is about clearing the space for them, not replacing them.

It is not a minimalism manifesto. This isn't about owning fewer things or retreating from ambition or work. You can have a full, productive, ambitious life and apply everything in this book. In fact, the people who need this book most are often the most ambitious — because ambition without intentional design gets consumed by default.

And it is not a book that will hand you a finished life. The framework gives you the tools. You do the work.

*   *   *
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How to Read This Book
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This book is organized in four parts that follow the LESS Framework — the four-stage process at the heart of everything:

Part One (Chapters 1–3) is the diagnosis. Before you can design something better, you need to understand the full picture of what default living costs you — in time, money, cognitive energy, and the compounding toll it takes on the work and life that matter most. Don't skip this section even if it feels like ground you already know. The specific research and case studies in these chapters exist for a reason: knowing that decision fatigue is real is different from feeling the weight of what it's actually costing you.

Part Two (Chapters 4–7) is the framework. Locate, Eliminate, Systemize, Sustain — each stage gets its own chapter with real case studies, specific protocols, and the practical tools you need to implement the stage in your own life. This is the operational core of the book.

Part Three (Chapters 8–11) applies the framework to the four domains where defaults cause the most damage: your work, your relationships, your digital life, and your own mind. Each chapter adapts the LESS principles to the specific challenges and traps of that domain.

Part Four (Chapters 12–13) goes deeper — into the keystone decision that creates leverage across your entire life, and into the identity shift that makes less-on-purpose living sustainable for the long term rather than just another productivity phase.

The Conclusion gives you the three daily questions and the permission that everything in this book has been building toward.

You can read this book cover to cover, which I recommend for the first pass. You can also use it as a reference — jumping to whichever domain chapter (work, relationships, digital, mind) is most urgent for you right now, then returning to the framework chapters to fill in the architecture.

What I don't recommend: skipping Part One to get to the tools. The framework works better when you've felt the cost of the problem. The cost is real, and Part One makes it concrete.
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A note on ADHD: throughout the book, you'll find sections specifically addressing how the LESS framework adapts to ADHD brains. These sections are clearly marked. If you don't have ADHD, you can read them as additional context or skip them — they don't interrupt the main flow. If you do have ADHD, I've tried to make sure you never feel like the framework requires a brain you don't have. Every protocol in this book was developed and tested with the reality of an ADHD brain in mind.


HOW LONG THIS TAKES  Mapping the framework to your life — running the audits, making the eliminations, building the core systems — takes approximately four to six weeks of consistent, unhurried work. Not four to six weeks of daily intense effort. Four to six weeks of one step at a time, in the sequence the book provides. You are not in a race. The goal is a life you can sustain, not a sprint to a finish line that moves.



*   *   *
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Why This Book Will Change Your Life

I want to be careful here, because the phrase 'this book will change your life' has been so overused it barely means anything anymore. Every book makes that promise. Most don't deliver it. And the ones that do are rarely doing so because of the information alone — they deliver it because the information arrived at the right moment and the reader was ready to act on it.

So let me be specific about what this book can and can't do.

It cannot do the work for you. The audits in Chapter 4 require your honest attention. The eliminations in Chapter 5 require your willingness to have uncomfortable conversations and make changes people around you may not immediately love. The system-building in Chapter 6 requires your consistency. The review practice in Chapter 7 requires your discipline — not the discipline of constant perfection, but the discipline of regular return.

What it can do is give you something most productivity books don't: a root-cause framework for the specific problem that's blocking you.

Most productivity advice treats the symptoms. It tells you to wake up earlier, batch your tasks, create better to-do lists, build a morning routine. This advice is not wrong. But it is applied to the surface without addressing what's underneath: the layer of unconscious defaults that fills back in any space you clear, that co-opts any new habit before it has time to take root, that runs your days in ways you never consciously agreed to.
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