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For Jocelyn and London, the past and the future



INTRODUCTION

Who Am I?

From the age of five until I graduated grade twelve, I went to the best private girls’ school in Winnipeg, Manitoba: Balmoral Hall. In grade nine, the best private boys’ school decided to let girls in. So I lost a third of my classmates, because naturally, the boys’ school was considered better. Wamp-wamp.

I was elected head girl. I was captain of the debate team. I graduated valedictorian. I went to the Oxford University summer program on a full scholarship. I played the sax.

The spring of my senior year I started doing stand-up comedy.

Shock was only outweighed by outrage, then, when I was wait-listed(!) at Harvard—should I have gone to that stupid bloody boys’ school?!

And so I decided to do McGill—Canada’s Harvard—a favor and show up there instead. Shock was only outweighed by outrage once again, when McGill let me know it didn’t give a shit that I was there—a fact that was duly reflected in my B– first-year grades.

Undeterred, I doubled down on my studies. Learned how to smoke Gauloises cigarettes. Dated an Asian, an Israeli, and an Arab (there’s a joke in there somewhere). You could say I got cosmopolitan—fast. For the first time, I fell in love with a city and with poutine, and graduated with honors. I slayed my LSATs and was on the fast track to law school when I stopped and said to myself, Why make things easy?

So I moved to Toronto to become a writer.

With the firm knowledge that their daughter would lose sleep for a week if she scored less than 90 percent on anything including an eye exam, my parents were cautiously supportive, taking comfort in the fact that this act of joie de vivre would be a creative, fulfilling experiment that would, most definitely, end a year later with my acceptance into Osgoode Hall Law School.

Five years later, I sat across from my parents in a Toronto café—Eggspectation—bleary-eyed from another long, fun night of bartending. They’d flown in for a polite, Canadian-style intervention. I recall my dad, a worried look on his face, saying, “You’ve given this enough time here.”

“I agree!” I said, with all the confidence in the world. A relieved, I-knew-she’d-start-thinking-rationally-again smile graced both my parents’ faces. “That’s why I’ve decided that, if I really want to give this dream a chance, I need to move to Los Angeles,” I announced proudly.

And coffee was spat across the table.

Three days after 9/11, I flew back to Winnipeg, jumped in my parents’ old Camry, and drove across the border straight down to L.A.

I had no money—C$700, to be exact. I had no papers. And no clue.

The next ten years were a total roller coaster. I worked a string of odd jobs. I finally got my working visa because my education gave me special status (thank God for Canada’s Harvard!), and my parents mentioned my law career with less and less frequency. Things were looking good. I wrote five scripts, made two festival-nominated short films, rollerbladed on the boardwalk, lived in Venice Beach, fell madly in love, and became an honorary Angeleno. Everything was perfect. Until it wasn’t.

About five years in, I suffered a major personal tragedy (that is a book unto itself). A year later, in 2008, the economy crashed. My partner and I lost everything.

We broke up.

I didn’t have a car.

My house was being foreclosed upon.

My visa was up.

I was destroyed.

The words of my father screamed over and over in my head: “You’ve given this enough time. YOU’VE GIVEN THIS ENOUGH TIME!” I had completely messed up. If there was some path I was supposed to be on, I hadn’t gotten the memo. Or maybe I’d got it and ignored it. My whole life I had followed that little voice in my head telling me to go for it. As I looked at my “ninety days to vacate” letter from the bank, it seemed that voice had failed me.

I had wanted to show the world the person I knew was inside me, that ambitious chick who takes on the world. Instead, I was incapable of doing a single damn thing right. Even worse, I could barely find, much less pick up the pieces of, myself. I just didn’t know who I was anymore, but I sure wasn’t that confidence-of-ten-men girl I used to be.

So I gave up, put my tail between my legs, and planned my humiliating retreat to my parents’ house in Canada, complete with YOU TOLD ME SO tattooed on my forehead. I had to accept that I obviously wasn’t destined to conquer L.A. I could barely pay my rent, much less make it as a writer. Sobbing, I started to pack up my life, readying for the move.

And in that lowest moment, my life started to take a turn.

Here’s what I know to be true: If you want to make God laugh, tell Him your plans.

