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For Kim, who taught me that if a person’s behavior doesn’t make sense, it’s because I’m missing a piece of their context
— INTRODUCTION —
How I Learned I Wasn’t Lazy
I have a reputation as a productive person, but that reputation has cost me a lot. To the rest of the world I’ve always looked like a put-together, organized, diligent little worker bee. For years, I managed to balance professional success, creative output, and activism without letting anybody in my life down. I never turned work in late. If I said I was going to be at an event, I’d be there. If a friend needed help editing a cover letter for a job application (or moral support as they called their congressional representative about the latest human-rights horror of the moment), I was available. Behind that veneer of energy and dependability, I was a wreck. I’d spend hours alone in the dark, overstimulated and too tired to even read a book. I resented every person I said yes to, even as I couldn’t stop overcommitting to them. I was forever spreading myself too thin, dragging myself from obligation to obligation, thinking my lack of energy made me unforgivably “lazy.”
I know a lot of people like me. People who work overtime, never turning down additional work for fear of disappointing their boss. They’re available to friends and loved ones twenty-four seven, providing an unending stream of support and advice. They care about dozens and dozens of social issues yet always feel guilty about not doing “enough” to address them, because there simply aren’t enough hours in the day. These types of people often try to cram every waking moment with activity. After a long day at work, they try to teach themselves Spanish on the Duolingo app on their phone, for example, or they try to learn how to code in Python on sites like Code Academy.
People like this—people like me—are doing everything society has taught us we have to do if we want to be virtuous and deserving of respect. We’re committed employees, passionate activists, considerate friends, and perpetual students. We worry about the future. We plan ahead. We try to reduce our anxiety by controlling the things we can control—and we push ourselves to work very, very hard.
Most of us spend the majority of our days feeling tired, overwhelmed, and disappointed in ourselves, certain we’ve come up short. No matter how much we’ve accomplished or how hard we’ve worked, we never believe we’ve done enough to feel satisfied or at peace. We never think we deserve a break. Through all the burnouts, stress-related illnesses, and sleep-deprived weeks we endure, we remain convinced that having limitations makes us “lazy”—and that laziness is always a bad thing.
This worldview is ruining our lives.
For years, I fell into an awful pattern where I’d work nonstop for the first five or six hours of the day, running through as many tasks as possible without any breaks. During those periods, I’d focus so intently on the mountains of e-mails I had to respond to or the papers I had to grade that I would often forget to pause and eat a snack, stretch my legs, or even use the bathroom. Anyone who interrupted me during those cram sessions would get a blank and irritated stare. Once those five hours were over, I’d collapse into a cranky, hungry, emotionally drained heap.
I loved being superefficient like that, plugging away at all the items on my to-do list that had given me anxiety the night before. I could get a truly impressive amount of stuff done during those sprints. But when I worked myself that hard, I’d be completely useless afterward. My afternoons were utterly nonproductive, with me mindlessly scrolling through Instagram or Tumblr for hours. In the evening, all I had energy left to do was flop onto my bed, watch a few YouTube videos, and eat chips in the dark of my apartment.
Eventually, after a few hours of “recharging,” I’d start to feel guilty for not using my time in more productive ways. I should be out with friends, I’d tell myself. I should be working on creative projects. I should cook myself a nice, healthy dinner. I’d start to feel stress about everything I needed to accomplish the next day. And then, the next morning, the cycle of guilt, overwork, and exhaustion would start up all over again.
Even back then, I knew this cycle was bad for me, and yet I found it hard to break out of. As terrible as my exhaustion felt, completing a huge pile of tasks in a couple of hours felt almost equally good. I lived to check things off to-do lists. I would get a rush when somebody would exclaim, “Wow, that was fast!” because I’d e-mailed back sooner than they expected. I would agree to take on more responsibilities than I wanted to handle because I felt a deep need to show I was a diligent, reliable worker. And then, after putting so many tasks on my plate, I would inevitably flame out and become depressed or sick.
