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Dedication



For Chris, my favorite person to do nothing with.





Introduction



6:15 a.m. Your alarm goes off, and you slowly wake to the warm comfort of your bed. Your cat is curled up on the pillow next to you, and you take some moments to scratch her behind the ears, enjoying the deep purr of satisfaction she gives in response to your touch. There’s no rush to get out of bed because you’ve given yourself plenty of time to work through your morning routine. You snuggle back in for another ten minutes and simply listen to the rustle of a light wind in the trees outside your window. When you feel ready to leave your bed, you head to the bathroom for a hot shower to start your day.


•  •  •


Does this morning scene sound relaxing and amazing? Does it also sound very far from what you currently experience on a daily basis? Finding time to do nothing is an easy and incredibly powerful way to lower your stress, increase your happiness, and enjoy your life.


Just as your body needs rest, so does your mind. We need quiet. We need an opportunity to think of nothing at all. It is restorative and improves your health and overall well-being. It’s something you deserve after all your hard work.


Doing nothing can awaken you or it can relax you. Doing nothing can be both a tool to slow down and a tool to make the rest of our time more productive, energizing, and rewarding. Creating these pockets of well-deserved white space in your day gives you an opportunity to relax, de-stress, and appreciate the people and things around you.


If you’ve ever felt guilty for doing nothing, for “wasting” a Saturday afternoon or for your secret Thursday evening ritual of doing nothing, this book will give you all the reasons you need to joyfully embrace your unscheduled time.


And yes, doing nothing is joyful. You will enjoy your life more when you make doing nothing a part of it. The trees really will seem greener, you’ll notice the beauty of a building you walk by daily for the first time, and the simple pleasures of life will fill you with contentment. You’re going to see the beauty and possibility in a twelve-minute wait for your take-out order. There is so much joy in your daily life that doing nothing will unlock and open you to. You’ll see the wonder all around you when you make the time to do nothing.


Doing nothing sounds almost too easy. Turn and stare at your shoes for a few seconds right now—boom, you’re making it happen. But so many of us can’t find or make the time for this essential component of a healthy life. This book will show you how to incorporate doing nothing into your daily life in a way that’s meaningful to you and works with your schedule. After all, everyone is busy. But no matter how much you have on your plate, you’ll find easy-to-implement suggestions in this book for reclaiming bits of time throughout your day for doing nothing.


We will examine several areas—Family and Friends, Work, Home, and Other Activities (such as hobbies)—and give you tools for finding the quiet in each of them. Throughout the book, you’ll find three “levels” of doing nothing (light, medium, and deep) so you can scale your approach appropriately to your lifestyle. Along the way, you’ll learn dozens of real-life ways to create time and space for that most luxurious of activities: doing nothing.


Excited? Great. Now go stare at that water stain on your ceiling that looks like a Buddha for ten minutes and then we’ll get started.





The Philosophy of Doing Nothing



Time is the most valuable thing a man can spend.


—Theophrastus, Greek Philosopher


Time: The Ultimate Luxury


Doing nothing is a luxurious type of self-care. When we think about luxury or riches, we often gravitate to the material: cars, home, clothing. But time is the ultimate luxury. Time can’t be bought in a store, and it’s one of the most sought-after commodities of modern life. Everyone wants more time these days. When you take the time to do nothing, you prioritize self-care and realign your time usage with your values. It’s a well-deserved way to recharge after all of your hard work.





When you take the time to do nothing, you prioritize self-care and realign your time usage with your values.





If you prioritize this type of self-care, you’ll find out what’s important to you. Material goods, shopping, and working harder and longer hours to earn more money and buy more stuff are unfulfilling pursuits. Spend more, make more, buy more, and want more; it’s an endless cycle of chasing after things to find happiness. When you hit the pause button and refresh your mind and body with doing nothing, you’ll find clarity about what truly brings you meaning and happiness in life.


Restore Yourself with Doing Nothing


To do nothing is to immerse yourself in activities that allow you to rest, replenish, and have fun. This is not a call to laziness but rather an intentional, calm, and proactive effort to save space and time in your life just for yourself. Let yourself do nothing—it is, in fact, sweet and restful time that you need.


As you make the choice to do nothing—for ten minutes, for an hour, for a whole afternoon—you are resisting the pervasive call to be constantly busy, overscheduled, and stressed. You are resting your brain and your body. You are making a conscious decision to put your well-being ahead of mental busyness.


Doing nothing is also a secret path to contentment and productivity. Taking these moments for yourself not only pays you back immediately with a positive and relaxed state of mind, but it also gives you long-term benefits in many areas of your life.



Be More Content



To put it simply, you will enjoy your life more when you make doing nothing a part of it. There is so much beauty in your daily life that doing nothing will show you.


• You’re a happier and less stressed employee, friend, partner, mother, father, sister, brother. You aren’t distracted when talking to people, and you can fully engage with them. That break to do nothing is a reset button and a release. You let the daily and long-term worries and stress go when you actively claim time for yourself. You feel lighter.


