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INTRODUCTION: THE MOST IMPORTANT WORK YOU’VE NEVER SEEN




What is essential is invisible to the eye.


—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince




If you happen to spot me while I’m in the midst of some of my most important work, here’s what you’d see: me, gazing out my office window at the chattering birds in my yard. Or taking a leisurely stroll past my neighbors’ front stoops. Or maybe sitting quietly by myself, staring into space.


Here’s what you won’t see: brow-furrowing, shoulder-hunching, emailing, or back-to-back Zoom calls.


In other words, you won’t see what we typically think of when we visualize “work.” That’s the thing: When I’m sitting on my stoop, I’m doing work that doesn’t look like work.


There’s more to “our best work” than meets the eye. Much more.


Now, if you bristle instinctively at the idea of “best work” being materially the same as “daydreaming” or “wasting time,” I get that. I was also skeptical that any true work could be done outside of my conscious thinking. Like a lot of people, I used to assume that I was procrastinating when I stepped away from the desk. (Granted, sometimes, I was procrastinating.) But time and again, when I did return to my desk after my “procrastination” was done, I ended up creating some of my best work. To be sure, I could get things done—and did so just fine—without these little sessions of wandering, pondering, and pausing. But the projects or ideas that arose after some time away from my desk were just… better.


Better in the sense that the work felt right, felt more fulfilling, and felt directly tapped into what I, as a human, want my working experience to be, to mean, and to do in the context of my whole life.


In short, I was flourishing.


Work done with these increments of stepping away was helping me to flourish personally, and as a significant by-product, my business was expanding. My client base was growing, and so was my team.


Now, this book is not about procrastination. It’s about reframing productivity and how we work. But the topic of this book was certainly sparked by my wrestling with my proclivity to quote-unquote procrastinate. It made me wonder.


I wondered: What if we moved away from our dated model of productivity focused on time increments and tangible outputs, on efficiency measured in speed only, and on a micromanagement leadership style?


What if our most productive selves are not when we are on Zoom, or churning through email, or at the whiteboard… but when we give ourselves the space and time to move, think, and rest? I call this MTR (pronounced “motor”) activity.


What if when we move, think, and rest, we’re not really procrastinating, putting off for tomorrow what we should be doing today?


What if we’re just approaching challenges from a different and uniquely human angle?


Move, think, rest: So simple. So needed. Then why don’t we do it more regularly and more intentionally?


This book is a provocation to rethink productivity, redesign work, and reframe our relationship with time. You’ll walk away with a human-centric operating system to navigate ubiquitous technology, unprecedented burnout, and hybrid work. The goal is to spark social acceptance of creative thinking and intellectual risk-taking in perhaps some nontraditional ways. It’s time.


The bad news, perhaps for some of you, is that the way we view work and productivity needs to change. The great news is that we are at a perfect inflection point in history to make this change.


ORGANIZATIONS ARE ORGANISMS


As I write this, I’m on the patio of a condominium complex in Miami Beach, where I am taking a writing sabbatical. A young woman is seated three sofas down to my right on a Zoom call. I am eavesdropping—because I am “procrastinating.”


I realize that she is giving a Pilates class. From her laptop. As she sits cross-legged. She looks to be about twenty-five years old. This is a normal workday for her. I overhear her say, encouragingly to the person on the other side of the screen, “Awesome.… Now, when you’re ready, inhale, push up through your fingertips. Extend your leg, then lower it slowly.… Great! Now exhale.… Can you try moving your hands a bit more forward? How does that feel?” And on and on her work session goes.


This is work for this young woman. Luckily for her, moving, thinking, and resting are built into the rhythm of her workday. And while hers may not be a typical working day for you, increasingly, the span and scope of work, where we do it, and how we do it are expanding and opening up, offering each of us more opportunities to work in ways that also allow us to flourish.


But my call to action that you move, think, and rest is not just relegated to individuals. Mine is an entreaty to all organizations, from the tiniest mom-and-pop shop to the largest global corporation. Organizations are organisms, consisting of humans who are imperfect, inconsistent, and nonpredictive. In a world where basic tasks are being taken over by automation, artificial intelligence (AI), and robotics, the organizations that can amplify what makes their employees uniquely human will be the ones that will attract and retain the best human talent.


Going forward, integrating more movement, thought, and rest into the workday will be one of the single most effective drivers companies can do to improve their business return on investment (ROI), increase their creative capacity, and innovate consistently. Evidence of MTR activity will be the greatest predictor of a company’s success because it activates its more implicit and intangible assets: its people, their creativity and well-being, and their connection to others.


I am admittedly selfishly motivated as I cajole more people to move, think, and rest. As a creativity strategist, my work is about helping businesses connect the dots between creativity and business impact. It turns out that MTR activity is a driver of the two most fundamental elements of creativity as described in my previous book, The Creativity Leap: wonder and rigor. In that book, I explained that creativity is our ability to toggle between wonder and rigor to solve problems, produce novel value, and generate meaning. What better way to escape into wonder than a serotonin-induced walk in the woods (movement), spending some time with a good novel (thought), or indulging in some sweet do-nothing moment (rest)? And what better way to get rooted into rigor than the discipline of exercise (movement), the healthy intellectual debate with a colleague (thought), or the commitment to taking ten-minute breaks every couple of hours (rest)?


As I sat with this question, it became clear to me. Now, more than ever, a shift away from old productivity models makes sense for three primary reasons: unprecedented burnout, ubiquitous technology, and hybrid work.


Because we have the technology to replace basic tasks, we have the opportunity to rethink work. What, after all, is the point and purpose of productivity? For me, at the end of the day, it’s got to be about flourishing (which is not the same as thriving, by the way—I’ll explain in the next section). More and more people are demonstrating that they agree with me by embracing flexible work models, taking sabbaticals, and choosing their health and well-being over the 24-7 hustle culture. The old model of productivity saw ROI only through the lens of shareholder value. The new model of productivity I am proposing, what I’m calling cultivation, factors in shareholder value as well as stakeholder value, and that liminal space where the most important work that we don’t see happens. What it results in is true flourishing for the organization and for the individual.


