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Why We Need Calm


Idid not intend to write this book. A few years ago, I plunged deep into a state of burnout, and soon after experienced an anxiety attack while speaking in front of an audience of one hundred people (a story I’ll share in the first chapter). Out of necessity for my own mental health, I dove headfirst into the science surrounding the topic of calm: poring through journal articles, chatting with researchers, and running experiments on myself to try out the ideas I encountered and try to calm my mind.


I write about productivity for a living—and really enjoy doing so. In the midst of my burnout and anxiety, though, my thinking was alternating between restlessness and insecurity. If I was exhausted and anxious while deploying the very productivity strategies I was writing about, what right did I have to give that kind of advice in the first place? Something was missing.


Fortunately, after digging deep into the research, I found a very different idea from the one I had been telling myself. Driven initially by self-preservation, which quickly turned into a curiosity I could not extinguish, I discovered how misunderstood the state of mind we call calm is, to the extent that it is understood at all. While it’s true that anxiety—the opposite of calm—is our responsibility to deal with, many of the factors that lead us to feel anxious are hidden from view, making them difficult to identify, let alone tame.


I’m probably not the only person who has been feeling more anxious than usual. I type these words in 2022, two years into what we all know has been a particularly stressful time. If anxiety has creeped in for you, too, know you are not alone, and you shouldn’t beat yourself up over it. Certain sources of anxiety (and stress) are easy enough to spot, like a global pandemic, news about war, or having an overly demanding job. But many more sources are neither obvious nor apparent—including the ones we’ll cover in this book. Some of these factors include the extent to which we’re driven to accomplish more; the numerous invisible sources of stress buried within our days; the “superstimuli” we tend to regularly; our performance against the six “burnout factors”; our personal “stimulation height”; the amount of time we spend in the digital world compared with the analog one; and even what we eat and drink. These sources of anxiety are the metaphorical dragons I would eventually encounter in my journey to calm.


In this book, I’ll break down these ideas and more. Luckily, there are practical, tactical strategies—many of which you can invest in right away—that can help you overcome anxiety and burnout, all while reclaiming calm.


As my experiment to tame stress and burnout while finding calm progressed, I was relieved to discover that the productivity advice I’d been giving wasn’t wrong. It was, however, missing a critical piece of the productivity picture.


Productivity advice works. Good productivity advice (there’s a lot of fluff out there) helps us take control of our time, attention, and energy, which frees up mental and calendar space for what’s meaningful. That enriches our lives. It also reduces stress and lets us stay on top of things. Given all we have to juggle, this is more essential today than ever before. 


But it’s also crucial that we develop our capacity for healthy productivity in our lives and work. When we face anxiety and burnout, we become less productive without realizing it.


Investing in calm is the way to maintain and even grow our capacity for productivity.


Finding calm and overcoming anxiety make us more comfortable in our own skin, while at the same time helping us to feel at home inside our mind. We build a larger, more expansive reservoir of energy from which we can draw throughout the day. This allows us to work productively and live a good life. By bringing more calm to our day, we invest in the missing piece that fuels our efforts—in work and life—to become sustainable over time. Encountering the ideas in this book, I felt all of the productivity advice I had been giving lock into place with a satisfying click.


During this journey to calm, my productivity levels rose dramatically as I became less anxious and burnt out. With a calm, clear mind, I could write and connect ideas with relative ease; when I would typically have written several hundred words, I found myself penning a couple thousand. With less anxiety I became more patient. I listened more deeply and became far more engaged with whomever I was with and in whatever I was doing. My thoughts were crisp, my ideas sharp, my actions more deliberate. I became more intentional and less reactive, my mind no longer frazzled by outside events. And I connected with the purpose behind my actions, which made my days feel more meaningful.


In practice, the productivity benefits of calm can be profound. And regardless of your circumstances—including if you have limited time, budget, or energy—calm is attainable. This book explores the strategies that will help get you there. (We’ll see just how much time calm earns us back in chapter 8.)


This leads us to an exciting conclusion: even after setting aside the plentiful mental health benefits of calm, reducing anxiety is worth our time. Because calm makes us more productive, we more than make back the time we spend trying to achieve it.


As I went through my personal journey, I began capturing all that I learned about the topic of calm into something that vaguely resembled the outline of this book. I started the process reluctantly, knowing I’d need to reveal the more challenging, personal parts of my story. But the phenomena of anxiety and burnout are too universal to not talk about. By sharing my journey and the lessons I’ve taken from it, I hope to clear some of the path to calm for you, too.


We’re living through an anxious time. And assuming that you don’t live under a rock, there seems to be an awful lot to worry about. I’m not going to rehash those reasons (we hear enough about the world’s problems), but it’s worth saying that it’s tough not to feel anxious in the modern world.


Calm isn’t about ignoring reality. Instead, it provides us with the resilience, energy, and stamina to navigate this ever-changing environment. While I initially sought calm as a means to overcome anxiety, I’ve come to see it as the secret ingredient that has led me to a deep presence with whatever it is I’m doing. And because it makes us more productive, we shouldn’t feel guilty for investing in it.


On the surface, calm is the opposite of a sexy productivity hack. Yet, much like the yeast in bread or the dash of salt in your favorite recipe, even trace amounts of calm improve our life, helping us to feel present and happy. An even greater amount of calm leads to far more, letting us feel focused and comfortable in everything we do. Calm provides us with roots, making us more engaged and deliberate in our actions. It makes life more enjoyable while also saving us time—and what is better than that?


By the end of the book, I hope you’ll find the same thing I did: that in an anxious world, achieving calm is the best “life hack” around.
















CHAPTER ONE
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The Opposite of Calm


I didn’t think of calm as something worth seeking until just a few years ago. Usually when I’ve felt calm, I’ve stumbled into the feeling by accident: relaxing on a beach in the Dominican Republic after disconnecting from work; surrounded by loved ones over the holidays; or finding myself with no plans or obligations at the start of a long weekend. 


