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Foreword



I first met Chris Ducker in the way most people do these days—online. I’d been following his work for years, watching as he built multiple successful businesses while maintaining what appeared to be an enviable work-life balance. But appearances can be deceiving.


What I didn’t know then was that Chris was about to hit a wall. Despite his outward success, he was running himself into the ground, caught in the same trap that ensnares so many high-achieving leaders: the belief that working harder is always the answer.


I know this trap well because I’ve been there myself.


For years, I bought into the hustle culture that dominates much of the business world. As the CEO of a large book publishing company, I pushed myself to meet every deadline, exceed every expectation, and be available at all hours. The cost? My health, my relationships, and nearly my sanity.


That’s why this book resonates with me so deeply. Chris isn’t just sharing theories or recycling tired business advice. He’s offering a radically different approach to leadership—one that prioritizes sustainability over short-term gains, wisdom over hustle, and legacy over quick wins.


The Long-Haul Leader arrives at a crucial moment. We’re living in an era of unprecedented burnout, where leaders at all levels are questioning whether success has to come at such a high personal cost. Chris’s answer is a resounding no, and he shows us exactly why—and more importantly, how.


What sets this book apart is its practical wisdom. Chris introduces his LifeOS framework, a holistic approach to leadership that addresses four crucial domains: personal mastery, relationships, hobbies, and impactful work. It’s a blueprint for sustainable success that acknowledges a fundamental truth: you can’t lead others effectively if you’re running on empty yourself.


But don’t mistake this for just another self-help book about work-life balance. Chris goes deeper, challenging us to rethink our entire approach to leadership. He shows how the very traits that often drive our initial success—relentless drive, perfectionism, and an always-on mentality—can become our biggest liabilities if we don’t learn to channel them properly.


Through compelling stories and practical strategies, Chris reveals how to:




	
[image: ] Set the right pace for sustained success



	
[image: ] Build meaningful relationships that fuel your growth


	
[image: ] Create systems that allow you to work smarter, not harder


	
[image: ] Develop habits that energize rather than deplete you


	
[image: ] Leave a legacy that extends beyond your immediate impact






What I appreciate most about Chris’s approach is his honesty. He doesn’t sugarcoat the challenges of leadership or pretend there are easy answers. Instead, he shares his own struggles and setbacks, including the pivotal moment when he realized his approach to business was unsustainable.


This vulnerability makes the book’s message more powerful. Chris isn’t writing from a position of theoretical expertise but from hard-won experience. He’s been in the trenches, made the mistakes, and found a better way forward. Now he’s sharing that path with others.


The principles in this book have already transformed countless leaders’ lives—I’ve seen it firsthand in my own work with executives and entrepreneurs. But what excites me most is the ripple effect these ideas can have. When leaders learn to work and live sustainably, it affects their teams, their families, and their communities.


If you’re tired of the hustle-or-die mentality that pervades much of today’s business culture, this book offers a refreshing alternative. It’s a guide to building success that lasts—not just in your business but in every area of your life.


Whether you’re a seasoned executive, an emerging leader, or an entrepreneur building your first business, The Long-Haul Leader provides the framework you need to create lasting impact without burning out in the process.


The question isn’t whether you want to be successful—I assume you do, or you wouldn’t be reading this book. The real question is: How do you want to get there? Will you sprint until you collapse, or will you learn to pace yourself for the long haul?


Chris shows us there’s a better way. And in doing so, he’s given us more than just another business book: he’s provided a road map for sustainable success that could transform your life and leadership.


I urge you to read this book carefully, implement its principles thoughtfully, and prepare to transform the way you think about leadership. Your future self will thank you.


Michael Hyatt


Founder and chairman, Full Focus


New York Times bestselling author




















INTRODUCTION


Hustle Is a Season, Not a Lifestyle


In 2008, after our son Charlie was born, I was pushing hard as the CEO of a call center I owned in the Philippines, working sixteen-hour days, nonstop. Every morning, I woke up with a sense of looming dread and went to bed late, feeling exhausted. I didn’t know it then, but the warning signs of burnout were flashing loud and clear, and I was ignoring them.