CULTIVATION, FLOURISHING, AND THE IMPORTANCE OF LIMINAL SPACES


What if our most productive selves are when we step away from our desks and engage in activity that sparks different synapses in our brains?


Clearly, my walks, my daydreams, and even my naps weren’t just procrastination, because they resulted in real, tangible contributions. It was work—just not the kind of work we’re used to seeing.


As it turns out, the most important and essential work we do as humans is invisible. I call them the sexy bits of productivity. Now, traditionally, productivity hasn’t been particularly sexy. But if we are committed to flourishing, to bringing the entirety of our human potential to our work, it is time to make productivity sexy—to make it alluring, juicy, and fun. Enter the MTR framework.


MTR activity allows your imagination to reign, to spark the synapses that synthesize your best ideas. By redesigning work through the lenses of the uniquely human activities of movement, thought, and rest, we create and strengthen channels of communication between the neurons located throughout the frontal lobes, temporal lobes, and limbic system, the ones that spark generative thinking.


When you are learning a new yoga pose, engaging in meaningful conversation, or taking a break from a tough challenge that has you stumped, the neurotransmitters responsible for generative thinking are still firing. The sexy, juicy bits of work are being done in the moment, for the sheer joy of the process—sometimes with guardrails, but never with benchmarks. There is nothing to achieve, nothing to complete, yet everything to reap. Not simply because MTR activity often yields our most exciting, innovative, get-up-and-start-now ideas but also because MTR activity is the source of work that fulfills us.


While other books have looked for ways to get more productivity out of you through time boxes, stopwatches, and inbox management, this book wants to put productivity to bed. How might we do that? By tapping into what makes us uniquely human—and leaving the unsexy parts to AI and robots. To drive this point home, I offer up the metaphor of cultivation.


When we move from a strictly quantitative productivity mindset to one of cultivation, our focus shifts from what we can make to what we might yield. Think of the produce section in your local supermarket. There, it’s clear that the fruits and vegetables are what’s made through farmers’ labor. But what’s yielded is much greater than that: the foundation for healthy individuals and communities, a sense of security, and perhaps even a feeling of abundance.


My provocation to you is to move away from a mindset of “How might I be more productive at work?” toward “How might I cultivate more meaning and value in my role?”


My promise is that in doing so, you, your team, and your organization will make quantum leaps, personally, professionally, and in terms of business outcomes.


The integration of movement, thought, and rest is the key to cultivating meaning and value in your role, and it is much juicier and much more alluring and fun than crossing off items on your to-do list. It will also have a much profounder impact on all the different aspects of your life and your organization’s business outcomes. In essence, it leads to flourishing.


In 2021, Adam Grant, noted organizational psychologist and bestselling author, wrote an op-ed in The New York Times about the pandemic phenomenon of “languishing.” It served as a cri de coeur for a world that felt just… blah. Suddenly, everyone was talking about languishing and thriving because we finally had language for what we were feeling and what we wanted. Languishing wasn’t quite burnout and it wasn’t quite clinical depression, but it was there, omnipresent, a boogeyman to our collective well-being. And everybody wanted to thrive.


Naturally, I found myself as swept up in the emerging discourse as the rest of the lockdown-weary world. At the same time, I sensed something bigger at work. I wanted—I want us all—to flourish.


This nuance, I realized, was what was missing from the conversation.


The word flourish comes from the same root as floral and flower. In the noun version, there’s a connotation of ornateness, decoration, and aesthetic beyond mere utility. In contrast, much of the discourse on flourishing simply uses the word as a synonym for growth or thriving. But that’s not entirely accurate.


When we flourish, we’re not merely zooming ever upward toward a fixed point. We are acting like a flower—blooming and blossoming in bold, colorful, exciting new directions at times, and retreating into bud form at other times. Flourishing isn’t just about mental and emotional health, nor is it just about getting back to a respectable level of productivity. Flourishing includes when we feel fully ourselves and fully engaged in our work. Yes, we’re productive when we flourish, but productivity is a mere by-product of a bigger, more expansive state of well-being.


Flourishing can be practiced and accessed through MTR activity. In the world of design thinking, we advise teams to devise design principles, which are essentially guardrails that will be the lighthouses to whatever product, service, or experience they are trying to create. For example, a food and beverage company might develop design principles of nutrition, joy, and community—they would want to ensure that those three principles show up in every iteration of the food product they launch. Similarly, think of MTR activity as a design principle. These are guardrails to help you and your team design great ways to work that incorporate MTR activities and lead to flourishing.


MTR activity may involve discipline and rigor to build into our routines (especially if we’re addicted to multitasking and busyness), but it doesn’t take any strenuous effort or ironclad willpower. It can be wondrous and improvisational, but it’s not so loosey-goosey as to be meaningless. It’s creative work that you don’t need to be a “creative type” to do. MTR doesn’t require us to let go of control entirely. We’re not taking our hands off the wheel here; we’re just not gripping it so hard. In other words, we’re not forsaking the rules; we’re just allowing ourselves space and breathing room within constraints. I’ll be going into detail about all these dimensions of MTR activity in the book.


It is the integrative nature of MTR activity that helps us and ultimately our organizations to flourish. There are hundreds of books out there focused solely on one of these three dimensions—movement, thought, or rest—with regard to the world of work. Here, I’m promoting an integrative approach that considers all three, while also holistically factoring in the impact on the individual, the team, and the organization. It is not enough to just exercise but neglect your rest. It’s also not enough to engage in deep meditation and reflection but neglect your body’s need to move. The three dimensions—move, think, and rest—are interdependent. In addition, MTR activity is not sequential; it is situational, relational, and iterative, as you will see. While I have devoted chapters to each dimension, you will inevitably see overlap and cross-references. That’s the way MTR works because that’s the way humans work.