Aside from happy accidents like these, calm has not been something I’ve sought out, found attractive enough to pursue, or even paid much mind to. That was, until I experienced a total absence of it in my life.


Unfortunately for me, I can pinpoint the exact date (and time!) when it became evident that all traces of calm had fallen out of my days; this realization coming to a head in an instant, like a cast-iron bathtub plummeting through the floor of an old apartment building.


As I mentioned in the preface, I was onstage when it happened. 


Anxiety, the opposite of calm, touches everyone differently: for some, it’s an ever-present companion; for others, it’s a rare occurrence. For me, anxiety has always been a low-rumbling presence. It was on this day in particular that this rumbling anxiety—which had been growing steadily noisier for several years, as the stress of work travel accumulated—erupted into a full-blown panic attack onstage in front of a one-hundred-person audience.


Moments before the talk, waiting to go onstage, I felt . . . off. My mind raced far more than usual. It was as though I could keel over at any moment and give in to what felt like a bout of vertigo.


Luckily for me, I snapped back to attention as my name was called.


Bounding up the stairs and grabbing the slide clicker, I dove right in to my talk. A minute or two in, I was feeling pretty good, and the dizziness had subsided. Then it happened: an all-encompassing, sinking feeling engulfed my entire mind and body as I plummeted into a deep pit of nervousness.


I felt as though someone had injected my brain with a vial full of liquid terror. As I stammered and stumbled on my every word—there might as well have been a dozen marbles in my mouth—beads of sweat began to form on the back of my neck. My heart rate escalated, while I again felt like fainting; my pre-talk vertigo feeling was back for round two.


I pushed ahead, stumbling through my talk on autopilot. Gripping the podium so I wouldn’t fall, I apologized to the audience that had gathered there to see me. I blamed my sweating and stammering on having a bad case of the flu, which I think they bought (thankfully). In my mind, this also engendered enough sympathy to get through the rest of my talk, even though I still felt like giving up, walking off the stage, and never looking back. I finished the speech to a lukewarm reception.


I considered that a win.


Immediately following the speech, head down, I took the elevator up to my hotel room, where I collapsed on the queen-sized bed. With a slightly more settled mind, I replayed the events of the day in my head. The whole time was a blur, a series of events so nebulous and stuck together that nothing was distinguishable from anything else. My fists clenched as I did my best to relive my faltering onstage, cringing at the memory.


I also played back the previous night, when I arrived at the hotel.


Stepping into my room after a long day of travel—one day of travel in a string of many others—I took a bath, one of my favorite ways of relaxing on the road (that and a substantial amount of delivery food, obviously). If I have enough time to spare the night before a talk, I’ll almost always take a soak in the tub, while listening to nerdy podcasts, relieved to have gotten to my destination on time.


The night before this particular talk, I sat in the tub, lost in thought, as the water cooled around me. My eyes drifted around the bathroom to the hair dryer tucked on a shelf beneath the sink, to the small flowery-smelling bottles of shampoo and conditioner lined in a row, and, eventually, to that circular, metal overflow face plate at the front of the bathtub, midway between the drain and the faucet.


In it was a reflection of my face, warped by the curvature of the metal. If you’ve ever swiped to the wrong screen of an app on your phone and accidentally fired up your front-facing camera, you probably recall the shock of seeing your own face reflected back at you. I had this same reaction to my reflection in the metal plate. I looked forlorn, tired, and, more than anything else, just totally depleted.


I’m really not in a good place right now, I remember thinking at the time.


For years leading up to this point, productivity—the topic I was onstage that day to speak about—had been my obsession. I had built my career, and for a large part, my life, around the subject. Even as I write these words, after embarking on the journey that became this book, it continues to be my passion, one that has evolved as I’ve defined the place it deserves to have in my life.


But at that moment, something else became very obvious. As important as this ever-present interest was to me, and as far as exploring it had gotten me, I had failed to define boundaries around my pursuit of productivity. I felt anxious, burnt out, and depleted, like so many others who take on too much—maybe like you have felt a time or two.


Stress had built up in my life with nowhere to go.


Snapping out of the pre-talk daydream and slowly getting up off the bed, I packed my suitcase, swapped my white dress shirt for a hoodie, put on headphones, and, probably brooding a bit, walked to the train station to begin my trek home.


On the train, I had the chance to look back even further.



Looking Back



As I began deconstructing my situation, one thing stumped me. I had always thought that some event, like an onstage panic attack, would happen because I wasn’t investing in self-care.


But I had been taking care of myself. I actually thought I was doing a pretty good job at it!


There is an ungodly amount of advice out there for how hardworking people can take care of themselves. Leading up to the onstage panic attack, I practiced quite a bit of it, including meditating daily (typically for thirty minutes at a time); attending silent meditation retreats once or twice a year; working out several times a week; getting massages; occasionally visiting the spa with my wife; and reading books, listening to podcasts, and even taking baths on the road—often after indulging in some delicious Indian food. Investing in self-care has served as a counterbalance to my passion for productivity, which is primarily about optimizing the benefits and contributions of work.


I thought all of this would be enough—and more than that, I considered myself lucky to be able to do it all. Not everyone has the luxury or privilege to take a weeklong vacation to disconnect from the world on a meditation retreat, or the budget for a couple of massages a month. Given all the self-care I was pouring precious time and money into, it surprised me that the low-level anxiety would have the room to metastasize into a full-fledged anxiety attack.


I realized I needed to go deeper to actually find calm. That’s what would eventually set me on the journey that became this book.


Toward the end of each year, usually over the holidays, I like to reflect on the year ahead and think about what I’ll want to have accomplished by the time it’s over. (I use this future-past tense deliberately: I find it a fun and helpful activity to mentally fast-forward, and imagine a future that I haven’t yet created for myself.) Each year I set three work-related intentions—projects I’ll want to have finished, parts of my business I’ll want to have grown, and other milestones I’ll want to have hit. I’ll also mentally hit fast-forward to think about my personal life at the end of the year, and what three things I’ll want to have accomplished by the time the year is done.