I had put in one last hail-Mary application for a copywriting job I’d seen on Craigslist—and I got it. It was a steady writing gig at a small, self-development start-up that paid $15 an hour. At first, this seemed like an incredible blow to my ego. It was not exactly the type of writing job I had envisioned for myself when I’d made the move to L.A. That writing job had involved George Clooney handing me my Oscar and his number. It wasn’t awesome, it wasn’t epic, but these were dire straits and I needed to buy some time.

I threw everything I had into that job, and it turned out I was pretty good at it. Actually, I ended up being amazing at it. I did good work, I made connections, and I learned about the internet. I took over a small blog called Pick the Brain, and as it began to really grow, I did, too. Within two years, PTB was one of the most successful self-development sites on the web and I was the editor in chief and co-owner. Eventually, I realized that I was living the dream: I was paying the rent with my words! What I hadn’t expected was how much I ended up learning from the hundreds of self-development writers I was editing and managing. I couldn’t have known when I started that we’d end up helping other people to not make the shitty decisions I’d made. It felt really, really, really good to help other people find their way.

As the years passed, another transformation began. I started remembering that confidence-of-ten-men girl I used to be before life kicked me in the face. I was spending a huge chunk of my workday reading self-improvement content by people who were much smarter than me, and hell, it was working. Pick the Brain literally helped me pick up the pieces of my life and get back into the mind-set that I needed to shake off the sad-sack, always-apologizing, always-afraid girl I’d become in my early twenties. It taught me how to get shit done and to not give a damn if I didn’t prioritize the things everyone else wanted me to.

Two years later, I raised close to a million dollars with my partner, Geri Hirsch, to launch our own lifestyle start-up, the first in-video shopping site on the web, called LEAFtv. I had more than three hundred writers from around the world writing for Pick the Brain. Forbes magazine ranked the blog as one of “The Top 100 Most Influential Sites for Women, 2013.”

Two years later still, LEAF was bought by publicly traded Demand Media. Geri and I were “acquired” for two years as part of the deal.

I was killing it.

Or was I . . . ?



So about two years ago, I was juggling two successful companies in a business that never sleeps, when a fancy New York literary agent hit me up inquiring as to whether I had any interest in writing a book.

Did I want to write a book?!

UMMMM. HELLO, GOD, IT’S ME, MARGARET!

This was only the whole, entire reason I’d moved to Los Angeles in the first place.

But how could I possibly get this done? What was the cruelest of ironies? They wanted me to write a book on productivity! I found myself in a real predicament.

I’d have to find the time.

We signed the paperwork, and thirteen years after moving to L.A., I was officially a repped writer. I couldn’t believe it.

Seven long months dragged on. I hadn’t written a word. Not. A. Word.

To my surprise, the enthusiasm from New York hadn’t dwindled—if anything, it intensified. They wouldn’t let me off the hook. I began to beat myself up. How could I let this opportunity slip away? How could I not get this done? Me?!

One month later and I was just about to throw in the towel. I had a phone meeting scheduled with my agent to go over my latest lame musings for the book on productivity that I couldn’t start. Ironic much? What I really planned to tell her was that now just wasn’t the right time. I’d have to give up.

And I would have, if I hadn’t read one email shortly before my call.

Every month, being alumni of the best girls’ school in Winnipeg means I get a newsletter with the subject line Calling All Crestlines, which, loosely translated, means, “Write us and let us know of what successes you’ve had in life.” I had been receiving these monthly emails for the past three or four years. And every month I would open them and look at all the achievements of past students:

“Mary Joe Clairmont, née Smith, ’96, has just welcomed her first child, Max”; “Barbara Goldberg, née Rosen, ’99, was accepted into the Masters of Engineering Program at Dalhousie”; “Ginnie Rotthousen, née Flugelsteen, ’57, has successfully house-trained her new Golden Retriever.”*

And every month for three or four years, I would say to myself, I can’t wait for the day when I’ll have something to report. Maybe next month!

Well, shortly before I was to dial-in for the call with my agent, the monthly Calling All Crestlines newsletter popped up on my screen, and, like clockwork, I scrolled through the tributes and began to say, I can’t wait for the day when I’ll have something to report—when I stopped myself short.