To make matters worse, our company was in trouble. In a desperate attempt to save the ship, I sent everyone home one day and spent the next two weeks alone in the office, doing some good old-fashioned cold calling. The hope was that by forgoing sleep or any kind of self-care, I could win enough business to keep us afloat another month or two.


It worked—at least, for a while.


For the greater part of that year, though, my life became a living hell. I had to fight tooth and nail just to make it another day. It took everything I had to keep things going. I rarely saw my family and had zero time for myself.


During that time, I switched from employing on-site team members to hiring virtual assistants, which helped cut costs and streamline our overhead, a pivotal move I wrote about in my first book, Virtual Freedom. That step transformed my work and opened all kinds of doors for me, but at the time it was just an act of survival. I was doing everything I could simply to keep things going, hustling harder than ever.


In the end, the hustle paid off. The rewards, however, came at a cost (they always do). The company bounced back and continued to thrive, but I had unintentionally formed a bad habit that would eventually catch up with me: when in doubt, work harder. Over time, though, defaulting to hustle in a pinch became more and more difficult to do—especially as I got older. Since then, I’ve learned that you can’t always muscle through the latest obstacle. Sometimes it’s not enough to work harder. You have to get smarter.


All of us want to show up as our best self in the areas of life where it matters most: at work, with the people we love, and in our personal life. When these areas are firing on all cylinders, most of us feel motivated and energized. We feel successful and full of energy. And as we thrive, we get even more energized to tackle the next challenge. But when these areas fall out of balance, that can have a domino effect, leading to one area of life crashing into another, throwing everything out of kilter.


I didn’t fully learn that lesson the first time I experienced burnout back in 2008. But a decade after that first crisis at the phone center, I did. And what I did next changed everything.


BACK TO BURNOUT


Every year, my family and I take a sabbatical. It’s become a habit for us, a way to unplug from the world and refocus on what matters most. My wife, Erz, and I spend this time reconnecting with our kids and each other while setting new priorities for the coming year.


In August 2021, we spent the four weeks of our sabbatical in the English countryside. At this point, we were back in the United Kingdom after years of living in Asia. I had gone all in on one of our businesses, Youpreneur, where we serve entrepreneurs building lifestyle businesses around their particular expertise.


After the previous year and a half of transforming this and another company for the virtual world, as a result of all the challenges many faced during COVID, I was tired. Exhausted, in fact. I needed that break.


I approached the sabbatical ready to unload. Nature walks, swimming, and nightly bonfires were the norm. We all had a blast, even the kids, especially our youngest two—Charlie and Cassie—who were my biggest partners in crime when it came to outdoor adventures. We played board games, went teddy bear hunting in the woods, explored the outdoors, and even caught a few Pokémon on our phones.


One night we stayed up late, looking at the stars through a telescope, and as I gazed at my children looking with awe at the night sky, tears welled up in my eyes. I didn’t let them see, of course, because that’s not “cool.” But it was the perfect moment. By the end of the trip, I was beginning to feel the same weariness that had led me to my break in the first place. I couldn’t seem to shake it. It didn’t make sense. Who doesn’t come back from a monthlong retreat feeling refreshed and restored?


Like a good soldier, I shook it off and headed back to work. It was typical reentry blues, I thought, that feeling you get when you have to go back to work after a long trip. It would pass. On September 1, I walked back into my home office, turned on the computer, and sat there for ten minutes, staring—unmoving, frozen.


For some reason, I felt just as depleted as I had before leaving on holiday. Worse yet, the usual enthusiasm and passion I typically have for my work was nowhere to be found. I dreaded my routine of emails, calls, and projects.


The career I had loved and poured so many years of my life into now felt empty. I felt like I was pushing a rock up a hill only to see it roll back down as soon as I let go. There were goals I wanted to achieve but felt unmotivated to tackle—things I knew I should be doing but had no clarity as to why. Everything was foggy.