All three dimensions, when intentionally focused upon, deliver the new operating system we need for work in the twenty-first century.


WHY THIS BOOK, WHY ME, WHY NOW


I’ve given a lot of thought to creativity. In my last book, I introduced the WonderRigor™ framework. This framework helps us realize that all people (not just artists) are hardwired to be creative. And that our creative capacity increases by toggling between wonder and rigor to solve problems, generate value, and produce meaning.


Flourishing, and the MTR activity that makes it possible, is in many ways a culmination of what I’ve been doing my whole career. Currently, as CEO of Figure 8 Thinking, I advise leaders on practical ways to catalyze creativity’s ROI for inspired business results—by applying wonder, rigor, and foresight. I guide organizations through different ways of becoming more dynamic versions of themselves by designing better experiences, services, and products for their customers. I help them build their creative capacity and improve their productivity to flourish.


But I didn’t get there the traditional way.


(I’m not sure I’ve ever done things the traditional way.)


My background is in anthropology, fashion, and education—yes, all three.


I’ve worked my way from a solopreneur hat designer to globe-trotting roles at Victoria’s Secret and the Limited that took me from Sri Lanka to Portugal and beyond. I went from being an undergrad torn between majoring in English and biology (before eventually settling on anthropology and Africana studies) to a PhD in design management. I was a professor for sixteen years, teaching the business of fashion, and I spent the last six years of my academic career with a diverse group of colleagues building the Strategic Design MBA program at Thomas Jefferson University (TJU).


In all these roles and industries, I’ve always looked for new lenses, fresh paradigms, and different ways of thinking. Nat’s Hats, my first venture into fashion, started as a side hustle to supplement my income as a middle school English teacher in New York City. The Strategic Design MBA we built at TJU was a conscious effort to creatively disrupt traditional graduate business education through a more human-centered approach. In my doctoral studies, I researched how the principles of jazz music provided a perfect heuristic to examine how the Ritz-Carlton hotels designed experiences that delighted their guests.


It was this last remix of paradigms—work as jazz—that led me to where I am now.


After giving a successful talk on this topic at TEDx Philadelphia in 2014, I began receiving invitations from companies to help them actualize those principles: to become more adaptive instead of reactionary, to design more flexible systems, and to create truly innovative workplaces.


What started as a side hustle consultancy swiftly blossomed into Figure 8 Thinking. I began building it full-time in 2017, after retiring from my academic post as an associate professor. Now, as the “creativity whisperer to the C-suite,” I bring this diversified approach by delivering keynotes on stages around the globe to major corporate clients like Google, Citrix, Cooley, Microsoft, and Salesforce; top nonprofit and charitable organizations; and at leadership incubators, start-ups, and all-hands meetings for executive leadership teams.


My broad-ranging professional experience has provided firsthand proof that work is not solely about productivity. At least not the old ways we have thought about productivity.


Meaningful, innovative results happen when our work aligns with our personal passion. And what I’m most passionate about is helping people connect the stuff they assume to be “out there,” “woo-woo,” or an optional bonus activity to the “real” results they’re after. Because the truth is that the “extras” and the “work” are inextricably linked. In fact, they’re one and the same if we are to flourish.


What I’ve learned, seen, and taught over my decades of experience is that this “bonus” stuff—what I call MTR activity—isn’t actually optional. Taking a walk, doodling, and sleeping on it are the wellspring of innovation. Through keynotes, foresight studios, and advisory work, I show team managers, HR executives, and C-suite leaders that real innovation starts with MTR. If you’re not leveraging MTR, then you are getting left behind. I’ve worked with engineers, accountants, lawyers, teachers, app developers, and beyond to help them not just innovate within their industry but also flourish in their daily work.


And I can get you there, too.


To conduct background research for this book, I interviewed over sixty people from a range of industries, professional accomplishments, and ages to understand the real-world application of MTR, which I’ve included throughout the book. I also incorporated secondary research to understand historical and scientific context about the ideas I have developed and collated. We’ll begin by exploring productivity’s past. We’ve got to understand the arc of all the ways we have thought about what makes us fully functioning humans in the world of work to understand the opportunity before us to reframe productivity and work. We will explore the evolution of the boundaries between the workplace and the home, between work and leisure, and how technology is creating the space for us to shift to a cultivation mindset that embraces more leisure and more productivity at home and at work. Then we’ll move into the MTR framework. I’ll break down everything you need to know to incorporate this system into your daily lives. I’m even throwing in a bonus 66-Day MTR Challenge, a series of prompts designed to give you bite-size ways to kick-start your flourishing practice right now, along with a curated MTR Soundscape playlist and a fun MTR BINGO game. At the end of each chapter, I’ve also included Seeds to Cultivate, a series of reflection questions and exercises for the individual, teams, and organizations, to help you further process everything you learn.


THE ANTIDOTE TO STUCKNESS


As I began research for this book, I was also in the process of developing, scripting, and filming two courses for LinkedIn Learning on creativity, leadership, and collaboration. Specifically, the courses teach individuals how to lead with inquiry, improvisation, and intuition—I call this the 3i Creativity™ framework. One of the biggest insights I gained from developing those courses as I tweaked and revised my modules is the need to speak to the stuckness that so many people experience at work.


One vice president client at a media firm told me, “Managers are at a loss right now on how to incentivize their teams. We can’t bring them this kind of advice fast enough.” A similar perspective came from a client of mine at a top-tier law firm, whose team was exploring, “How do we become the law firm of choice for promising young associates, star performers, and excellent lawyers who have a ton of options?”


These might seem like disparate problems, but they are really one and the same. Both burned-out managers and the best of the best are after the exact same thing:






	• work that means something;


	• a workplace that trusts its employees to think independently; and


	• day-to-day work experiences that are filled with thoughtfulness, options, experimentation, and energy.