• You enjoy the simple pleasures in your life more. You are much more aware of all those small but beautiful daily joys.


• You are grateful. Fewer distractions allow you to really appreciate all that you have.


• You find a new perspective. You see the good in your day ahead of, and in spite of, any bad. The glass really is half full. The usual delays in life like traffic, or someone being late for a meeting, are no longer irritations but rather opportunities. Those delays are now minutes you can take for yourself.


Be More Productive


While it may seem counterintuitive, taking breaks to do nothing actually makes you more productive in the long run.


• You tackle those hard tasks with ease. The break to do nothing puts you in a positive feedback loop: less stress, more focus, more energy. You dive into your work without distraction because you took that replenishing break to do nothing. It’s suddenly easy to knock out those tough tasks.


• Your goals sharpen. What you really want to spend your time on—work, activities, people—becomes clear. You’re able to keep all the good stuff and let the rest fall away.


• New opportunities present themselves to you. This less stressed, more aware, and engaged you attracts new ideas, people, activities, and work. The universe responds to your openness, your engagement, and your positivity.


• You embrace and excel at things you once thought out of reach. Fear of failure is replaced with excitement to try new things. You have the motivation, the focus, and the resolve to take on those things that once scared you.


• Obstacles and worries disappear. Obstacles become smaller when we spend time doing nothing. That issue you’ve been fretting over, the one that’s made it hard to fall asleep the last few nights, becomes smaller as you take an hour to yourself to actively not think about it. You’re able to off-load the worry and stress of it. Doing nothing cuts out all the distractions so you can see your worries for what they are: things that haven’t happened and might never happen.


• Solutions appear. You reconnect with your locus of control when you set aside time to do nothing. Realizing you’re in control empowers you to find solutions to your problems.



The Health Benefits of Doing Nothing


If all of those amazing reasons weren’t enough to convince you, here’s another: it’s good for your mental and physical health. When we make a habit of doing nothing, as when we make a habit of flossing, our body and mind thank us for it. This habit of doing nothing provides both immediate improvements—less stress, more clarity, a refreshed and relaxed mind—as well as many long-term physical and mental health benefits. Make doing nothing a priority not just for fun but for a break—for a way to channel creativity or to unload some stress as part of your general wellness plan.


Reduce Stress


Deep relaxation exercises like doing nothing can combat stress. That’s important because, according to the National Institutes of Health, chronic stress has been linked to tumor development, heart disease, ulcers, and lung ailments. Some studies estimate that as many as 75 to 90 percent of doctor’s office visits are for stress-related conditions and complaints! There are many ways to incorporate stress-reducing habits into your life, and doing nothing is an easy way to start.


Fight Disease


We often think of ensuring good health by doing things: exercising, eating nutrient-dense food, getting our teeth cleaned, etc. But relaxing and doing nothing can also be a part of your health and wellness plan. A 2013 Harvard study compared the active disease-fighting genes in people who practiced relaxation exercises and those who did not. People who have practiced relaxation exercises like deep breathing and yoga on a long-term basis have far more active disease-fighting genes than those who don’t practice any relaxation exercises. Even better news: the study found that you can switch disease-fighting genes back on in just eight weeks by practicing relaxation exercises regularly. Relaxation can calm you inside and out—but it can also activate important healing mechanisms in the process!


Improve Digestion


General health also gets a boost when you practice relaxation techniques like doing nothing. According to Mayo Clinic research, practicing relaxation even helps with digestion and maintaining normal blood sugar levels.


Avoid Mental and Physical Exhaustion


Taking short breaks to do nothing prevents stress from accumulating. If your life is very stressful, your sympathetic nervous system, the one responsible for your fight-or-flight reaction, may be working overtime. Being in this heightened state on a consistent basis can lead to emotional burnout and exhaustion. Doing nothing is a way to give your sympathetic nervous system a break and let that stress melt away.


Prioritize Your Health


When you take the time to do nothing, to deeply relax and disconnect from any stress or distraction, you are doing good for your mental and physical health. You are making wellness a priority. You are making yourself a priority. This one simple and easy act is giving back to you exponentially. Another way it gives back: you’re more present and connected after a break during which you do nothing.



How Do You Do Nothing?


What defines a do-nothing activity?


• Your brain should be in idle mode, and you should feel relaxed and peaceful.


• It should feel easy to walk away from the activity.


• Physical intensity should be very low or nonexistent.


• Your mind and body should move and work with little effort.


• It should also be fun! This isn’t a chore or obligation.


Doing nothing is a sweet little luxury you give yourself. You can define your own parameters for what “nothing” looks like in your life. Don’t burden yourself with judging your joyful do-nothing activities. This is all about being in the moment. Live in that space and time you have made for yourself and don’t compare it to something else you have done, to a friend’s result, or what else you could have used that time for. Simply let it happen. Enjoy the act of doing and being rather than comparing the activity to anything. This can be an incredibly hard concept to actualize for those people who are wired to constantly analyze, judge, and grade themselves. If you are one of those people, you’ll need to be gentle on yourself as you learn new habits. If you find it hard to enjoy some nonproductive activities a few times a week, you probably need to do nothing more often. The more wound up, overstimulated, and overscheduled you are, the harder it is to slip into a blissful state of nothingness.