I turned off the computer and stepped away, and I didn’t turn it back on for another twenty-three days. I just couldn’t do it, couldn’t go back to work. Not like that.


HUSTLE IS A SEASON


No one can hustle forever. Not Elon Musk, not Gary Vaynerchuk, no one. That’s the realization I made that fateful day when trying to return to work. I just wasn’t ready. I had absolutely exhausted myself and didn’t understand why or how, and it was time to get some answers.


The official diagnosis from my functional medicine doctor was “chronic adrenal fatigue.” After getting extensive blood work done, I saw that a lot of my levels were way out of whack. No wonder I was so tired. I had been going too hard for too long, and it had all caught up with me. My body had had enough.


The same lifestyle that had gotten me through so many scrapes over the years was now holding me back—way back. The real culprit for my condition was not adrenal fatigue. That was just a symptom of a deeper problem, one that had worked its way into every part of my life. The real enemy was hustle.


Recently I asked some of the business leaders I mentor what they think of when they hear the word “hustle,” and they shared the following:




	
[image: ] Working harder, beyond your normal nine-to-five pace


	
[image: ] Experiencing a lack of focus and scrambling in all directions


	
[image: ] Spending less time with friends and family


	
[image: ] Sacrificing what you love most for what you need to do right now





I can relate to a lot of these, for sure, and I imagine you can too. But not all impressions of hustle are necessarily negative. Others talked about how the word made them think of “perseverance,” “grit,” and “firing on all cylinders.” They talked about having the courage to dream big dreams and the tenacity to chase them.


Among the leaders I surveyed, 39 percent saw hustle as positive, 41 percent viewed it as negative, and the other 20 percent had a neutral opinion. In other words, hustle can be a bit of a double-edged sword.


I think of it as the intense pursuit of a single goal, one that requires a lot of energy. At its best, hustle helps us accomplish big things. And at its worst, it can rob us of what we love most. It can be a powerful tool, especially in the life of a leader, but hustle is like rocket fuel: incredibly powerful in short bursts—but also extremely dangerous.


When we don’t put hustle in its place, it can wreak havoc on our lives. It needs to be a strategy, not a business plan. You can’t hustle forever, and if you think you can, you’re in for a rude awakening. Hustle is a season, not a lifestyle.


When I tried to go back to work in 2021, I didn’t have it in me. I knew something was off, and I had a decision to make. At that moment at my desk, staring at the computer screen, I realized I could put on the blinders and push through, or I could figure out what was really going on. Thankfully, I chose the latter.


To shut things down and walk away was a privilege and not one I take lightly. Most people don’t have any other option than to keep going. No pauses, no breaks, no breathers—just more work. That’s why it’s so important to recognize the early warning signs of burnout before things really go off the rails, for us all to develop better patterns of work that help us avoid getting to this point in the first place. Which is why this book exists.


In the modern workplace, most of us tend to drive ourselves hard without getting much, if any, relief. But intense, prolonged work has a serious impact on anyone. Continually pushing our boundaries year after year can cause the lines in our lives to blur. Over time, we may struggle to see the difference between our priorities and our obligations.


Granted, sometimes we do need to hustle. Going the extra mile or doing one last sprint can be a viable strategy—sometimes. Most leaders have a vision others can’t see and a willingness to work harder than most to accomplish that vision. That’s leadership.


When you start a new business, for example, you will find yourself in hustle mode, whether you like it or not. You have to put in the extra hours to get this new idea off the ground. And if you don’t, no one else will.


But this approach has to be used occasionally. As with a runner calling on reserves of energy to sprint that last leg of a race, hustle is best deployed at key moments and for short periods. When we adopt it as a habit, it’s like attempting to sprint a marathon. It just won’t work. You might pass your competition at first, but going that hard for too long will eventually hurt.