This particular year, the three work intentions came easily, because they were projects I already had the ball rolling on: write an audiobook on meditation and productivity (which had a deadline); make sure the talks I gave that year were fun and helpful (they were already scheduled); and get a successful podcast up and running (because who doesn’t have a podcast these days?).


And even though I also typically set three grand personal intentions, after experiencing the ill-timed panic attack, I narrowed my intentions to just one: figure out how to take care of myself, properly. And to accomplish that, I in turn focused my thinking onto a simple question: What did I have to do for me to experience calm and make it last?



A Quick Lay of the Land



At the beginning of the journey, I sought only to settle my scrambled mind. But as the project progressed, I would unexpectedly come to view productivity and calm—as well as many related ideas—very differently from how I did before. Just a few of the lessons I learned, which I’ll walk you through in the chapters to come, include how:




• Calm is the polar opposite of anxiety.


• Our constant striving for accomplishment can ironically make us less productive, as it leads us over time to experience chronic stress, burnout, and anxiety.


• Most of us aren’t the cause of our own burnout—and better yet, there are scientifically validated ways of overcoming burnout. There are also ways to deconstruct the phenomenon of burnout to understand your situation better, like by examining how you fare with the six “burnout factors,” and minding your “burnout threshold.”


• There is a common enemy of calm that we must face down in the modern world: our desire for dopamine, a neurochemical in our brain that leads us to overstimulate ourselves. Lowering our “stimulation height”—which is determined by how much dopamine-releasing stimuli we attend to on a regular basis—gets us closer to calm.


• Many sources of stress in our lives are hidden from our view, but can be fun to tame through a “stimulation detox,” which is sometimes referred to as a “dopamine detox.” Resetting our mind’s tolerance for stimulation leads us to become calmer, less anxious, and less burnt out.


• Nearly all habits that lead us to calm exist in one place: the analog world. The more time we spend in the analog world, as opposed to the digital one, the calmer we become. We best unwind in the analog world, acting in accordance with how our ancient brain is wired.


• We can invest in our calm and productivity at the same time. We become far more productive when we work deliberately and with intention, not when our mind is anxiously tugged in many directions at once. There are even ways of calculating just how much time we can earn back by investing in calm.





Above any single lesson, one of the most significant mindset shifts I’d personally make relates to the last point, productivity. In an overanxious world, I would eventually come to believe that the path to greater productivity runs straight through calm.


By the time my own journey was said and done, I had stumbled upon countless tactics, ideas, and mindset shifts we can all adopt to find calm in our lives—even during the most hectic days.


I’ll begin sharing these with you by exploring the two primary sources of modern anxiety: the “mindset of more” and our tendency to fall victim to superstimuli—highly processed, exaggerated versions of things we’re naturally wired to enjoy. We’ll explore how these factors influence us to both structure our lives around the neurochemical dopamine, and embrace abnormal levels of chronic stress. Where helpful, I’ll share stories from my own journey, ideas from interesting researchers I met along the way, and, of course, share practical advice to help with all of these impulses.


After exploring the factors that drive us from calm, we’ll dig even deeper into how we can fill our days with calm, covering topics like how stress works, our common anxiety “escape hatches,” why we shouldn’t feel guilty about investing in calm, and other specific strategies we can invest in to overcome anxiety. Throughout the book, I’ll also share what I learned from a bunch of experiments I tried in my own life, including compartmentalizing when and where I cared about productivity; conducting a one-month dopamine fast to try to destimulate my mind in the most extreme way possible; and resetting my tolerance to caffeine.


Let’s begin this dive into calm by covering a subject near and dear to me, one that I would need to develop a healthier relationship with in order to find calm. That topic, as you might have guessed, is productivity. 


Whether we’re aware of it or not, the world we find ourselves in leads us to think quite a bit about how much we accomplish. As I found firsthand, this drive toward greater productivity and accomplishment can lead us to believe an incredible number of stories about ourselves—regardless of whether they’re true—while taking on a significant amount of chronic stress in the process.


As soon as you’re ready, let’s cannonball straight into the deep end and explore what I’ve come to think of as the “accomplishment mindset.”










CHAPTER TWO
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Striving for Accomplishment



Forging an Identity



It would be impossible for me to share what I’ve learned about calm without first talking about accomplishment—and how we construct our identities out of what we achieve. In large part, our identity is made up of the stories we believe about ourselves—as well as the stories others tell us about who we are.


If you could rewind a videotape of your life—moving in fast-reverse through the celebrations, triumphs, and challenges—you’d reach a point at which your identity hadn’t formed yet. You were just a kid, absorbing the world with all the wonderment of a figurine looking up inside of a snow globe. You were also gathering evidence of yourself—stories of the world around you, and about who you believe you are. . . .


Wide-eyed, inquisitive, and with your cheek pressed against the wet, grassy ground—maybe poking at a frog with your index finger—you hear the muted background hum of your aunt talking to one of your parents about how curious a kid you are, with words not intended for you. A story begins to form in your mind:


Am I curious? Well, I guess I am. What does this mean? . . .


Fast-forward to high school—the first year, physics class. Physics never connected with you, but for some reason, your teacher has just some perfect way of explaining how elements of the world interact with one another.


Maybe I am scientifically minded? I mean, I’ve always been pretty logical. What does this say about me? . . .


Hit fast-forward again, and push play right when you get to the week you’re starting your second job. In a meeting, offhandedly, your new boss—your favorite boss still to this day—comments on how reliable you are in your first week, and how you always seem to have some magical ability to get everything that’s on your plate done.


Of course I’m reliable. That’s part of who I am; I guess I’m just productive.