For years, I would berate myself for running out of steam. Whenever I didn’t push myself to the limit, I felt shame about being stagnant. Whenever I said no to a task at work, I’d worry I wasn’t earning my keep. If I failed to help a friend when they needed it or didn’t make it to a protest I’d planned to go to or a concert a friend was performing in, I’d feel certain everyone was judging me. I was terrified that anytime I took a break or drew a boundary, I was being lazy. After all, there was nothing worse I could be than that. As awful as being tired, overwhelmed, and burned out with no energy for hobbies or friends was, surely being lazy was worse.
I learned at an early age to tie my self-worth to how productive I was. I got good grades, and teachers generally thought I was bright, so they encouraged me to work extra hard and take on more opportunities and responsibilities. Whether it was tutoring a struggling peer in civics class or running the arts and crafts table at Bible Camp, adults would constantly ask me to take on extra responsibilities, and I would always say yes. I wanted to be helpful, industrious, and successful. After all, working hard and doing a lot was how you ensured yourself a bright future.
I had my reasons for worrying about the future. My dad grew up in Appalachia, in an old mining town with depleted infrastructure. Job prospects were nonexistent. As an adult, my dad was forever fretting about his financial future. He had cerebral palsy, which made it very difficult for him to write or type, so going to college or getting an office job seemed out of the question to him. Instead, he worked backbreaking manual-labor jobs, knowing his body wouldn’t be able to handle them forever. My mom was a dental hygienist, but she suffered from scoliosis, which left her able to work only two or three days per week.
Neither of my parents had university degrees, so their professional options were limited. They desperately wanted me to avoid the same fate, so they taught me to plan, and prepare, and work hard. They signed me up for my school’s talented and gifted program as soon as I was eligible. They encouraged me to get a part-time job, to take honors classes, and to participate in extracurriculars like Model UN and speech and debate. They believed that if I worked hard, saved money, and took on many of life’s “extra” responsibilities, I could get ahead. I could get into a decent school, earn some financial aid, and forge a successful career for myself—as long as I wasn’t lazy. Teachers saw potential in me, and they strongly encouraged this too.
This pressure to achieve my way into stability caused me significant anxiety, but the alternative struck me as far worse. I was already beginning to notice that not all kids were encouraged to thrive the way I was. Some kids were seen as lost causes, because they were disruptive or too slow to master a subject. When those kids were still young, they received some support, and some sympathy. But the longer they struggled, the less patience and compassion they got. Eventually people stopped talking about those students’ needs or limitations. Instead, the conversation became about how lazy they were. Once someone was deemed lazy, they were much likelier to get yelled at than they were to be helped. If a kid was lazy, there was no fixing it. It was their fault they were missing assignments, failing to grasp hard concepts, and not putting time into anything “productive” after school. Lazy kids didn’t have futures. And, the world seemed to be telling me, they deserved what they got.
Max also learned to tie her worth to her productivity. Like me, she came from a family that spent multiple generations in poverty in the rural South; like me, she went on to achieve academically and professionally at a high level. And like me, her commitment to overwork started to eat her alive.
Today, Max is a writer at an information technology firm, where she puts together applications and proposals, as well as blog posts about the firm’s work. In order to do her job well, Max needs a lot of support from her coworkers. They’re supposed to provide her with detailed information on each project, completed application forms, and clean, well-written drafts. Often, though, Max doesn’t get that information on time, leaving her scrambling to assemble what she needs herself, while a looming deadline and an impatient boss breathe down her neck. She regularly works eighty- to ninety-hour weeks, and seems constantly to be at her wit’s end.
“These proposals have to be perfect, but I can’t rely on anyone else to check them carefully enough,” Max says. “Every government agency that we work with has different requirements. Sometimes it will be something as specific as requiring that we sign our forms in blue ink, not black. But the people I work with miss this stuff all the time, and my manager doesn’t actually manage them. So then I’m in the office from 6:00 a.m. until 10:00 p.m., fixing everybody else’s work so we have a chance at getting the contract.”