“Are you kidding me?” I said out loud.

You wish you had something to report?

How about something like, oh, I don’t know:

You have one of the most respected self-improvement blogs on the planet, you sold your start-up after only two years in business to a publicly traded company (which is now trading as the Leaf Group on the Dow), you made a Forbes top 100 list, you have been named one of the top digital influencers in Los Angeles, you now have four hundred people writing for you, you’ve been invited to give two TEDx talks, you have over ONE MILLION people following you on social networks . . .

And as I was listing all this stuff—and should have felt great!—I instead started to realize how tired I was, how relatively unhappy I was. I hadn’t been giving myself credit for everything (or anything) that I’d accomplished. And maybe I wasn’t really valuing the things I’d managed to do. There was clearly no retrospection—it was always just on to the next, on to the next! In other words, I was as productive as hell, but not on my own terms.

And that’s when it hit me.

I was going to start over. Again. I was going to figure out what mattered to me, how to get things done while being authentic to my values and goals as a person and as a woman. I knew it might take a while, but I also knew I was onto something. And because I’m nothing if not ambitious, I had a feeling I could come up with a path to productivity that other women could use, too.

I called up my agent, new excitement in my voice.

Yes, I would write this book!

And yes, it would be on productivity!

Calling All Crestlines: Erin Falconer, née Falconer, ’92, will write a book redefining feminine productivity in the twenty-first century.

Read all about it.

If you can find the time . . .



* These are not actual Crestlines, but you get the point.




PART ONE



Being


The Power of POP





CHAPTER ONE

Defining POP (Personality, Opportunity, Productivity)

Freud once asked, “What do women want?”

Good. Fucking. Question.

What interests me most about this is that men seem to pose this question with great frequency, and yet it barely crosses the mind of most women. Or when it does, it comes laden with guilt—I can’t waste my time thinking about this when I could be, should be, getting more done! Women are, in the classic sense of the word, the very definition of productive. I can’t think of a species (other than the leaf-cutter ant) that has gotten more stuff done—let’s start with the creation and the survival of the entire human race, for example—and yet, somehow, somehow, up until very recently, women have been viewed, most jarringly from our own lens, as less-than. We have a constant need to prove our worth, when our worth should be obvious to anyone or anything living within a hundred-mile radius of planet earth.

We’re getting a lot done, right? More and more, every day, with every new app, and every new convenience. Except these modern conveniences (which particularly benefit women—I’ll talk about this later) should probably be used to free up time, so you can, you know, have a life. But instead, women being women, how are they being used? Oh, we’re saving time, all right. Saving time to get more stuff done.

Studies show that on average, women spend one to three hours more each day working than men, when you take into account unpaid work at home. That’s right: you’re putting in a full day at your paid job (although you’re only paid 80 cents on the dollar compared to your male colleague) and then you head home to clock a few more hours looking after kids, getting dinner ready, and doing laundry. And doesn’t it feel like the more we’re getting done, the more unhappy, manic, and stressed we are? Sure, there’s the initial high you get from making it through your daily to-do list. But it’s like a drug—that high is fleeting, and we’re left at the end of the day exhausted, with aching backs from all that leaning in.

It’s preposterous.

So why is this happening? How is it that we’re busier than ever, yet feeling like we’re not getting anywhere? Here’s what I think: many of us don’t know what makes us happy. Or that we deserve a happiness that’s worth investigating. Moreover, we’re not taking the time to analyze what course of action is the right one to bring out the best version of ourselves. Sure, we might have ideas about what we like, what gives us pleasure (“Friday nights with pizza, wine, and my girls” or “Watching my kids explore the world”), but we haven’t spent time zeroing in on what it would take for us to be truly happy and satisfied, what gives us energy vs. takes, and how those findings should dictate our future behavior. Without this sense of fulfillment—and real, intentional purpose—true “productivity” will be always out of reach.