Over time, memories accumulate like evidence—of who we’re becoming, and eventually, of who we believe we are.


In my own story, I carried around narratives identical to these—that I was curious, logical, and productive—until I eventually embarked on a yearlong productivity project, where I researched and experimented with as much productivity advice as I possibly could. At the beginning of the project, straight out of university, I declined two full-time, well-paying jobs to make zero money for a year and explore the topic of productivity as thoroughly as possible. (In Canada, we can defer repayment of our student loans for a while, which made the project a whole lot easier.) As you might imagine, an endeavor like this had a way of reinforcing the narratives I believed about myself.


Some of the narratives that the project reinforced were true, like that I was deeply curious about the science of productivity. As weird an interest as it is, that one’s still true today—maybe even more so.


But I had started to construct other narratives, like that I was some kind of superhumanly productive person. This identity was built on less stable ground, and, unfortunately for me, the more ideas and strategies I experimented with, the more evidence I saw for this particular story. This only served to make me more ensconced within it.


Of course, the stories didn’t just come from me. For example, after I watched seventy hours of TED Talks in a week (to experiment with information retention), the TED Talks organization wrote that I “might be the most productive man you’d ever hope to meet.” This felt pretty damn great at the time. Even if I recognized it was a little over the top, hearing the quote read back to me repeatedly in interviews and before talks was no doubt shaping the stories I told myself (not to mention my ego). With time, more complimentary quotes rolled in—fuel for the fire that would forge my newfound identity.


I knew a good amount about productivity, and like to think that I really had learned or even developed the strategies to approach my work in an intelligent way. You might expect that this is the case, given I’ve spent so much time researching, thinking about, and experimenting with the topic. Carpenters should know how to build furniture, teachers should know how to teach, productivity researchers should know how to get a good amount done in the time it would take others to do a little.


But in blindly accepting the narrative that I was unstoppably productive, I, like so many others, failed to account for the fact that there was a point at which I could push myself too far. I knew a lot about productivity—but there was also a lot I didn’t know. Crucially, I didn’t have a proper perspective on how productivity deserved to fit into the broader picture of my life.


Maybe, just maybe, I was a bit more stressed than I was letting on to myself, and constantly being on the road for work was wearing me down more than I cared to admit. And perhaps I had trapped myself in a story; one that, in practice, was impossible to live up to, and would eventually drive me to anxiety and burnout.


Ideally, in forming an identity, we pick attributes of ourselves that are stable over time, and structure our identity on top of what we most deeply value. But we often pick parts of our life that are not—including what we do for a living. Of course, as soon as our work—or anything else, for that matter—becomes a part of our identity, losing it feels like losing a piece of ourselves. I had made this same mistake: in my eyes, my work was no longer something I did, it had become a part of who I was. Every complimentary email from a reader, blurb from a media outlet, and kind remark became yet another piece of evidence for this narrative, another pail of wet concrete poured into the foundation of this newfound hyperproductive identity.


Burning out, falling deep into an episode of anxiety onstage, and even simpler moments like the memory of seeing myself in the bathtub plate, would insert a wedge between myself and who I believed I was, stark reminders that the evidence on which I based a large part of my identity just wasn’t true.


I would be stretching the truth if I said that I realized all of this on the train ride home after the event. But one thing became apparent on that trip: I had taken my single-minded pursuit of productivity to a place where its foundation was no longer stable. Something was missing.



The Birth of a Mindset



To help kick off the book, here’s a deceptively simple question for you to reflect on: How do you determine whether a day of your life went well?


Honestly think about this question for a minute or two, in whatever way you’d like. Journal about what comes to mind, pause and reflect for a minute or two, or talk it through with your spouse or partner (a favorite technique of mine). If you’re like me, you might find this question a fun one to turn over in your mind for a bit.


(I’ll be here when you’re done.)


If you gave the question some thought, you probably realized that there are countless ways you can measure a day—depending on the values you focus on as you answer the question. Some different answers that I’ve heard (along with their corresponding deeper values in parentheses) include:




• the extent to which you were able to help other people, whether personally or through your work (service);


• how many tasks you crossed off your to-do list (productivity);


• how much you were able to savor your day (enjoyment);


• how much money you made (financial success);


• how engaged you were with your work or life (presence);


• how many deep and genuine moments you shared with others (connection); and 


• whether the day made you happy (happiness).





These are just a few examples. In addition to your values, how you measure your days could also be informed by elements of your life like the culture you live and work inside of, your stage of life, your upbringing, and what opportunities are available to you. Someone raised by investment banker parents is likely to evaluate their days differently than someone raised by free-spirited parents living out of a Volkswagen van.


It should be said that there is no correct answer to this question. While most of us don’t step back at the end of each day to evaluate how things went—not all of us have a practice like journaling or meditation, for example—on some level, often subconscious, we do reflect on whether a day was good. As long as you’ve enjoyed how you’ve spent your time, and live in accordance with what you value, you’re going to feel pretty good about how your days unfold—regardless of whether they look ruthlessly competitive or like some far-out hippie adventure to others. If you’re satisfied at the end of each day, that should be enough—it’s your time to spend however the heck you want.


However, despite the myriad ways we can measure how we’ve spent our time, or ways our values and environments differ, most of us seem to measure how well a day went by how much we were able to get done or how productive we were.


This is typically the case at work. But if you’re anything like me, you may also take this attitude home with you.



The Accomplishment Mindset



If you were to rewind the tape of your life yet again, you would hopefully find your younger self giving little thought to how productive you were, or how much you were able to accomplish in a day. Occupying fewer stories about yourself, you also thought less about what was expected of you and had fewer expectations of yourself.


If you’re similar to me, your younger self was a freer spirit—following the proverbial wind, and doing things simply for the sake of doing them. Maybe you built time capsules, biked to new places, and cooked up kitchen concoctions that, while fun to make, were actually gross, sloppy mixes of flour, ketchup, and other random condiments you could reach on the kitchen shelves.