These are the principles for flourishing. Current technology makes the space for it, and our souls crave it. MTR activity is the means toward the goal of flourishing. MTR activity will change the way you work. And it will do so without demanding that you overhaul your personality, adhere to a rigid protocol, or life-hack the liveliness out of your working hours. When you allow yourself the space and time to pause, to unabashedly pay attention to your human needs, and to allow your intuition to guide you, then you achieve fluency, ease, and even greater productivity.


But more than that, MTR activity will change the way you feel about work and how organizations begin to approach hiring, performance review, incentivization plans, and office design layout. Imagine concluding a workday knowing that you’ve not only met your key performance indicator (KPI) objectives and crossed off your to-dos but that those same KPIs now include discovery, experimentation, and adding sustainable energy to the work process. For that matter, imagine actually using your imagination and getting something out of it—a new concept for a product that will exponentially shift your market sector, a why-didn’t-I-think-of-this-earlier workflow improvement, or an irresistible idea for an article. Now, imagine you’ve done that without quietly quitting your job.


This book will conclude by showing you how to supercharge MTR activity by spending equal time with your head in the clouds as well as your feet in the trenches. It will help you to design catalysts (rather than deadlines), experiment with modes of working (so that you can always approach a concept from a different angle), and establish a flexible (yet consistent) routine. We will conceive input-based metrics as opposed to strictly output-based metrics that measure the results of MTR activity, so you can know that you’re making progress.


MTR activity will help you end your day with work that resonates, satisfies, and is sustainable enough for you to be excited to pick back up the next day.


You deserve to flourish. We all do.


Let’s reimagine together.
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CULTIVATION OVER PRODUCTIVITY




We’re so programmed to be transactional that we don’t allow ourselves to be transformational.


—Susan Magsamen, Your Brain on Art1




I have a question for you.


Why do you work?


Your answers to that question can be varied. It may have to do with very practical reasons—like being able to have money so that you can provide for your family. Perhaps you’re part of the lucky few in the world who can attach meaning to their work. That’s right, maybe you’ve been able to climb up Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and not only get your basic needs of food, clothing, and shelter met—but your work also gives you a sense of belonging, esteem, and purpose.


I love how Elizabeth Gilbert, New York Times bestselling author of Big Magic and Eat, Pray, Love, outlined categories of work in her now famous 2016 Facebook post “What Are You Doing with Your Life?”2 In that post, Gilbert delineated the differences between a hobby, a job, a career, and a vocation. By distinguishing work in those four ways, she inadvertently made the case that meaning can be found in each when and only when you have clarity about why you are doing one over the other. She refused to get down on herself about not having a “meaningful” job without first giving clarity to the purpose of each.


Whatever the reasons that prompt you to work, productivity is the undercurrent. You’re evaluated by how much you have produced. Companies on Wall Street garner investment dollars (or they don’t) based on time markers of productivity: Are they more productive today than they were a month ago? Or one quarter ago? Why or why not? And maybe you ask yourself on a regular basis, How might I become more productive?


A concerted effort to systematize productivity emerged during the mid-eighteenth century in Great Britain. This first Industrial Revolution was characterized by the steam engine mechanization and the ability to systematize work and divide it into linear steps. It spread to continental Europe and took off in the United States by the mid-nineteenth century. Productivity became characterized as something that is quantifiable, measurable, speed-based, and centered on volume and outputs. The eighteenth-century Scottish economist Adam Smith’s philosophy on political economy influenced the first Industrial Revolution and transcended to the current ways we think of market capitalism. Smith’s concept of markets’ “invisible hand” pointed out the unintended consequences that our individual human actions can have on society. For example, a small-scale jewelry designer’s collection creates demand for suppliers, introduces new products into the marketplace, and could ultimately introduce new trends into society.


In the first Industrial Revolution, work and leisure were siloed in extreme ways. In fact, in a world largely marked by the absence of a middle class, leisure was deemed something that only the wealthy landowning class could do because they could afford it. The peasant class could partake in leisure primarily tied to religious celebrations marked by seasonal cycles (we will dive more into the importance of leisure in Chapter 5, “Rest: Doing Less Better”).


The second Industrial Revolution occurred between 1870 and 1914. It was characterized by an increase in electrical power. Inventions that we link to this period include the light bulb, the telephone, the automobile, and assembly line manufacturing. While we were getting great at efficiency and mass production, mass customization had not yet been achieved. Thus, Henry Ford famously responded to his customers’ customization requests for the cars coming off his assembly line with, “Any color the customer wants, as long as it’s black.” This period also marked the introduction of Labor Day as an American holiday. It was originally designed to herald the American workforce and the labor movement’s efforts to garner fair treatment. It has since evolved to focus on rest and bridges the end of summer with the fall. How timely then that this book was published just after Labor Day weekend of 2025!


Engineers like Frederick Winslow Taylor also distinguish the second Industrial Revolution. Taylor’s 1911 book, The Principles of Scientific Management, introduced an entirely new field called scientific management, which paid granular attention to time management and motion studies, standardization, training programs, and pay incentivization. You may recall having learned about Taylorism in school at some point. This movement was an attempt to create a science out of managing people. The downside and critique of Taylorism is that it lent itself to equating people with cogs in a wheel, treating individual employees like interchangeable parts and dehumanized labor. On the flip side, Taylorism and its devotees did figure out how to build speed and efficiency into the human touch of work.


I have one degree of separation from Frederick Winslow Taylor. In fact, many of us do. Here’s mine.


When I worked in the global apparel sourcing industry at the turn of the twenty-first century (from 1999 to 2001), I briefly lived in Colombo, Sri Lanka. There I worked for a division of a major fashion retailer with a focus on the “intimates” category—that’s bras and panties for the rest of us. While a lot of underwear production—especially for brassieres—was increasingly becoming automated, much of the panty production was organized along assembly line production. A lot of apparel production still needs nimble human hands to put together small satin fabric components. It would not be unusual for me to see a factory engineer doing time studies, with a stopwatch, to measure outputs along each step of the production line done by women who were responsible for quickly sewing together pieces of fabric at various stages of the assembly process. Imagine the stress of having an albeit friendly factory engineer looming over you as you ran fabric components through a rapid-fire industrial-strength sewing machine! These sorts of time studies were relics of Taylor’s value that faster is better.