I mean, I get it. In life, we’re judged according to what we’ve done. And women are consistently assessed more harshly. A New York University study showed that women have to do much more than men to be perceived as equally productive in the workplace. So we keep chugging along. “Me? I’m great. I got so much done today!” We want to have spotless homes, healthy-yet-gourmet meals, executive-track promotions, well-behaved children, a robust spiritual life, spotless community service, hot sex, and, on top of all that, some time to relax. But herein lies the conundrum. If we continue to pursue productivity for productivity’s sake, women will continue to position ourselves diametrically opposed to satisfaction.

You may feel like the most productive person alive, but without a purpose, you’re just busy.

THE BACKSTORY

I think it’s important to briefly explore this history and just how we got here and our relationship to productivity, success, and happiness. In a 140-character world, said history goes something like this:

Old, like really old, productivity for women meant: have a kid. If you’d done this you could die happily, I guess, at around forty-five, knowing you’d been super productive and accomplished everything anybody had ever expected of you. Done.

Except, after a time, the subconscious questions started percolating: But if we’re just fulfilling a biological imperative, where is our individual worth? And then the questions just kept coming.

Jump-cut to today, when we have now spent many lifetimes trying to prove that we are not just the perpetuators of a biological imperative, but beings who are worth far more than even the sum of our physical strength or mental aptitude. Better. Smarter. Faster. Because women can do it. We’re not just baby-making machines.

And then the internet came. And the other shoe dropped.

Why?

Because now the tools of power had shifted and, for the first time in history, in favor of women.

A Quick Primer on the TOP (or the Tools of Power)

The original tool of power was physical strength. Men 1, women 0. It was followed up by pursuits of the intellectual (something women were long denied participation in). Men 2, women 0. But now, the new tool of power, and the ultimate power (right after sustaining the human race, of course) is information. And man, this might just be the upset victory for the ages. Access to and the ability to share information are growing at near the speed of light. WWW: three letters that would not only change the world but change the game. Having information, tools to communicate, and the ability to share ideas without the traditional, hierarchical structures that previously hindered women meant entire new careers opening up. Since these careers were no longer bound to traditional roles, the playing field was leveled. And we made strides. Major strides. Today I am surrounded by women who are successful, productive, inspirational, and very powerful. And yet still a fog hangs above us.

WHY?

From my perspective, a lot of us are just out there frantically collecting trophies or, conversely, just trying to make it through the day. Neither is particularly fulfilling. Our world, bookshelves, and Twitter feeds are cluttered with far too much analysis on how to get more stuff done, and far too little analysis on what is necessary to feel successful and fulfilled. I don’t mean that in a bullshitty, self-improvementy sort of way.

And I should know. I spend a great deal of time on my blog, lecturing people on detaching themselves from outcomes—telling them to act creatively, with integrity and with measure, to just be and do. But upon reflection, what am I recommending people do in this book? “Just go around being”? That feels a little New Agey, if I’m being frank with myself. The flip side, however, seems even less palatable: creating a rigid, endless, and impossible checklist of to-dos.

But where’s the happy medium between being and doing?

If you’re reading this book, I’m going to guess that you’re already busy. And you certainly don’t need me to tell you how to fit even more into your day. Which is great, because I’m going to do the exact opposite of that. In fact, I’m going to ask you to toss out most of your preconceived notions of busyness and success in order to help you truly get shit done.

With this book, I have, perhaps, lofty goals. A repositioning of the way we, as women, think about ourselves at work and at home. That’s a big thing. It’s an undoing, or a redoing, of a modern, utterly complex psychological history, wherein women have been defined by and become (a) what others think they should be or (b) a skewed version of what we think we should be, for far too long. We’ve finally come to a place where greatness is within our grasp: we’ve got the strength, we’ve got the tools—we just need to learn how to channel them in the right direction. I’m not talking about changing the rules. I’m talking about understanding them and then doing away with them entirely. I’m talking about releasing ourselves from the shackles of preconceived notions of who we are and what we should be and living in a conscious state, where only the answer to the very fundamental question below matters.

So here we go. What do women want?

And by women . . . I mean you.



How about we start by redefining productivity?

What I know is that the reworking of what feminine productivity should be is fundamentally necessary if a life worth living is to be achieved and sustained.

First things first: How is it possible to attain happiness, fulfillment, and a sense that we’ve been truly productive in our lives if we haven’t even asked the most fundamental question of ourselves?