Hustle is not meant to be permanent. It’s meant to serve a purpose. Think of the power and precision of a rowing team—every member throwing all they have behind every push and pull. They’re hustling, all right, but they’re doing it for a reason: to win. Once the race is over, the team takes a break, celebrates their win, and recovers so that they can tackle the next race rested and ready. Then, they start training again.


You’re not irrational or a workaholic for working hard. That’s good! Wanting to create a better life for yourself and the people you’re responsible for is the best reason to push past resistance and go after big goals. Hustle will always take you somewhere. The question is whether you are headed where you want to go.


HOW I BECAME A LONG-HAUL LEADER


When I realized my season of hustle had ended and I needed a new approach, I went to work on myself. I knew I needed to be more intentional about the choices I was making, and I wanted to give more of myself to the people who deserved it. I had been depriving myself of physical and psychological nourishment for so long that my life felt empty.


First, I tackled diet, exercise, and mental health. If you aren’t giving your body what it needs, everything goes south pretty quickly. To fix the chronic fatigue that had taken hold in my life, I changed the way I exercised, returned to a daily meditation practice, and started eating better. I also got more sleep.


Almost immediately, I started feeling better.


Then I reconnected with old friends and loved ones. I built more moments of connection back into my life. Many of my friends were living in the United States while I was in the United Kingdom, but we made it a priority to reconnect every month on Zoom for happy hours across different time zones. This too invigorated me.


After that, I built back into my schedule regular dates with my wife and scheduled more time with my two youngest children, who were still living at home. It all started to add up to a fuller, more meaningful life.


Finally, I changed the way I worked. Unknowingly, I had slipped back into “hustle mode,” working from a place of scarcity instead of abundance. I saw that when I pursued more just for the sake of more, I ended up with less of what I really wanted. More work meant less time to enjoy what I’d worked so hard to get. Chasing bigger goals meant less time to celebrate my latest win. I needed more than a break—I needed to get realigned.


Constantly adding more to a never-ending to-do list is a symptom of what Michael Easter calls the “scarcity brain.” “Today,” he writes, “it’s well accepted that for most of human history, obeying the next scarcity cue and constantly craving and consuming more kept us alive. We evolved in harsh environments that had one thing in common: they were worlds of less, of scarcity.”


We are all like squirrels looking for that last acorn to tuck away before winter. There’s no harm in having more acorns, of course, except when your fear of not having enough leads to a state of constant anxiety. What begins as an attempt to calm our fears actually creates more fear.


Hustle can do the same, getting you over big hurdles but also addicting you to the thrill of having one more problem to solve. Over time, it gets unbearably stressful.


When it came to my own experience, I knew that if I wanted to be around for a long time, I was going to have to start acting like I would be. I was going to have to commit to becoming what I now think of as a “long-haul leader.”


This meant changing everything from how I worked, to how I lived, to the hobbies I adopted. It meant giving all I could over the course of my life, but not just for the sake of a single goal—for the sake of the legacy I wanted to leave.


A long-haul leader is the opposite of a hustler. They have a long-term vision of the life they want to create and are committed to the process of creating it. They know who they are and what they’re about. Long-haul leaders live in alignment with their values on a daily basis, inspiring and empowering others to do the same.


Making the shift from hustle to long-haul leadership was challenging at first but ultimately rewarding. It didn’t mean I was no longer interested in winning. It just meant I didn’t have to triple and quadruple my goals every year to feel like a success. Mostly, it meant thinking long term, considering the big picture in everything.


My challenge to you, as you read this, is to consider where in your life, right now, you aren’t looking at the long-term impact of your actions. Is what you’re doing going to get you where you want to go?


In his book Great by Choice, Jim Collins documents the success of some of the best-performing companies in the world. He discovered in his research that the highest achievers didn’t always crush the competition. Instead they set their sights on achieving better-than-average results over a longer period than most.


The companies that won were the ones that didn’t hustle. They also didn’t lag behind. They cast a clear vision, set the right pace, and worked diligently to achieve their goals.