Notably, around the same time that Taylor was making his mark, Upton Sinclair wrote his satire The Jungle in 1906. The book called out the horrifyingly inhumane treatment of people working in American factories—specifically, poverty-stricken immigrants in Chicago’s meatpacking industry. The Jungle put a glaring spotlight on the production of goods happening often at the cost of a human limb or, worse, life. The book raised public awareness about the unsafe conditions in which many destitute immigrants worked. Just six months after its publication, The Jungle catalyzed the passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act as well as the Meat Inspection Act.


The third Industrial Revolution started in the 1950s. It essentially digitized manufacturing, integrating the internet into more networked production processes, and it made a global supply chain achievable. Mass customization became de rigueur. The third Industrial Revolution added digital electronics to the already existing mechanized and electrical integration of production. Think 3D digital printing, nanotechnology, and biotechnology. That super-dope Nike sneaker that you designed via a selection of options from columns A, B, and C? That’s mass customization. So is your ability to customize an iPhone.


A HUMAN REVOLUTION—NOT A TECH REVOLUTION


We are now in the fourth Industrial Revolution, a time when AI, automation, and robotics are rapidly advancing. Often called the knowledge economy, this era leverages technology to foster collaboration and continuous learning, enhancing our competitiveness.


But the true opportunity of this revolution lies in rethinking productivity.


Amid this digital boom, there’s a pressing need to ensure that humans don’t get overshadowed by machines. Some foresee a dystopian future; others, a utopian one. I’m a practical optimist and hold a “heterotopian” (a term I first heard used by futurist Galit Ariel) view, blending a positive outlook with critical insight and questioning. The way I see it, the MTR framework provides an operating system that supports this view by creating a remix of the past, as I’ll explain in the next section. It offers us a balanced approach that honors the essence of human creativity and adaptability in this new era.


By focusing on our unique human abilities that AI and automation cannot replicate, we can redefine productivity for the fourth Industrial Revolution and create a future where technology and humanity thrive together. This moment deserves a reframe. Instead of obsessing with “What to do with all of this new technology?!” we should be leaning into what makes us uniquely human. We aren’t experiencing a tech revolution—we’re experiencing a human revolution. The time that opens up to us because we can arrive at answers more quickly means that we have more time for human interaction, for pausing and spaciousness, and for new opportunities to collaborate. By delegating routine tasks and offloading production-type activity to computers, AI, and technology at large, we can cultivate our uniquely human capabilities to create and flourish. Sustainable growth requires cultivation.


Once upon a time, before the first Industrial Revolution, the majority of societies around the world operated on an agricultural economy. Our sense of time, community, connection to our natural environment, societal structure—and yes, purpose—was connected to what we could yield from the earth. Agrarian societies relied on human and animal labor as well as manual tools. Cultivation (not productivity) gains were a result of better farming techniques, tools, and collaboration methods. Work was linked to the land, and because of that reality, we couldn’t force output. It was what it was, based on environmental factors and crop yields.


Back then, boundaries between work and home were blurred because work was often done in proximity to home. It’s a relatively recent totem of modernity to assume that work and home should be separated. For as long as societies were based upon agricultural economies, work and home were comparably close together. You woke up in the morning, did your ablutions, ate some breakfast, crossed over the threshold… and you were at work. As the last four Industrial Revolutions brought with them innovations in transportation, we increased the boundaries between work and home.


And then COVID.


It’s fascinating that the COVID pandemic once again blurred the boundaries between work and home. Commutes to jobs shrunk from hours or minutes to sometimes just seconds, sitting before a screen. For those of us who work from home—either two days out of the week or full-time—the commute and morning rituals are reminiscent of those blurred boundaries of agrarian times—that is to say, we wake up, do our ablutions, drink or eat something… and cross over a threshold to a space in our homes that serves as our workplace.


The ways in which we think about productivity today have not really changed since the first Industrial Revolution, where the modus operandi (MO) was measuring time and tangible outputs. But in an agriculturally based economy, the MO is cultivation. As opposed to productivity, cultivation leaves room for things to metamorphose, for ambiguity, uncertainty, and complexity. While we describe today’s economic markets as VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous) environments, we have to concede that Mother Nature is the OG of VUCA environments. Consider the stressful variability of weather conditions that farmers have to deal with on a daily basis. Now, that’s VUCA!


Which makes me wonder: Is there an opportunity to redesign work and reframe our rigid sense of productivity given the more flexible options we have for work, the proliferation of technology that can perform basic tasks, and the fact that burnout is eclipsing well-being at unprecedented rates?


Instead of asking ourselves, our teams, and our companies, “How might we be more productive today / this week / this quarter?” what if we asked a different question?


Try on, “What might we cultivate today / this week / this quarter?”


There are big differences in the two questions. The first is mechanical and linear: One plus one equals two. You follow the directions as closely as possible to achieve a desired result. Where this mechanical view of productivity operates under an either-or paradigm, cultivation, on the other hand, embraces the both-and.


Cultivation values the solo practitioner and the collective.


Cultivation values what’s happening in the measurable and visible realm as well as what’s evolving in the dormant invisible realm, in the liminal space of our human creativity.


And cultivation values slow in tandem with quick spurts of growth.


Cultivation is what happens when you follow the MTR framework. This is how we redesign work for the future. Cultivation occurs when movement, thought, and rest consistently intersect and holistically integrate—when all three are present and are feeding off one another, it’s then that we cultivate the most meaningful and impactful gains. Keep this interplay in mind as you read the subsequent chapters of this book.