Who are you? What gives you energy—like, real energy? Who makes you happy? And of course, what do you really want?

These questions are daunting, not only on their surface but in their depth. They are especially difficult for women to answer, because of our long history of repression (both external and internal).

Without a thorough analysis of who we are and what we want, even with the greatest power tool at our disposal we will just burn out. And that’s exactly what I am starting to see around me.

It is from this impending burnout—of which I myself was at the forefront—that I came up with the principles that could make true productivity possible. To be more precise, I came up with three tenets: personality, opportunity, productivity . . . and hence, the POP Effect was born.

WHAT IS POP?

By taking the time to analyze who we are and what really defines us—on the three abovementioned fundamental levels—we can finally begin to carve out how to be productive in life in a way that makes it all worth it. This is a system that allows for the kind of meaningful happiness and sense of satisfaction I’m talking about, by letting you really get shit done.

POP takes personality (P)—who you are—and combines it with where you are in life and in the world, as a woman, a.k.a. your opportunity (O), to create your very own definition of productivity (P). In the past, productivity gurus (usually men) have failed to take the first P or the O into consideration while urging us on to do more, more, more. But by using POP, you’re going to redefine what being productive means to you. Your notion of productivity may not end up looking like anyone else’s. And that’s the point. Rather than following conventional notions of productivity that merely cram more into your day, what we will be doing is simplifying or removing many tangible and concrete, seemingly important (but ultimately clogging) things from your life in order to make room for the far more important, intangible, esoteric, and most powerful things to come in—adding a feeling of clarity and levity and a true sense of accomplishment and purpose to your world.

Here are just a few of the items we’ll be shrugging off (and man, is it going to feel good):

[image: images] Traditional definitions of productivity. It’s a rigged system that was never going to work for you.

[image: images] Your current beliefs regarding what a productive day looks like. That packed Google calendar is not your friend.

[image: images] Impressing others in order to feel worthwhile. See “rigged system” above.

[image: images] Doing what other people expect of you. You know what they say about putting your own oxygen mask on first? That.

Each step of the POP System, and the philosophies that support it, will be examined and explained in depth throughout the book. But for now, a quick explanation of the concepts.

WHO ARE YOU?



(P for Personality)

If we’re setting out to create a sense of productivity that’s tailor-made for you, we’d better start by knowing who you are. More than mere navel-gazing, deep self-knowledge is essential before creating an action plan. Skipping this step, as so many of us do, can leave us with a life that’s full but that doesn’t feel like our own.

I’m going to give you exercises in order to bring you and your dreams and desires into sharp focus. And it’s all going to be based on a practice that may be new to you: self-reflection. In part, this new habit that we’ll be putting into effect is simple observation. But you’ll soon see the ways that it may shift some of your behaviors, particularly the ones that do you no favors.

To understand how this process looks, I spoke with Dr. Anita Chakrabarti. She’s a psychiatrist with an interest in self-development. She also happens to be my stepmother, someone I’m very close to and to whom I turn to for rigorous intellectual engagement. Helping people to know themselves is Anita’s life work, so of course she was one of my first stops on this journey.

Anita described the backbone of the trek toward self-knowledge as anything but a straight line.

1 We’re wild. We may spend our lives civilizing ourselves, but there’s something primal at our core. “The first thing we have to do is realize we have drives and instincts. You have to kind of accept that. Or at least consider it and give it some legitimate consideration. Because if you’re doing things that are unconscious, then it’s hard to make decisions. And it’s really hard to make good decisions.”

2 Take note. “The next step is trying to think and reflect about what you’re doing. To me, that is the most important part of this whole process,” says Anita. Your job isn’t to judge but to just observe your thoughts and feelings. “In dynamic practice, we call this listening with the third ear. It’s the part of your mind that is able to step back and kind of objectively and neutrally say, ‘What is it that I’m doing? What am I thinking? What am I feeling?’ ” There may be times in your life when you do this more actively, and go see a therapist, or there may be times when it’s less pressing. But it’s not a onetime exercise; rather, it’s something you want to practice throughout your life.