Every once in a while, maybe you even had the freedom of mind to stumble into boredom—which led you to brainstorm more novel ways to spend your time. Maybe you built a blanket fort out of the chairs and the couch in the living room, or attached all of the fruit stickers to the bottom of the wall cabinets in the kitchen. (When was the last time you were bored?)


When you were younger, you didn’t give much thought to measuring your days. Of course, as we progress through life and accumulate real responsibility, this changes. We’re taught to measure our time—and often even our worth—against the benchmark of accomplishment.* As adults, this weight of responsibility can drive us away from serendipitous adventure.


Even in kids, this mindset can form quickly. When we start school, we enter into a system with targets that we compete against others to achieve: the better our grades, the further we’ll make it in the school system, and the further we’ll make it in life. Good grades are how we become a rocket scientist, a brain surgeon, a high-flying CEO who sails the skies in a Gulfstream. The more focused we are as we work, the more resourceful we’ll become, and the more driven we are, the more accomplished we’ll become. We then enter the workforce with ever more immediate targets to strive for—higher salaries, performance bonuses, and rungs climbed in the organizational hierarchy above us. Regardless of how far we get, we strive for more. Such is the nature of the accomplishment mindset: once we begin shooting for more success, we tend not to stop.


As we grow up and accumulate more responsibilities, there are more options for things we can do with every minute of our time, and not all these options are created equal. Continually asking ourselves whether there are more important alternatives to what we are doing—what an economist might call the “opportunity cost” of our time—leads us to feel guilty and doubt whether we’re spending our limited, valuable time on the best possible activity. Responsibility makes how we spend our time more consequential, because it raises this opportunity cost. If the thought of going on an adventure were to pass through our mind, the very next thought might be all of the more important things we could do instead. The laundry needs to be folded. The dog needs to get walked. Emails need to be answered.


Real life gets in the way.


Even if your attention to responsibility and opportunity cost is initially limited to work, you may also reach a tipping point of sorts where your relentless focus on productivity becomes a mindset that spills into your personal life. Instead of productivity being just a set of practices to which you can turn when you have more work than time to do it, getting the most done with every moment is always on your mind—including when you actually would just like to relax.


I call this the accomplishment mindset. The accomplishment mindset is a conditioned set of attitudes and beliefs that drives us to constantly strive to accomplish more. This mindset leads us to always want to fill our time with something—and feel guilty when we’re spending our time in a “nonoptimal” way. It’s the force that tells us, when we’re out enjoying a latte with a friend, that we should really go home to get a head start on dinner; the voice telling us to catch up on our podcast queue while we’re relishing a beautiful walk through the park. Above all else, the mindset leads us to continually think about the opportunity cost of our time—and how we can use our limited time to achieve more.


Most of us don’t evaluate our time and intentions through this mindset 100 percent of the time. But, as we move forward in our lives and careers, we seem to measure more of our hours, days, weeks, and years against the yardstick of accomplishment. Telling ourselves the story that we’ll set the mindset aside when we retire, we keep on trucking.


Relaxation can wait, and so too can savoring the fruits of what we accomplish. Being an “accomplished person” can become a part of our identity. When our list of work accomplishments fuses with our personal identity, we see our success as a part of who we are.


In her book The Writing Life, Annie Dillard makes the case that how we spend our days is how we spend our lives. I would extend this to how we measure our days, too: how we measure our days is how we measure our lives. When we measure our days by how much we’re able to accomplish in them, and we’re not careful, we measure the sum of our days this way, too.


School and work can make us care a bit too much about productivity and accomplishment, but they obviously serve an important purpose. They have built the modern world as we know it.


It’s hard to overstate just how much better off we are in the modern world. If you took a farm laborer from two hundred years ago and brought him to a nice grocery store, he probably would not be able to process just how bountiful it is. And grocery stores are nowhere near the most luxurious trappings of modern life. Once the poor guy calms down (which might take a while), you could very slowly pull your phone out of your pocket and show him how the device lets you connect with anyone on earth, at any moment, in under one second.


Thanks to economic progress, over the last two hundred years, the average American’s yearly income has gone from $2,000 a person to $50,000—and that’s after accounting for inflation. And while we’ve become twenty-five times more affluent, the price of many goods has also come down, in large part due to technological progress. The $1,000 that you spent on a TV eighty years ago gets you a lot more inches and pixels today. And it’ll even be in color!


As you would hope, it’s not just those of us in wealthier countries that benefit from this growth. Over the last two decades, the number of people living in extreme poverty around the world has more than halved. Twenty years ago, 29 percent of the world lived in extreme poverty. Today, 9 percent do. Economic indicators like these matter a lot. As renowned researcher Hans Rosling wrote in Factfulness, “The main factor that affects how people live is not their religion, their culture, or the country they live in, but their income.”


For all of these reasons, I am not about to make the case against economic growth, which, assuming the benefits are spread fairly among us (a strong assumption), truly does make our lives better.


But this modern world has come with a price: anxiety. The systems we live and work inside of—and the mindsets they lead us to adopt and the stress they lead us to take on—are significant contributors to this. Productivity and accomplishment are incentivized whether we’re at school or work. In the long arc of time, the more productive we are, the more “successful” we tend to become.


Modern society places a high prize on traditional measures of success, like money, status, and recognition—ignoring less quantifiable measures, like how happy we are, how deep and fulfilling our relationships are, and whether we make a difference in the lives of others. And the way we get to become more accomplished is through becoming more productive, accumulating enough productive days that they lead to an “accomplished” life. As we spend more time in systems that reward productivity, we become convinced that productivity and accomplishment are what matter most.


Eventually, this becomes the default way we measure how well we’ve spent our time.



The Wonders of Productivity Advice



In this chapter, I’ve focused primarily on the costs of striving for productivity at the expense of your well-being, but there are great benefits to be had, too, especially when you give your productivity practice boundaries. 