Cultivation is happening when we’re sitting still and when we allow our bodies to do what they are naturally designed to do—a.k.a., move! So this is a very different paradigm and a new way to think about how you work. Eventually, it will spark new ideas about why you work. It’s not so much about work segmentation versus work consolidation. It’s about more qualitative approaches to the ways we produce. It’s about cultivating.


I’m proposing that all work is actually about cultivation.


Here’s how we do it.


FROM INPUTS TO OUTPUTS TO IMPACT


Traditionally, economists have thought about a country’s productivity in terms of output per worker. The gross domestic product (GDP) per hour worked is also a widely used metric for productivity.3 All those levels of output get neatly wrapped up into GDP, which was dreamed up during World War II by the economist John Maynard Keynes when the British government needed to know how much of its economy could be redirected to the war effort. But the challenge was that they had no idea what the actual size of their economy was. It is widely accepted that these output levels are indicators of economic growth and effectiveness. But GDP is just a snapshot of how large an economy is at a given moment in time. Additionally, it only captures output that is tangible and finite—like cars off an assembly line, construction projects, and semiconductors. For example, economist Daniel Susskind, author of Growth: A Reckoning, reminds us that GDP doesn’t capture economic activity and output generated by intangibly valuable things such as search engines or email—productivity drivers that we use every day. It doesn’t capture the plethora of intangible and infinite output that is possible—for example, the infinite number of combinations of ideas that can produce new innovations to boost an economy. Or things like solar energy, whose costs go down even as its impact and effects increase—unlike fossil fuel energy. So in today’s knowledge economy, there are some clear limitations to call into question our strong focus on GDP. We will revisit this limitation even further in Chapter 8, “Cultivating the Imagination Era.”


The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) thinks of productivity as the ratio between the volume of output and the volume of inputs (labor and capital). Nobel Prize–winning economist Paul Krugman wrote in his The Age of Diminished Expectations that




productivity isn’t everything, but in the long run it is almost everything. A country’s ability to improve its standard of living over time depends almost entirely on its ability to raise its output per worker.4





So, we generally tend to think of productivity in terms of how much tangible output we produce—not in terms of impact. Famed motivational speaker Tony Robbins has defined productivity as “getting the results you want with less time and effort.”5 That’s interesting because what he’s suggesting is another way of focusing on efficiency: reducing time and effort.


I like to think of productivity as the act of creating value. That value could be financial, social, experiential, or cultural. Another definition is “having the ability or power to create.” Alternatively, others have introduced the role of impact when factoring in the results we get from being more productive. For example, the Zarvana consulting group has taken the time to explore the multiple dimensions of productivity—not just outputs but also the quality of outcomes. They think of productivity as “the amount of impact you create each hour.”6 Integrating impact into the productivity equation is a welcome addition. That’s because impact begins to factor in not just the functional equivalent of the job that’s been done (i.e., widgets made, sales generated, or market share accrued) but also the social and emotional effects of the work (e.g., community relationships gained, meaningful employee engagement, emotional well-being achieved, or health outcomes improved).


In modern capitalist societies, because we have historically thought about productivity in terms of volume of output, productivity gets reduced to what is tangible, measurable, linear, and more valuable if done in shorter bits of time resulting in a paycheck at the end of your shift. Therefore, you know you’re being productive when you have made a lot of X in a short amount of time. We value thinking about productivity in quantifiable terms. But while sometimes what we yield is tangible (e.g., clothing, vegetables, or cars), at other times, it is intangible (e.g., ideas, services, or peace of mind). The undercarriage of productivity’s labor is creativity, but admittedly, not all production processes necessarily feel creative. And interestingly, what we make is not always connected to personal value.


Here lies the rub.


Today, we are at a crossroads and have an opportunity to redesign work. While we have been thinking of productivity as happening on the job once we clock in, cultivation is happening continuously in synchronous ways. Approaching work as cultivation makes more sense in a time where technology like AI and automation can perform basic tasks and amplify what makes us uniquely human in our work.


It’s not too much of a leap to shift from the perspective of productivity to one of cultivation. Consider that the word productivity stems from the Latin producere, denoting what’s fertile and abundant. There is a precedent!


LOOK BUSY… THE BOSS IS COMING!


Consider the proliferation of productivity apps available on our smartphones: Slack, Asana, Todoist, Trello, Notion, Toggl, and RescueTime—just to name a few. They are all designed to help us manage and track our time, divide tasks into categories, and streamline our workflow. According to research by Gartner, since COVID, the number of large companies using productivity trackers has increased by 60 percent.7


This is not a book that will advise you on techniques about how to squeeze more time out of your day. You will not learn how to slice and dice your day into boxes or create a new calendar system.


But one of the big goals of this book is to help you reevaluate your relationship with time. When Western Europe and the United States transitioned from an agricultural economy to an industrial economy, that shift fundamentally changed people’s relationship with time. Time became a commodity and a measure of commercial value. But in reality, the way humans experience time is so much more fluid and dynamic.


When it comes to time, there isn’t a lot of room for ambiguity in our work lives. Between shared calendars, billable hours, and teams distributed across the globe, we rely on a down-to-the-minute schedule to keep us coordinated. It often feels all but impossible to manage our workflows without some sort of calendaring.


MTR activity thrives in ambiguous spaces. So how do we make time for something that “takes as long as it takes”? And when will cultivating the MTR activity be “done”? To understand this in a bit more depth, consider a range of ways humans have interpreted time.


There are cultural and historical perspectives on time. For example, the ancient Greeks had two perceptions of it: chronos time (quantitative, linear) and kairos time (qualitative, opportunistic). Chronos is characterized by a sequential, linear, and quantitative approach to the passage of time. It demands constant tracking and control, leading to stress and anxiety about time scarcity. Expressions such as “Time is money” reflect our fear of losing or running out of time, making it restrictive and consuming in the chronos paradigm. Alternatively, kairos time is more qualitative in nature. It’s about engaging in the moment when something happens. Ways to engage in kairos time include activities that promote mindfulness and meditation, such as walks, sewing, daydreaming, slow cooking, and listening to your intuition.