I knew Max had problems with overwork and overcommitment when I heard her complaining, for probably the tenth time, about having logged fifty hours at work in a span of three days. I noticed how frazzled she always seemed to be, how irritation about her job had turned to anger and despair. Her typical workday involves writing and editing proposals for hours, then coming home, ordering takeout, and collapsing in front of the TV. Often, she’s so exhausted that she forgets to eat the dinner she’s ordered. Her once-beloved hobbies, like witchcraft and embroidery, often go neglected. On weekends she sleeps in until 4:00 p.m., just to recharge her batteries and recover from the stress she endured during the week. She sometimes schedules massages and vacations to help herself decompress, but on a day-to-day basis she’s irritable and short-tempered, and often remarks on the joylessness of her life.
I figured Max’s intense lifestyle must have damaged her health, so I asked her about it. She said, “This fucking job ruined my health and my personal life. Last year I had an inflamed gallbladder, but I didn’t take any time off work because I knew my manager would pick apart my reasons for needing it and guilt me into coming in to the office. By the time I went to the hospital, I was vomiting constantly and had to crawl on my hands and knees to the toilet instead of walking. They opened me up and found out that my gallbladder was completely dead. The surgeon told me it was the most decayed one he’d ever seen, and asked me why I hadn’t come to them a month earlier. Then he gave me a big lecture about how I needed to take more sick days at work. I wanted to scream.”
When I met Max, we were both aspiring writers, sharing little snippets of stories and essays with each other on Tumblr. The beauty of Max’s writing immediately made me want to get to know her better. There was a calmness and sense of perspective in her work back then, which I just don’t see in her life these days. She’s an intense person (a quality I admire), but her job has made her cranky and brittle. She doesn’t have patience for inefficiency or anything that strikes her as foolish. Her temper can flare at something as simple as the pizza delivery person forgetting to bring ranch dressing. She hasn’t written a short story in years.
Max knows her work is consuming her life. She can see the toll it’s taken on her relationships, her health, and her capacity to enjoy her hobbies. Max is also very aware that she places unfair expectations on herself, and that she shouldn’t force herself to regularly work twice as many hours as her job supposedly requires. Still, she doesn’t know how to stop.
Like Max, I used to work to the point of exhaustion and illness, and had no idea how to make myself stop. Intellectually, I knew I was doing too much, but my fear of missing a deadline or seeming lazy kept me plugging away without breaks. I didn’t learn to change my ways until overwork utterly destroyed my health.
It was February of 2014, and I was putting the final touches on my dissertation. I’d known since I was a teenager that I wanted to get a PhD in psychology, and I was finally close to attaining it. I couldn’t think about anything else. I spent hours and hours in the lab, analyzing data long after my peers had gone home to their partners and children. I found an apartment two blocks from Loyola University, where I was studying, so I wouldn’t waste any time commuting to the office. I spent so much time there that I never bothered to buy furniture for my home or set up a home Internet connection.
Then, about two weeks before I was scheduled to present my dissertation, I caught a nasty case of the flu. I didn’t let it slow me down. I trudged into the office every day and stayed late into the night, the same as always, ignoring how sick I felt. I didn’t even stop exercising. Since I didn’t give myself any time to heal, the flu wouldn’t go away. On the day of my dissertation defense, I was still running a fever and shivering in my suit jacket, trying desperately to hide it as I presented the results of my research.
I graduated. The flu was still there. I started applying to jobs. I was still sick. For months, the flu stayed with me. I’d do my best to ignore it all day, for the sake of remaining productive, but every evening I’d start shaking and would feel so weak and faint that I’d have to lie on the ground, wrapped in blankets, until morning. This continued for months. I spent that summer bundled in electric blankets feeling absolutely freezing cold, even on ninety-degree days.