3 Think about it. Once you’ve started making observations about yourself, you’ll want to do something with that information. You can look for patterns in your life and also patterns in the world, in the shape of family or cultural expectations. “You can keep layering on the levels of sophistication,” says Anita. For instance, if letting anyone down gives you an uncomfortable sting of guilt, you may feel paralyzed or drawn to old habits of obligation and resentment. “But there’s another process where you say, ‘Yes, I’ve got guilt. I’ve actually seen that in a whole bunch of places. Wow, that’s really interesting. I’m going to keep an eye out for it because I might see it somewhere else.’ ” If you are able to isolate patterns in your emotions and behaviors, you can begin to ask yourself where those patterns were born.

4 Be complicated. Part of this process is realizing our own complexity. “We’re going to ask ourselves some hard questions, so we’ve become more self-aware and now we’re aware that we’re pretty confused.” And it’s okay!

5 Values. As much as you want to become an expert on your inner emotional workings, you want to also keep developing a knowledge of your values. Which is another way of articulating what you care about. The ability to maintain an alignment between you, your values, and your efforts is the secret sauce of productivity. “If you want to run a marathon, you can say, ‘It’s going to be painful and uncomfortable and it’s going to take some time but I made a choice and I want to do it.’ As long as you made a choice and you value it, there’s nothing wrong with that. But when your values and your behavior aren’t in alignment, it’s like finding yourself in the middle of a marathon and saying, ‘I don’t even like running and I don’t know how I got here.’ ”

WHERE ARE YOU AT?



(O for Opportunity)

Opportunity. But not opportunity in the general sense of the word. I’m talking about the reality of women’s past, but I also want you to feel the optimism that this word suggests for our and your future. Another way to look at it: personality is who you really are, and opportunity is your specific place in the world as a woman.

In a minute, we’ll talk about where you are now. And when I say you, I mean you, dear particular reader, but I also mean you, woman in this culture. In order for women to get what they want out of life, they must understand societal barriers that are in their way and where those come from. In other words, I want to touch on the important roadblocks you/we have faced in the past and the present and the opportunities you/we are poised to capitalize on in the present and beyond. And before you even start with, “I’m not a feminist, I’m for equality for everyone . . .” allow me to stop you. Seriously, stop it.

Let Me Hit You Up with the Facts

[image: images] Women, like people of color, LGBTQ people, and the handicapped, have had fewer opportunities to thrive in our culture than men. It’s only due to a consistent effort on the part of feminists (both women and men) that our culture has moved in the direction of equality.

[image: images] After a seventy-year battle for women’s suffrage, the Nineteenth Amendment was only ratified in 1920, giving American women the right to vote.

[image: images] And while we’ve come a long way, baby, remember those tidbits from the beginning of this chapter? American women currently earn just 80 percent of what their male counterparts make. As we move along in our careers, the pay gap only widens rather than narrows.

[image: images] Besides getting paid 20 percent less than men for their efforts, women have to work harder for recognition at work and then head home to put in a few more hours of unpaid work there.

[image: images] Historically (and when I say historically, I’m not talking about that long ago), a woman’s worth was tied inextricably to her role as mother and wife. Her whole purpose was to care for her family. Any deviation from this meant you weren’t a woman at all. Access to birth control was a game-changing development. Being able to choose when and when not to have children put a powerful tool in women’s hands, which is why it was such a hard-won step. It was 1965 before the Supreme Court struck down the last remaining state law that prohibited married couples from accessing birth control. It would be 1972 before those same rights were afforded to single people. These changes in law, and the change to hearts and minds that often follows the law, have been essential for women to move away from the biology-as-destiny role of woman as mother. The power to choose if and when to have children has allowed women the chance to consider other ways to be women in the world.

[image: images] If you remain not quite convinced of the historical importance of feminism and how much we still need it, just take another look at Twitter. Watch what happens to outspoken feminists like Lindy West or Jamilah Lemieux when they tweet about women’s rights. The misogyny they face in reaction to their feminism is at best “Girl, relax” and at worst threats of rape and murder.

This list isn’t meant to depress you but to remind you that when you face challenges in life, they’re frequently supported by historical and political realities that it does no good to ignore. We can’t win the game without knowing the rules, and that’s a big part of O.