Centuries later, the development of Newtonian time is more aligned with the chronos conception of time. When Sir Isaac Newton quantified gravity in 1687, he was capturing a concept of metaphysical absolute time. The world stuck with this concept for another two hundred years until Einstein’s theory of relativity came into being. Einstein introduced the idea that “space and time were interwoven into a single continuum known as space-time. And events that occur at the same time for one observer could occur at different times for another.”8 The ultimate goal is to integrate the internal reflective time of kairos and the external, sequential time of chronos.


One of the reasons engaging in MTR activity is so important is that it helps you to arrive in a flow state. Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi coined the term flow state and defined it as a mental state when a person is fully immersed and engrossed in an activity. In a flow state, your sense of time gets distorted. Athletes in Csikszentmihalyi’s research described it as time slowing down, even standing still and “as if you’re on autopilot”; artists have described it as being “in an ecstatic state.”9 Sometimes people refer to flow as being “in the zone.” A flow state is achieved not when you have a loosey-goosey approach but rather when you are intensely focused and concentrating on something. This total immersion often yields a great sense of productivity.


Suspended time is akin to the flow state but isn’t quite as all-encompassing. It’s a state where we remain aware of time and feel its passing, without having our eyes glued to the clock or our brains distracted by the next item on the day’s agenda. Traditional time insists that a session be timed at exactly 12.5 minutes, while suspended time is comfortable knowing it’s somewhere between noon and 3:00 p.m. It can help to think of suspended time as the way we experience time on a (phone-free) nature walk, as we notice the sun gradually setting or the tide inching in. We intuitively sense when it’s time to head home—without looking at a clock.


If suspended time is what dictates the depth of immersion into work, then catalysts determine the breadth and scope of time. In other words, catalysts decide how much time—over the next day, three weeks, or six months—we’d like to spend before we achieve a desired change. Unlike traditional project milestones, the “deliverables” of our catalysts aren’t determined by external pressures. Instead, they arise from thoughtful, open-ended questions to ourselves about meaningful progress. Unlike traditional deadlines, catalysts aren’t meant to be a stopping point (or a point to keel over and die!) but a moment to recognize change in motion—and then keep going.


For example, in parts of the world where resting during the hottest weather is practiced, it is common to slow down in the afternoon, perhaps for a siesta. It’s not a sign of laziness—it’s a practiced efficiency to adapt to the environment and be more productive at a different cadence. Similarly, I remember the disapproving cluck-clucking of tongues among my USA apparel-sourcing colleagues in response to our vendor partners in Italy taking off the entire month of August. Some of my American colleagues were aghast. I personally admired the Italians from afar, secretly jealous of an entire nation-state’s ability to agree that rest and relaxation are important to the country’s overall productivity and economic outlook.


Most Saturdays at 9:00 a.m., I show up for a Tone Zone class at DanceFit—a boutique fitness studio in my community in Philadelphia. Midway through each class, our instructor, Jasmine, starts playing one of the most triggering songs for all of us regulars: Rick Ross’s “Hustlin’.” It’s a song that really gets you moving. But it also means the beginning of an excruciating series of push-up exercises. My point isn’t that by going to exercise class I am being more productive (although exercise does help my productivity—more on that in Chapter 3, “Move: It’s How We’re Designed”). My point is that we have normalized hustling in our popular culture as if that is the most advantageous way to be productive. And there’s even a new term that emerged alluding to this unhealthy drive to push ourselves—toxic productivity.


We have come to glorify being busy. We value busyness and achieving more—more money, more growth, more stuff—over rest, pausing, and being content. But busyness is not equivalent to productivity. The result of normalizing busyness means that people are reluctant to take breaks or vacations and that they over-index on output instead of on well-being.10 In fact, another term has emerged: productivity theater.11 This is when we try to appear preoccupied as if we are accomplishing meaningful work when, in actuality, we are just scanning Amazon reviews for a new home appliance. Research conducted by Visier showed that out of one thousand full-time polled US workers, 83 percent admitted to engaging in “performative work behaviors in the past 12 months.”12 Productivity theater is all sizzle and no meat. It does nothing to move the needle toward achieving significant value, goals, or outcomes.


Activity without purpose isn’t the means to the end, and more than likely leads to some form of burnout.


The Anatomy of Work Index published research that 71 percent of knowledge workers experienced burnout at least once in 2020.13 According to a PLOS One Trusted Source study published in 2017, workplace burnout was a predictor of many physical health issues, including coronary heart disease, gastrointestinal issues, and type 2 diabetes.14 And 2023 research by the American Institute of Stress reported that “job stress costs US industries over $300 billion annually in absenteeism, turnover, diminished productivity, and medical, legal, and insurance costs.”15 In 2019, burnout was classified by the World Health Organization as an “occupational phenomenon.”16 Do you need any more proof?!


Plus, burnout has a business cost. According to Gallup, burnout links to people taking as much as 60 percent more sick days, and it can increase the likelihood of looking for a different job by as much as 2.6 times.17 That level of recidivism leads to chronic knowledge transfer, and it’s a huge business cost.


If burnout is characterized by three dimensions—(1) exhaustion, (2) increased feelings of cynicism related to one’s job, and (3) reduced professional efficacy—then our goal should be to feel the opposite in our occupations—that is, we should aim to feel energized, optimistic, and proficient while at work. MTR activity is how we get there.


CULTIVATION 2.0


As I write this in early March in Philadelphia, the natural world all around me is awakening from its dormant winter sleep. Seemingly overnight, I notice new things on my daily walks. Tiny hard buds on cherry trees boldly protrude. Green daffodil shoots and bright purple crocus flowers bravely appear in random patches on my neighbors’ front yards. Now that my chin isn’t burrowed into my scarf and coat collar on these walks, I observe new activity. I notice the hornets’ nest precariously dangling from a chestnut tree and the birds’ nest high up on a thick branch of the oak tree in our backyard.