Still, I kept working. I tried to hide from my employer that I was debilitatingly sick. I felt shame over being so frail. I spent all my free time sleeping but berated myself for being so lazy. Doctors couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me. I was tested for rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, and mono, but nothing came back positive. Then, a cardiologist found I’d developed a heart murmur, and a hematologist found I had severe anemia, but neither could pinpoint why. I was still sick when winter came, nearly a year after the flu had started.
No medical test or treatment could help me. No doctor could cure the mysterious disease that was plaguing me. The solution, which I finally discovered in November of 2014, was that I needed to rest. Really rest—no faking I was fine, no pushing myself to exercise and write and go to work. It was excruciating to sit around doing absolutely nothing. I skipped work meetings and forced myself to relax, because by then I had no other choice. My illness kept getting worse, and denying my body’s needs wasn’t working. I spent the next two months being completely unproductive: no juggling work and illness, no apologizing for being “lazy” by doing more work than was healthy for me.
Slowly, my energy began to come back. The fever disappeared. My red blood cell count went up. My heart murmur went away. Once I was fully healed, it was time to reenter the world and find a new way to live that wouldn’t destroy my body the way my old life did.
In the years that followed my illness, I’ve focused on building a tenable life for myself. I had to learn to budget time into my day for relaxation and recovery. I abandoned my dream of becoming a tenured professor, which would require countless hours of research. Instead, I taught classes part-time as an adjunct, and sought out online teaching options as often as I could. This allowed me to have a more relaxed schedule. I took breaks and defended my free time fiercely. I taught myself, slowly, that I deserved to be comfortable, relaxed, and happy.
That’s when a funny thing happened: The more my health and well-being improved, the more I noticed that my students, colleagues, and friends exhibited the same kind of self-punishing attitudes toward work that I once had, and just like me, they were beginning to pay a price for it. I realized that burned-out, sick, overcommitted people were all around me. There was Max, with her eighty- to ninety-hour workweeks; my friend Ed, whose mental health was put in jeopardy by their commitment to the domestic violence hotline they worked for; and my colleague Alyssa, who is forever having to juggle the demands of parenting with the pressures of a full-time research job, all while being judged by her in-laws and neighbors for her child-rearing choices. Then there were dozens and dozens of my students, each of whom had been told at some point in school that they weren’t doing enough to get ahead—that they were “lazy,” and therefore not deserving of happiness or success.
I realized then that my struggles were part of a much bigger social epidemic, something I’m calling the Laziness Lie. The Laziness Lie is a deep-seated, culturally held belief system that leads many of us to believe the following:
The Laziness Lie is the source of the guilty feeling that we are not “doing enough”; it’s also the force that compels us to work ourselves to sickness.
Once I began noticing the Laziness Lie all around me, I used the skills I’d learned as a researcher to delve deep into the history of laziness, as well as the most recent psychological studies about productivity. What I found brought me both massive relief and deep frustration. Research on productivity, burnout, and mental health all suggest that the average workday is far too long, and that other commitments that we often think of as normal, such as a full course load at college or a commitment to weekly activism, are not sustainable for most people.
I also came to see how the thing that we call “laziness” is often actually a powerful self-preservation instinct. When we feel unmotivated, directionless, or “lazy,” it’s because our bodies and minds are screaming for some peace and quiet. When we learn to listen to those persistent feelings of tiredness and to honor them, we can finally begin to heal. I spoke with therapists and corporate coaches and learned about the steps a person can take to establish limits in their professional and personal lives. I found that by advocating for our right to be “lazy,” we can carve out space in our lives for play, relaxation, and recovery. I also discovered the immense relief that comes when we cease tying our self-image to how many items we check off our to-do lists.
The laziness we’ve all been taught to fear does not exist. There is no morally corrupt, slothful force inside us, driving us to be unproductive for no reason. It’s not evil to have limitations and to need breaks. Feeling tired or unmotivated is not a threat to our self-worth. In fact, the feelings we write off as “laziness” are some of humanity’s most important instincts, a core part of how we stay alive and thrive in the long term. This book is a full-throated defense of the behaviors that get maligned as “laziness” and the people who have been written off as “lazy” by society. It contains practical advice for how to draw better boundaries in all the areas of your life where you might run the risk of overcommitting, scripts for how to defend your boundaries and limits to other people, and tons of reassurance that your worst fear—that you are an irredeemably lazy person—is entirely misplaced.