Success in life and in business is not about how fast you start but about how far you can go. For some of us, this may be a challenge. It’s exciting, after all, to produce a lot of results in a short time, to enjoy the attention success brings. But we only stay in this game long enough to really enjoy it by learning to sustain our success. And that’s easier said than done.


Life sends us signs, of course—moments of overwhelm and burnout, gut feelings we just can’t shake—but it’s up to us to get the message. When life told me the way I had been living was no longer working, I hesitated at first. I was in denial.


After all, I was a healthy guy, took long vacations with my family, and had hobbies. But the truth was I had just gone too hard for too long, and it was going to take a massive overhaul to make the difference.


Eventually, I got the message. I listened to what my life was telling me. It was time to slow down, to find the right pace so that I could go the distance. As a result, my life and work were completely transformed for good.


By doing less of what didn’t matter and more of what did, I found a better way of living and working that continues to this day. I’m left now with a clear vision for my life, along with a system that helps me maintain that vision so I will never end up feeling burnt out, empty, or depleted again.


And I want to share that with you.


A PATH TO A BRIGHTER FUTURE


In this book, I’m going to teach you the keys to long-haul leadership—a style of managing your life and work that sets you and others up for long-term success. These are the same keys I’ve learned in the last couple decades and spent the past several years refining.


What is long-haul leadership? It’s another way of living, leading, and doing business—one we desperately need now—where we only sprint when necessary. These principles and strategies can help anyone avoid getting stuck in hustle mode or recover from burnout. Better yet, if you follow them early enough, they can help you avoid burnout altogether.


The people who are able to achieve sustained success in their personal and professional lives think differently. They act differently too. The people I look up to, those who have gone the distance in life and business, know how to sustain themselves. They live by the principles in this book.


Each of these long-haul leaders, many of whose stories I will tell in the pages that follow, has a clear and effective system for keeping their head above water and their eye on the ball. But what makes these leaders so different? I’ve identified ten practices of every long-haul leader, and for the rest of this book, I am going to share them with you.


Here is the overview of where we’re headed:




	
Long-haul leaders set the right pace. They know going too slow or too fast is a liability.


	
Long-haul leaders build their lives with intention. They know the value of a meaningful yes and spend their yesses wisely, knowing they have only so many.


	
Long-haul leaders invest in meaningful relationships. They show up for the people who matter most and refuse to take those relationships for granted.


	
Long-haul leaders make the most of the time they have. They schedule what’s important and set boundaries to protect that time. They also know how to rest in order to return to work refreshed.


	
Long-haul leaders protect their energy. They listen to what their body is telling them and make changes to preserve their health and well-being.


	
Long-haul leaders only hustle when it’s necessary. They recognize that there are times when you’ve got to push, and they know when and how to do so.


	
Long-haul leaders focus on the right priorities and let go of the rest. They concentrate on doing the work only they can do, staying in their Zone of Genius, and automate or delegate the rest.


	
Long-haul leaders make their money work for them. They don’t let a scarcity mindset dictate their decisions. They diversify their investments, create passive income streams, buy according to an item’s value rather than its cost, and build scalable business models.


	
Long-haul leaders make time for hobbies and activities outside work. They allow themselves the freedom to pursue activities that enrich their lives, build memories, and bring joy to their lives.


	
Long-haul leaders leave a lasting impact. They know they can only do so much in a lifetime and are committed to investing in the next generation.





I want to be one of those leaders. To my friends and to peers. To my colleagues and coworkers. And certainly to my children, wife, and—hopefully someday—grandchildren (you heard me, kids!). I am all in on being a long-haul leader.


For too long, we’ve been sold the lie of hustle: that to succeed you’ve got to burn the candle at both ends. In this book, I’m going to introduce you to a different way of living, working, and leading, one that has worked wonders for me and countless others. And if you pay attention, it can work for you too.