ROADBLOCKS, DETOURS, AND OPEN ROADS

One of the best ways to be able to move forward is to understand what is holding you back. You could be swimming, no holds barred, in optimal health, but if it’s against the current, you’re just setting yourself up for failure . . . and exhaustion. This self-study and your subsequent findings are crucial to understanding your particular opportunity.

So let’s tear it up. What are the realities—good, bad, and ugly—that have an impact on your life? How do we take our knowledge of our own history, our sense of our place in the world now, and turn it into something useful? As much as I wish anything was possible, I’m more interested in getting real about what’s possible and desirable for you. The whole point of this book is to streamline your efforts so you can move forward rather than just run yourself ragged.

Roadblocks

Of course there are many factors in a person’s life that they can’t control. Do you dream of rising to the top of your company but the boss’s daughter has her eye on the same corner office? Yeah, then not so much for you. If you’re a single mom, quitting your job and going back to school full-time to become a lawyer may not be a possibility. Most of us have to make rent or pay a mortgage, and we have family obligations, like kids to care for or parents to help. So there’s no point beating yourself up about not being able to muscle your way through those challenges. When you feel yourself coming up against what feels like a roadblock, take a minute to take a closer look. Are you in a situation where there is no way for you to win? Are you forcing yourself to try to accomplish something that you don’t really want to? Maybe it’s a goal your parents had for you? Maybe it’s a job that sounds good on paper but doesn’t truly excite you. Sometimes a roadblock is a bitter pill to swallow but sometimes it’s an unexpected gift. Realizing you don’t really want the thing you thought you wanted means you can free up all that energy to pursue your real goals.

Detours

Detours are different from roadblocks in that there is a way around them. A lack of self-confidence can feel every bit as limiting as the absence of a college degree, but you can work on it (and can make progress in much less time than it takes to get through a bachelor’s degree). It’s hard to change jobs when you’re comfortable somewhere, even if that somewhere doesn’t recognize your awesomeness.

Open Roads

But for all of those roadblocks, you’re likely to see some open roads, too. Your free time really does belong to you. If working out is something you know you need to feel good and de-stress, then it should be on your schedule and that episode on Netflix should come off. Not putting your hand up for every added task at work doesn’t mean you’re not a team player: it means you’re protecting yourself from burnout.

WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO ABOUT IT?



(P for Productivity)

What is productivity anyway? Making the most money you can? Getting the longest list ticked off? The Oxford English Dictionary says productivity is “the state or quality of being productive.” But it quickly follows up with “the effectiveness of productive effort, especially in industry, as measured in terms of the rate of output per unit of input.” At first glance it’s a definition that seems to favor the pursuit of more, more, more. And our culture certainly places an emphasis on the grind. But on closer examination—“in terms of the rate of output per unit of input”—it’s a reminder that being productive only really sings when the effort you’re pouring into your goals pays dividends. It’s output as compared to units of input.

Your Brain on Busy

There’s evidence that killing yourself to crush a longer and more scheduled day is not only not going to get you points on the job, it may actually reduce your ability to produce meaningful work. Much research has been done in the field of brain science that looks at what is actually happening in our brains when we’re actively engaged in focused activity compared to what happens when we’re at rest but awake. We all know (but do not always prioritize) that getting enough sleep is essential to our physical and mental health. Our brains, in particular, require sleep in order to function. It’s not only unconsciousness that allows us to operate at high levels, but also waking rest. Throughout the day, we naturally move from stages of being actively engaged with tasks to periods of rest. The latter periods don’t have to mean flaking out on the couch—they can mean just looking out a window, daydreaming, allowing your thoughts to drift, or going for a walk without headphones on. All of these resting activities allow the brain to move into what neuroscientists call “default mode network.” In this crucial stage, the brain does not take a break, but synthesizes data, almost plays with information, and solves problems. Brain mapping has shown that synapses fire more fluidly when we take a break from work. All of this may explain that “out of the blue” feeling when an idea comes to you in the shower. It may feel like it came out of nowhere, but really your brain was able to go into default mode while you were singing in the shower and find a solution to a problem you weren’t able to master while giving it all your attention.
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“This book helps you realign the definition of personal productivity with what

real success looks like.” —Alexia Brue, cofounder and CEO of Well+Good
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