In nature, there is so much cultivation occurring that we cannot see. Generative rebirth and reinvention are happening in integrative and holistic ways. The dormancy of winter—that liminal in-between time where growth is happening under the surface—is as critical as the full-fledged humming, vibrancy, and activity of spring and summer. All of it is cultivation.


What if we brought this sense of cultivation into our work lives?


What if we valued what’s occurring during the slow, dormant times as much as the faster, energetic growth spurts?


What if we honored what’s happening in the invisible realm as well as the visible realm?


What if we recognized the role of the solitary as well as the communal to get work done?


Both are necessary for a meaningful yield, and I believe this model of cultivation is just what we need.


So, can we give Taylorism a funeral?


In fact, Stuart Crainer, cofounder of Thinkers50, told me in a podcast interview that Frederick Taylor would love that and would be horrified to learn that we still use a two-hundred-year-old model to optimize work.18 Taylor himself was quite creative.


If productivity can be triggering and sometimes cause us to break out in hives (i.e., are we measuring up to productivity standards?) or experience an inferiority complex because we’re not doing enough, we’re not grinding and hustling enough—then cultivation might have the opposite, ancillary effect.


This new approach to productivity—cultivation—will tap into what’s uniquely human and allow you, your teams, and your organization to flourish.


Cultivation happens in the invisible realm as well as the visible realm—at our desks and while we take a break to move, think, or rest. Cultivation is happening when we are quietly pondering something to ourselves as well as when we are daydreaming or working in concerted effort with teammates. It may not seem as tangible, but it yields far greater results than linear productivity ever can.


A cultivation metaphor for work means that we can amplify what makes us uniquely human in our professional lives. By infusing work with restorative and generative MTR activity, we will add energy and innovation to our days. No more productivity theater. We can integrate leisure into work, rather than treating leisure as a luxury. We can truly allow productivity to be sexy and leave the unsexy parts to AI, robots, and automation.


While this shift might initially feel unsettling, it opens the door for companies to embrace “inside-out” work—work that promotes personal development and encourages professional growth whether in the office or at home.


In our present and future, curiosity, imagination, and creativity are our currency, which means MTR is our way forward.




SEEDS TO CULTIVATE: PRO TIPS TO MOVE FROM PRODUCTIVITY TO CULTIVATION


The shift from productivity to cultivation requires intentional changes at multiple levels. Here are specific ways to begin implementing these concepts, along with reflection questions to deepen your understanding and application.


Individual Level—Reflections and Exercises


Reflection Questions for You






	How does your definition of “being productive” limit your potential for deeper, more meaningful work?


	What would change in your work if you measured impact rather than just output?


	Where in your work life are you performing “productivity theater” rather than engaging in genuine cultivation so that you can flourish?








Exercises for You






	Time-Awareness Journal: For one week, track when you feel most energized and creative versus when you feel drained. Notice the natural rhythms of your work patterns without trying to change them. Pay attention to when you naturally enter flow states and what conditions enable them.


	Cultivation Zones: Schedule ninety-minute “cultivation zones” in your calendar where you work without checking email or messages. During these periods, allow yourself to fully immerse in your work without measuring immediate outputs. Notice what emerges when you remove the pressure of instant results.


	Nature-Inspired Workday: Structure one workday using nature’s rhythms as inspiration. Include periods of intense focus (like the summer growing season), followed by reflection and integration (like autumn), rest (winter), and renewal (spring). Document how this different approach affects your work quality and energy levels.








Team Level—Reflections and Exercises


Reflection Questions for Your Team






	How can your team better support both individual deep work and collective creativity?


	What metrics beyond traditional productivity measures would better capture your team’s true impact?


	How might your team create an environment that values both visible progress and invisible growth?








Exercises for Your Team






	Cultivation Mapping: As a team, create a visual map of your project cycles (use a whiteboard and markers, or even collage), identifying periods that require intense activity and periods that need incubation and rest. Use this to design more natural work rhythms that honor both active and dormant phases.


	Silent Cultivation Hours: Implement weekly team “silent hours,” where everyone works on individual tasks without meetings or interruptions, allowing natural collaboration to emerge only when needed. Observe how this affects team creativity and output quality.


	Cross-Pollination Sessions: Schedule monthly sessions where team members share what they’re cultivating in their work, including half-baked ideas and works in progress. Create a safe space for sharing uncertainty and ambiguity.








Organizational Level—Reflections and Exercises


Reflection Questions for Your Organization






	How might your organization’s definition of success change if you valued cultivation as much as productivity?


	What organizational policies or practices currently reinforce traditional productivity mindsets that you need to evolve?


	How can you better support the natural rhythms of innovation and creativity while meeting business objectives?








Exercises for Your Organization






	Cultivation Audit: Conduct an organization-wide assessment of current productivity metrics and identify where they might be limiting innovation and sustainable growth. Develop new metrics that measure long-term impact and human development alongside traditional output measures.


	Seasonal Planning: Align organizational planning cycles with natural seasons, incorporating periods of high activity, reflection, rest, and renewal. This might mean planning for slower periods during summer months or end-of-year reflection periods.


	Space Design Revolution: Redesign physical and virtual workspaces to support both individual cultivation and collective creativity. Include quiet spaces for deep work, collaborative areas for cross-pollination of ideas, and rest areas for renewal.











LEAVING YOU WITH THIS THOUGHT


Remember that transitioning from a productivity-focused to a cultivation-focused approach is itself a process that requires patience and cultivation. Start small, incorporate all perspectives on your team, observe what works, ask for feedback, and allow new practices to take root naturally. The goal isn’t to completely abandon productivity measures but to expand our understanding of what constitutes meaningful work and impact.


As you implement these practices, pay attention to not just what changes in terms of output but how the quality of work, employee well-being, and long-term sustainability of your efforts evolve. Like any good gardener knows, the most bountiful harvests come from patient, attentive cultivation rather than forced growth.
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