When people run out of energy or motivation, there’s a good reason for it. Tired, burned-out people aren’t struggling with some shameful, evil inner laziness; rather, they’re struggling to survive in an overly demanding, workaholic culture that berates people for having basic needs. We don’t have to keep pushing ourselves to the brink, ignoring our body’s alarm bells and punishing ourselves with self-recrimination. We don’t have to deny ourselves breaks. We don’t have to fear laziness. Laziness does not exist.
— CHAPTER ONE —
The Laziness Lie
I work in downtown Chicago, just off Michigan Avenue. Every morning, I make my way through throngs of tired commuters and slow-moving tourists, passing at least half a dozen people sitting on street corners asking for change. Many times, I’ve witnessed a suburban-looking parent discouraging their kid from giving money to a nearby homeless person. They say the typical things people say about giving money to homeless folks: they’re just going to spend the money on drugs or alcohol; they’re faking being homeless; if they want to improve their lives, all they need to do is stop being lazy and get a job.
It enrages me to hear people saying these things, because I know surviving as a homeless person is a huge amount of work. When you’re homeless, every day is a struggle to locate a safe, warm, secure bit of shelter. You’re constantly lugging all your possessions and resources around; if you put your stuff down for a second, you run the risk of it getting stolen or thrown out. If you’ve been homeless for more than a few days, you’re probably nursing untreated injuries or struggling with mental or physical illness, or both. You never get a full night’s sleep. You have to spend the entire day begging for enough change to buy a meal, or to pay the fee required to enter a homeless shelter. If you’re on any government benefits, you have to attend regular meetings with caseworkers, doctors, and therapists to prove that you deserve access to health care and food. You’re constantly traumatized, sick, and run ragged. You have to endure people berating you, threatening you, and throwing you out of public spaces for no reason. You’re fighting to survive every single day, and people have the audacity to call you lazy.
I know all of this because I have friends who’ve been homeless. My friend Kim spent a summer living in a Walmart parking lot after a landlord kicked them, their partner, and their two children out of the apartment they all shared. The hardest part of being homeless, Kim told me, was the stigma and judgment. If people didn’t realize Kim was homeless, then they and their kids would be allowed to spend the better part of a day in a McDonald’s, drinking Cokes, charging their phones, and staying out of the oppressive heat. But the second someone realized Kim was homeless, they transformed in people’s minds from a tired but capable parent to an untrustworthy, “lazy” drain on society. It didn’t matter how Kim and their children dressed, how they acted, how much food they bought—once the label of “lazy” was on them, there was no walking it back. They’d be thrown out of the business without hesitation.
Our culture hates the “lazy.” Unfortunately, we have a very expansive definition of what “laziness” is. A drug addict who’s trying to get clean but keeps having relapses? Too lazy to overcome their disorder. An unemployed person with depression who barely has the energy to get out of bed, let alone to apply for a job? They’re lazy too. My friend Kim, who spent every day searching for resources and shelter, worked a full-time job, and still made time to teach their kids math and reading in the back of the broken RV that their family slept in? Clearly a very lazy person, someone who just needed to work harder to bring themselves out of poverty.
The word “lazy” is almost always used with a tone of moral judgment and condemnation. When we call someone “lazy,” we don’t simply mean they lack energy; we’re implying that there’s something terribly wrong or lacking with them, that they deserve all the bad things that come their way as a result. Lazy people don’t work hard enough. They made bad decisions when good ones seemed just as feasible. Lazy people don’t deserve help, patience, or compassion.
It can be comforting (in a sick way) to dismiss people’s suffering like this. If all the homeless people I see on the street are in that position because they’re “lazy,” I don’t have to give them a cent. If every person who’s ever been jailed for drug possession was simply too “lazy” to get a real job, I don’t have to worry about drug policy reform. And if every student who gets bad grades in my classes is simply too “lazy” to study, then I never have to change my teaching methods or offer any extensions on late assignments.