This book is my attempt to share the system I learned way too late in life. It’s a challenge to live differently. But mostly, it’s permission to trust yourself. Life is not a sprint; it’s a marathon. And how and when you hustle determines how successful you’ll be.


For me, there’s no question. I’m in it for the long haul. Are you?















CHAPTER 1


In It for the Long Haul


Long-haul leaders set the right pace.


Every runner knows that the pace you set determines when and how you finish a race. Go too fast, and you risk getting injured. Run too slow, and you’ll lose. But when you find your stride, you feel like you could run forever. There’s nothing like that feeling of flow, when it’s easier to keep going than it is to stop.


The same principle applies to business—and life. When things are just working, you can feel that momentum. It’s just easy. Unfortunately, that feeling can be elusive. It’s impossible to bottle, let alone sustain. Most leaders are so blinded by their passion that they don’t think much about pacing. They’re too excited to realize that they may be going too fast or pushing their team too hard for that momentum to last long.


Many of us tend to do this at some point, for one reason or another. Maybe we feel like we can’t slow down. Or we’re just so used to going hard for so long that we don’t even realize how unsustainable our pace is. Whatever the reason, if we keep going, it won’t work.


The way you win a race is the same way you finish well in life: you have to set the right pace. Sadly, it’s often not until we find ourselves on burnout’s doorstep that we realize something has gone terribly wrong.


HITTING THE WALL


When we keep working harder and harder to pursue bigger and bigger goals, while continuing to put the most important areas of life on hold, we may eventually find ourselves hitting what runners call “the wall.”


The wall comes in almost any long race. It’s the inevitable moment when how hard you’ve been working and how long you’ve been going finally catch up with you.


And then it hits. You don’t think you can move another inch. You lose your energy, your will to go on; everything hurts. There’s no hope for taking another step.


But any experienced runner knows this is not the end—it’s an opportunity. To recalibrate. To adopt a new strategy. To find a way to keep going.


This is true in life. Hitting the wall—burning out—is a chance to reinvent who you are and what you do. It’s a dare to get serious about what really matters. This isn’t a sign to stop. It’s an invitation to realign, reassess, and get the right resources so you can finish well.


You may not have hit your wall yet. You might still be working hard, pursuing a big goal, thinking you’re indestructible. But trust me when I tell you, if you’re going hard without taking time for yourself and the rest of life, your wall is coming. And at that point, everything that was once easy will be difficult. For many of us, it’s not a question of if but when.


When this happens, it’s not time to throw in the towel. It’s time to dig in. Not to push harder but to step back. Burning out is a chance to reinvent who you are, to get clear on what you want your life to be about. To do this well, you have to know what your priorities are and give them the attention they deserve.


For many of us, this includes work. But if we only cut back on work without building up our relationships, health, and hobbies, we’re still not going to have enough gas in the tank to make it very far. We have to think more holistically.


Becoming a long-haul leader begins with getting clear on your priorities, making a commitment to honor what matters most, and creating a plan to reinforce these priorities. Long-haul leaders pay attention to what matters most without neglecting what needs to be done now—they set the right pace.



SETTING THE RIGHT PACE


It’s no surprise to my friends and family that I’m a competitive guy. I don’t like to lose. And I certainly don’t know how to try only a little. I’m either all in, or I’m well and truly out. Most entrepreneurs I meet are the same. No one gets into the game of business aiming for mediocrity. They want to win. We all do. We want to create something that lasts, something that inspires others to do their best, something that brings out the greatest contribution in all of us.


We want to be the best in the world at what we do, whatever that is. And to be the best, you can’t play small. You have to zoom out, see the whole field, and figure out what it’s going to take. Sometimes this means stepping back and saying no to short-term obligations so that we can plan more for the long term. This is what I told my nutritionist and functional medicine doctor, Nicole Goode. Although I had started working with her on what I needed, she soon became a client of mine after she started feeling like she had maxed out her current business opportunities and was stuck in a no-scale scenario.
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