If the mental image the word “productivity” conjures up for you feels cold, corporate, and all about efficiency, you’re not alone. But you need not worry. There are far friendlier approaches to the subject, and productivity advice doesn’t have to turn you into a robot addicted to accomplishment. 


I view productivity as simply accomplishing what we set out to do—whether our intention is to clear all the emails from our inbox, decide between a few candidates to hire onto our team at work, or relax on a beach while drinking two piña coladas (one for each hand). In my eyes, when we set out to do something, and then do it, we’re perfectly productive. Framed a different way, productivity is not about striving for more—it’s about intention. This definition works across every context, regardless of what area of our life we’re operating in.


But even with this (hopefully more human) definition, productivity and accomplishment are two sides of the same coin, even when what we intend to “accomplish” is a day of relaxation. I’ll set aside this friendlier definition for a moment because it’s worth evaluating the pursuit of accomplishment using a more traditionally accepted definition of the term: making progress toward our goals and accomplishments (to become more successful by traditional measures).


Productivity tactics are neither good nor bad. Methods, habits, and strategies that lead us to become more accomplished can be deployed for incredible purposes. I found this firsthand: productivity is one of my favorite topics in the world, and focusing on it has led me to create a substantial amount of work that I am proud of, a degree of success I probably would not have achieved otherwise. But at the same time, this focus on accomplishment has driven me to burnout and anxiety.


In the productivity space, the idea that striving for more accomplishment can lead to both success and harm is rarely discussed, if at all.


So let’s talk about it.


For good reason, the draw of productivity advice is difficult to resist. Every single day, there are things that we need to get done, at work and at home. We live big lives, filled to the brim with responsibility. In one day, we might have ten hours of work to get done (in eight), while working from home with a sick kid in the other room, while somehow finding time to pay the overdue bills piling up in our email inbox. On another day—maybe even on the weekend!—we may need to catch up on chores around the house, while cooking dinner for our extended family, while hopefully scraping together enough time to properly unwind. 


Productivity advice works remarkably well in situations like these. The productivity advice that actually works more than pays for itself—we make back the time we spend on it and then some. By accomplishing what we have to do in less time, we carve out more time for what’s meaningful—people, hobbies, and work we can connect with on a deeper level.


As a simple example, take prioritizing the tasks that comprise your workday. By spending just a few minutes at the start of each day defining what you’ll want to have accomplished by the day’s end, you figure out what your most valuable tasks are, and in the process understand where your time is best spent and where it isn’t. Just a few minutes of planning can save you hours in execution later on, especially if doing so helps you zero in on your most essential tasks on a given day, or stop working on a project that would be better delegated to someone else on your team.


Imagine, for a second, that you’ve won some one-in-a-million contest through a high-end housecleaning service that provides you with a full-time butler for life. (His name is Kingsley.) The man provides you with more free time every day, by cleaning up after you and your family, cooking meals, managing your calendar (which he calls your “diary”), chauffeuring you around town, and more. The best part: Kingsley’s handsome salary is paid, in full, until his retirement, fifty years from today. You don’t even have to tip him (that’s included)! While this scenario is sadly a pipe dream for nearly all of us, the best productivity tactics and strategies can confer similar benefits. Like Kingsley, they provide us with more of the most valuable resource we have at our disposal: time.


This is the promise, and wonder, of productivity advice. By developing your capacity to get things done, you have more time, attention, and energy to bring to everything that you do. You might even become more successful to boot.


But unlike with a butler, this advice should come with an important caveat: it’s helpful provided we at some point stop our striving. Productivity advice is powerful, but it requires boundaries.


Without them, this obsession with accomplishment can diminish our productivity, because it drives us away from calm.



The Opposite of Calm



A few months after my panic attack, work finally slowed a bit and I could begin deconstructing what had made me so anxious and burnt out. I’ll get to the science of burnout in the next chapter, but first let’s decipher what it even means to be calm—the end result that we’re after. 


Researchers, I quickly discovered, do not study calm as a standalone construct. Most of us know what calm feels like, and its definition is right there in the dictionary—smack-dab between “callus” and “calomel”—with descriptions such as “a quiet and peaceful state or condition” and “without hurried movement, anxiety, or noise.” But the term does not have a commonly agreed-upon clinical definition. Few, if any, have even been suggested. Calm is also not a branch of psychology that is studied, nor is there a validated, reliable instrument designed to precisely assess how calm someone is. (After many hours of scouring various academic search engines, I was happy to have finally found the Vancouver Interaction and Calmness Scale. In this scale, however, “calmness” refers to how sedate a patient receiving mechanical ventilation is in the ICU—including whether they’re pulling out their lines or tubes!)


Forget how elusive calm is in everyday life. It’s even elusive in the research!


Thankfully, there is a way we can circumvent this lack of an official, clinical definition, while staying true to the research. We can do this through exploring anxiety. While research regarding calm is very scarce, the research that does exist points to a curious idea: calm is the polar opposite of anxiety. We can begin to form our own definition of calm by exploring its opposite.


When we’re anxious, we feel inner turmoil; ruminating, while filled with dread about what’s to come. Research suggests that we may also feel nervous or on edge during anxious periods, while unable to stop our worrying. Other signs of anxiety include having trouble relaxing, feeling restless, annoyed or irritable, and frequently afraid, as if something terrible might happen at any moment. I think of my own anxiety as a sort of rolling impatience, where anxious moments of the day crash into each other like waves.


Calm is the opposite of all this turmoil. Luckily for us, research provides insight into exactly how the states differ. Importantly, while anxiousness is an unpleasant emotion characterized as a state of high mental arousal, calm is a pleasant emotion characterized as a state of low mental arousal.