Life, however, is not that simple. The vast majority of homeless people are victims of trauma and abuse;1 most homeless teens are on the street either because homophobic or transphobic parents kicked them out, or the foster system failed them.2 Many chronically unemployed adults have at least one mental illness, and the longer they remain unemployed, the worse their symptoms will generally get and the harder it becomes for employers to consider them as a prospect.3 When a drug addict fails to recover from substance use, they’re typically facing additional challenges such as poverty and trauma, which make drug treatment very complex and difficult.4
The people we’ve been taught to judge for “not trying hard enough” are almost invariably the people fighting valiantly against the greatest number of unseen barriers and challenges. I’ve noticed this in my professional life as well. Every single time I’ve checked in with a seemingly “lazy” and underperforming student, I’ve discovered that they’re facing massive personal struggles, including mental-health issues, immense work stress, or the demands of caring for a sick child or elderly relative. I once had a student who experienced the death of a parent, followed by the destruction of their house in a natural disaster, then the hospitalization of their depressed daughter, all in one sixteen-week semester. That student still felt bad for missing assignments, despite everything she was going through. She was certain people would accuse her of “faking” all these tragedies, so she carried documentation with her everywhere she went to prove that these things had happened to her. The fear of seeming “lazy” runs that deep.
Why do we view people as lazy when they have so much on their plates? One reason is that most human suffering is invisible to an outside observer. Unless a student tells me that they’re dealing with an anxiety disorder, poverty, or caring for a sick child, I’ll never know. If I don’t have a conversation with the homeless person near my bus stop, I’ll never hear about his traumatic brain injury, and how that affects basic daily tasks like getting dressed in the morning. If I have an underperforming coworker, I have no way of knowing that their low motivation is caused by chronic depression. They might just look apathetic to me, when really they’re running on fumes. When you’ve been alienated by society over and over again, you tend to look totally checked out, even if you’re really busting your ass.
The people we dismiss as “lazy” are often individuals who’ve been pushed to their absolute limits. They’re dealing with immense loads of baggage and stress, and they’re working very hard. But because the demands placed on them exceed their available resources, it can look to us like they’re doing nothing at all. We’re also taught to view people’s personal challenges as unacceptable excuses.
Zee is reentering the job market after years of combating a heroin addiction. He’s been hard at work fighting his addiction in rehabilitation programs, learning life skills in group therapy, and rebuilding his sense of self by doing volunteer work. Yet when potential employers look at Zee’s résumé, all they see is a gap in employment that’s several years wide, which makes it seem like Zee spent all that time doing nothing. Even some of Zee’s family and friends think of those years of recovery as wasted time. We know that drug addiction is a behavioral and mental disorder, and we know that statistically, most people attempt sobriety several times before they succeed. Yet we tend to view people with substance-abuse disorders as if they’re morally responsible for having them, and as if every relapse is a choice they gleefully made.5
This isn’t just true of how we view and judge other people; we also do this to ourselves. Most of us tend to hold ourselves to ridiculously high standards. We feel that we should be doing more, resting less often, and having fewer needs. We think our personal challenges—such as depression, childcare needs, anxiety, trauma, lower back pain, or simply being human—aren’t good enough excuses for having limits and being tired. We expect ourselves to achieve at a superhuman level, and when we fail to do so, we chastise ourselves for being lazy.
We have all been lied to about laziness. Our culture has us convinced that success requires nothing more than willpower, that pushing ourselves to the point of collapse is morally superior to taking it easy. We’ve been taught that any limitation is a sign of laziness, and therefore undeserving of love or comfort. This is the Laziness Lie, and it’s all around us, making us judgmental, stressed, and overextended, all while convincing us that we’re actually doing too little. In order to move past the Laziness Lie, we must confront it and dissect it so we can see the poisonous influence it has exerted on our lives, our belief systems, and how we relate to other people.