How Often Should You Do Nothing?


If you normally keep a relatively relaxed schedule, you can dive right in to doing nothing. Just start replacing some of your more casual activities or downtime with doing nothing: turn off your phone and let your mind and body relax into a sweet state of nothingness.


If you love being busy and find it hard to relax or “turn off,” it’s best to start slowly incorporating windows of do-nothing time. You’ll find the biggest benefit to doing nothing at the start of your day. If it’s all you have time for, spend ten minutes most mornings doing nothing before your day commences. It will pay you back many times over with better focus and a more relaxed attitude. Below are some guidelines for achieving different intensity levels to help you get started.


• Light: Find fifteen minutes a day to turn off your phone, shut out the world around you, and do nothing. Progress to two fifteen-minute intervals daily and then work up to one hour per week.


• Medium: Have a daily fifteen-minute do-nothing window in the morning and set aside two evenings a week or one weekend afternoon to do nothing.


• Deep: Start every day with a thirty-minute block of doing nothing and end every day with another thirty-minute block. Take a whole day once every two months to clear your schedule of activities and obligations and do nothing.



When You’re Too Busy to Do Nothing


If you’re wondering how you’ll ever find the time to do nothing when getting through a single day requires juggling work, activities, family, and other responsibilities, don’t worry. You will find the time because, in truth, even the busiest person has windows of time spent waiting or brief moments of procrastination that they can turn into do-nothing time. Some of this waiting or procrastination is hiding during work or in your usual Tuesday evening routine. Once you embrace doing nothing, those windows of waiting reshape themselves in your mind as available time. You can turn those short windows into luxurious moments when you embrace doing nothing.


You’ll also find the time to do nothing because it is a very low-maintenance activity: you can do nothing anywhere, at any time. That’s right; you don’t need running shoes, an app, or a log-in to access the work network from outside the office. You don’t need any special equipment for your do-nothing time. You also don’t need to be anywhere specific for these activities. You can commit to doing nothing while sitting on a bus, waiting in line at the grocery store, or spending time in the lunchroom at work. Home or away, you’ll easily be able to slip in your necessary restorative time to do nothing.


Even the busiest among us can find the time to practice a restorative do-nothing habit once a day. Start looking objectively at how you spend your hours. When you can see your day clearly, those windows of minutes spent waiting, your fringe hours, and your procrastination habits transform into available time for joyously doing nothing. Take that time back!



Use Time You Already Spend Waiting



There’s no need to block off huge parts of your day to do nothing. Using small windows of waiting time is one of the easiest ways to incorporate doing nothing into your life. Making the time could be as simple as changing what you do and think about on your way to work. Normally you might be thinking about your job, your long commute, what’s for dinner—all while half listening to the radio. Instead, turn the radio off and enjoy some rare but oh-so-necessary silence. Take note of your surroundings and let all those worries (the ones you really can’t do anything about going five miles per hour on the freeway) disappear. Your time for doing nothing hasn’t required a schedule overhaul but rather a small, easy tweak.


Likewise, rethink where your mind can be during the day if your body is committed to one spot. That ten-minute wait in line at the post office is usually spent letting out a few mental sighs about the person at the front of the line who can’t decide between sending their parcel Ground or Priority Mail. Instead, take a few deep breaths, relax your shoulders, and enjoy ten minutes of letting your mind wander through things you’re grateful for . . . like the delicious leftovers you’ll have for lunch or the first signs of spring that have arrived.


Reclaim Your “Fringe Hours”


Another area where it’s relatively easy to find time to do nothing: your “fringe hours”—right before you go to bed and right after you wake up. Most of us give up on getting anything done after eight o’clock. Too tired for the gym or getting housework done, we end up sitting on our couches watching Netflix. In the morning, we’re rushing to get out the door because we stayed up late watching “just one more” episode, slept in, and now we’re running late.


No more! Claim those fringe hours for joyously doing nothing. Finish the dishes, put the kids to bed, take the dog for a walk, and then . . . settle in to do nothing. The television is off, the phone is in Do Not Disturb mode, and you’ve got an hour or two of glorious time to yourself to unwind and let the day’s stress slip away before bed.


In the morning, you’re awake and refreshed—you went to bed on time!—and find yourself fifteen minutes ahead of schedule, so you spend it however you like. Fringe hours are a bounty of do-nothing time and the perfect place to start for those feeling overwhelmed by their daytime commitments.


Transform Your Procrastination Time


Another place to find do-nothing time: in your time-wasting and procrastination activities. C’mon, we all have them. It could be a sports team you follow a little too closely, refreshing ESPN.com multiple times a day for updates, or it could be a habit of checking multiple social media sites several times a day. Asking your manager about her ultramarathon hobby when you want to stretch a meeting out to make the workday a little shorter qualifies too. You can easily turn these little ten-minute time killers into do-nothing time.
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