Research has confirmed that calm and anxiety exist on a continuum with one another, with one recent study published in the American Psychological Association’s renowned Journal of Personality and Social Psychology demonstrating that anxiety doesn’t go from “zero to intense” as we think, but should instead be thought of as a continuum that ranges “from high calmness to high anxiety”:


[image: Start of image description, An image of a sliding scale shows high calmness at one end, and high anxiety at the other., end of image description]


Put differently, calm isn’t just the polar opposite of anxiety—anxiety is the polar opposite of calm. Not only does overcoming anxiety get us closer to calm, but when we foster high levels of calm in our life, we have further to go before we become anxious again. Calmness makes us resilient against future anxiety.


Taking these findings together, we can define calm as a subjectively positive state characterized by a low level of arousal, with an accompanying absence of anxiety. As we move away from the High Anxiety side of the spectrum toward High Calmness, our feelings of contentedness grow deeper as our mind becomes more relaxed and serene. Eventually, with our thoughts still and our mind settled, we experience calm. In this state, we are also less emotionally reactive to the events of our life.


It should be said that we don’t always experience anxiety and calm in the same way. Our subjective state is continually in flux. For this reason (and with the assumption you do not suffer from an anxiety disorder, which I cover briefly in the box below), we should be thinking about anxiety and calm not as traits we have, but rather as states we pass through, depending on factors such as what’s happening in our lives and how much stress we’re under at a given time. Anxiety is a normal response to a stressful situation, especially one we interpret as threatening. There’s nothing wrong with you if you experience it.


Some days are full of calm but contain an anxious moment or two—like when our airport shuttle arrives to pick us up thirty minutes late. On the flip side, days full of anxious moments might be punctuated by refreshing periods of calm—like when the stress of work evaporates the moment we walk in the front door at home, and our kids run to hug us at our knees.


This path to calm—which involves reducing anxiety but also investing in strategies that get us to the other end of the calm spectrum—is one in which we’ll eliminate stress, overcome burnout, and resist distraction, while becoming more engaged, present, and productive.




Before going any further, I should put on my legal hat (it’s like my regular hat, but it charges me by the hour), and mention that the advice in this book should not be construed, and is not intended to serve, as a substitute for advice from a trained medical professional. You should absolutely consult with a doctor if you are experiencing levels of anxiety that are preventing you from functioning in your day-to-day life, or in any way make your mind feel like an unpleasant place to spend time. If you’re curious about whether you might have an anxiety disorder—also called trait anxiety, as opposed to state anxiety—and you don’t want to speak to a professional, I highly recommend searching for the Generalized Anxiety Disorder 7. This free test, which is available online, serves as a screener for generalized anxiety disorder. It’s just seven short questions, takes a minute or two to answer, and will ask you how often you experience anxiety symptoms like the ones I mentioned a few paragraphs ago—which I’ve adapted directly from this test. The bottom line: get help if you need it—or even if you just think you might! My intention with this book is to help with the low-level subclinical anxiety that so many of us experience, especially in the modern accomplishment-obsessed world.






The Productivity Spectrum



Now that we’ve defined calm, let’s get back to productivity and accomplishment. As with calm and anxiety, we all fall on a spectrum of sorts with regard to how highly we value and think about productivity and accomplishment.


On one end of the spectrum is the person who never thinks about productivity or what they want to accomplish with their time. This isn’t ideal. An obsessive pursuit of productivity can negatively affect our mental health, but we do need to set and then work toward a few goals. We should probably try to earn a livable paycheck, help those around us, and live in a way that will minimize our future regret (in my opinion, minimizing regret is one of the most important ingredients of a good life). Someone who never thinks about what they want to get out of their time rarely sets out to make their life better, or live in a way that’s congruent with what they value. We’ve got to spend at least some of our time working toward our goals. Plus, our mind craves having things to engage with throughout the day. (Engagement makes us happier than almost any other ingredient in our life—more on this later.)


On the opposite end of the spectrum is someone who is constantly driven by an accomplishment mindset, and values accomplishment and productivity above all else—including other great ingredients that make up a good life, like happiness, connection, and calm. For this person, productivity is basically a religion that they practice at work and in all parts of their lives. As productivity and accomplishment became tangled up with the stories that made up my identity, I moved close to that end of the spectrum. If stories about your own success have become entangled with your identity, or you find it difficult to set the accomplishment mindset aside, including when you want to relax, perhaps you’ve moved on over to this side of the spectrum, too.


[image: Start of image description, An image of a sliding scale shows the phrase limited goal-setter on one side, and devout productivitian on the other., end of image description]


When achievement drives most of what we do, we run the risk of not taking time to recharge, slow down, or appreciate the fruits of what we accomplish—all of which, ironically, make us more motivated and productive in the long run. We need to spend at least some of our time refueling, or we run the risk of burning out.


Reflect on where you fall on the spectrum, particularly if you care about productivity and accomplishment more than most. As it relates to calm, the accomplishment mindset can be a double-edged sword when we take it too far: it leads us to less joy, while causing us more stress.


Let’s cover each of these ideas in turn.



Less Joy



An early discovery I made in my quest for calm was the extent to which the accomplishment mindset inhibited how much joy I experienced each day. The reason for this was simple: the mindset turned pretty much everything in my life into a to-do item. As the saying goes, when the only tool you have is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail. A similar idea rings true here: when you see everything you do through the lens of the accomplishment mindset, everything in your life looks like something you have to get done. In this way, an accomplishment mindset compromises how much joy you experience each day, as you alternate between periods of productivity, as well as guilt (when you’re not being productive).*


I found this from firsthand experience. Instead of savoring delicious meals, I ate them while distractedly listening to a podcast or watching a YouTube video, in a two-pronged attempt to both fit more into that time, while trying to absolve myself of the guilt I felt taking a break (a subject we’ll dig in to in chapter 8). I chose busyness over genuine enjoyment, stubbornly and repeatedly. When I had scheduled a conversation with a friend at the end of the day, I couldn’t escape the shackles of the mindset then, either, thinking about what I had to get done when I got back to work the next day. As I became unusually concerned with how productive I was, I’m sad to say that even the most enjoyable activities in my life—time with my wife, meals, and other incredible experiences—became to-do items. Even vacations became something to get done, rather than enjoy.


Productivity became the end I was seeking. Of course, productivity is a terrible end in and of itself: it should be thought of as a means to a more important end, such as having more free time, financial freedom, or more space to genuinely connect with others.*


As many of us do, I lived life at capacity, with little slack or free time in my schedule. At least, this was the story I had convinced myself of. It turns out I did have the time—I just wasn’t spending it on activities that made me engaged or calm. Each time I hit a productivity milestone, the accomplishment mindset took over once again, and I focused on the next thing I needed to get done, never fully appreciating that I had achieved the last thing.


An accomplishment mindset is nice to have when we’re at work, on company time. Work is how we exchange our time for money. We are paid for our productivity over an arc of time, assuming things are fair. Productivity leads to micro-accomplishments, which lead to more substantial achievement. But when we’re not careful, the same mindset that leads us to achievement at work can prevent us from enjoying the best parts of our life when we’re not trading our time for money. Instead of enjoying moments, we tick boxes, all while spending less time savoring the fruits of our accomplishments—the vacations, the two-story house, the quality time with family—the things we work so hard for in the first place.


If you lose sight of this, as I did, you may also find that everything becomes work—something you need to do to get a result. Your to-do list becomes a diary of stuff you have to do, not things you get to do.


It’s surprisingly easy to bully yourself into becoming a more productive person. After all, it’s impossible to want to improve your life without first deciding how you don’t quite measure up to others. This is what can make self-improvement a trap, especially when you take the accomplishment mindset to the most extreme.*


Unlike me, you hopefully haven’t moved this far to the end of the productivity spectrum. But the point stands regardless: without boundaries, the accomplishment mindset leads us to experience less joy, especially when it’s time to relax.


When we’re striving for accomplishment all of the time, we never truly enjoy where we are, what we’re doing, or, most important, whom we get to do it all with.



A Mirage of Productivity



A second cost of the accomplishment mindset is one I’ve already alluded to: it leads us to become needlessly busy, especially with small, unimportant tasks, because it pushes us to fill each moment of our lives to the brim with activity. This busyness is often just a signal we send to the evaluating part of our mind that we’re moving forward toward our intended accomplishments—even if we’re just bouncing between apps, scrolling past social media updates, or impulsively reading the news. We feel less guilty engaging in mindless scrolling than when resting and recharging—even though doing so saps our energy, and stresses us out.


Some busyness is obviously just a fact of life, and a result of our accumulating meaningful responsibility—but at the same time, the era of pocketable internet devices has introduced a whole new and unnecessary layer of busyness to our day. Just a couple of decades ago, this layer of activity didn’t exist! Today, when we have a few minutes to spare between meetings, we tend to focus on things that keep our minds stimulated instead of planning what we want to get out of our time. Refreshing our email one more time, rechecking Instagram, or doomscrolling our way around Twitter, we feel busy—and this busyness tricks our mind into thinking we’re accomplishing something. But it’s really just a mirage of productivity.


Unfortunately, this busyness also drives us from calm, because it leads us to take on more chronic stress than is necessary.* As I delved deeper into the research surrounding anxiety and calm, eliminating sources of chronic stress in my life—a great number of which stemmed from this unnecessary busyness layer brought on by the achievementdriven mindset—led to the best progress I made in achieving greater calm. I cannot underscore this point enough: chronic stress, much of which stems from the accomplishment mindset, is perhaps the largest roadblock you’ll need to tackle to achieve lasting mental calm.


Let me explain.


In a nutshell, we experience two flavors of stress in our life. The first kind, acute stress, is stress that is temporary and often one-off—one rebooked flight, a Lego block that we step on in the middle of the night, or an argument with our spouse that’s finally resolved. Thankfully for us, our bodies are designed to deal with acute stress—for most of human history, acute stress was the primary type of stress we’ve experienced. We human beings were nothing more than delicious prey for millions of years, devoured by leopards, snakes, and giant hyenas. Our body’s stress response provided us with the physical and mental stamina to face down threats like these.


Acute stress is, by its very definition, short-term and temporary. You may be familiar with how your body responds to episodes of acute stress: it releases cortisol, a stress hormone, which activates your body’s stress response. This stress response provides us with the mental and physical stamina we need to fight back against whatever happens to be stressing us, so we can get on with our lives. Your body floods with adrenaline, your pupils dilate, and you either run away, or slay that killer hyena like the badass that you are.


Stress gets a bad rap, but unfairly so. The truth is more nuanced: stress isn’t fun while we experience it, but it gives our life meaning. Acute stress is akin to a tunnel we must navigate through to arrive at a better place on the other side. Great memories are often the result of experiences that feel stressful in the moment. Weddings are stressful. So is cooking a weekend dinner for your extended family. So is speaking about your work in front of a hundred people. But experiences like these are what make life meaningful. As psychologist Kelly McGonigal so eloquently put it in her book The Upside of Stress, “If you put a wider lens on your life and subtract every day that you have experienced as stressful, you won’t find yourself with an ideal life. Instead, you’ll find yourself also subtracting the experiences that have helped you grow, the challenges you are most proud of, and the relationships that define you.” 


Acute stress provides us with memories to look back on, experiences that end up feeling rich, and challenges from which we have little choice but to grow.


“Chronic” stress, though, is the opposite. It’s the no good, very bad type of stress that feels like it’s never going to end and that we face over and over again—chronically. Instead of the one-time canceled flight, it’s the grueling traffic we encounter every damn day on our way to work. Instead of the occasional argument with our spouse, it’s the irreconcilable feelings that arise whenever we talk to them.
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