What Is the Laziness Lie?
The Laziness Lie is a belief system that says hard work is morally superior to relaxation, that people who aren’t productive have less innate value than productive people. It’s an unspoken yet commonly held set of ideas and values. It affects how we work, how we set limits in our relationships, our views on what life is supposed to be about.
The Laziness Lie has three main tenets. They are:
How do we get indoctrinated with the Laziness Lie? For the most part, parents don’t sit their kids down and feed them these principles. Instead, people absorb them through years of observation and pattern recognition. When a parent tells their child not to give a homeless person money because that homeless person is too “lazy” to deserve it, the seed of the Laziness Lie is planted in the kid’s brain. When a TV show depicts a disabled person somehow “overcoming” their disability through sheer willpower rather than by receiving the accommodations they deserve, the Laziness Lie grows a bit stronger. And whenever a manager questions or berates an employee for taking a much-needed sick day, the Laziness Lie extends its tendrils even further into a person’s psyche.
We live in a world where hard work is rewarded and having needs and limitations is seen as a source of shame. It’s no wonder so many of us are constantly overexerting ourselves, saying yes out of fear of how we’ll be perceived for saying no. Even if you think you don’t fully agree with the three tenets of the Laziness Lie, you’ve probably absorbed its messages and let those messages affect how you set goals and how you view other people. As I break down each of these statements, consider how deeply they’re ingrained in your psyche, and how they might influence your behavior on a day-to-day basis.
Your Worth Is Your Productivity
When we talk to children and teenagers about the future, we ask them what they want to do—in other words, what kind of value they want to contribute to society and to an employer. We don’t ask nearly as often what they’re passionate about, or what makes them feel happy or at peace. As adults, we define people by their jobs—he’s an actor, she’s a mortician—categorizing them based on the labor they provide to others. When a formerly productive person becomes less so due to injury, illness, tragedy, or even aging, we often talk about it in hushed, shameful tones, assuming the person has lost a core part of their identity. When we don’t have work to do, it can feel like we don’t have a reason to live.
It makes complete sense, of course, that many of us think and talk in these ways. In our world, a comfortable, safe life is far from guaranteed. People who don’t (or can’t) work tend to suffer; unemployed and impoverished people die at much younger ages than their employed or middle-class peers.6 Since we live in a world that’s structured around work, not working can leave a person socially isolated, exacerbating whatever mental and physical health problems they might be dealing with.7 The stakes of not being productive are dire. As a result, many of us live in a constant state of stress about our financial and professional futures—which means feeling a ton of anxiety about how much we’re working.
Michael is a bartender. He lives in fear that he’s not working enough. He grew up on the South Side of Chicago in a working-class Italian family that dealt with a lot of dysfunction and mental illness. He carved out a life for himself despite all that, and learned a skill that’s always in demand. Now he can’t say no to a job. When you’re a talented bartender in Chicago, you get asked to cover a lot of people’s shifts. Michael snaps up every job offered to him, hopping from bar to bar all across the city, even if it means getting only a couple of hours of sleep in the wee hours of the morning. It took me weeks to even schedule an interview with him because his schedule was so overfilled.
“My entire life has been burnout,” Michael tells me. “When I owned my own bar, I worked ninety hours a week, every week. I was sleeping on the floor of the men’s bathroom at night. I was booking the events, writing the food menu, writing the cocktail menu, getting orders from our suppliers, and doing the actual bartending. Then the bar went under, and I had to start taking whatever other jobs came my way.”
Michael has always lived this way. As a teenager, he was a ballet dancer. The unforgiving, workaholic world of ballet taught him to fill every waking hour with training and practice, and to ignore any signs that his body was breaking down. He carried that same level of commitment into the adult world, where he’s worked without relent for decades. Even when he travels, he puts out feelers for bartending shifts he can pick up while he’s in town. He’s never known a break. He keeps a meticulous spreadsheet of his hours and earnings, and the figures are mind-boggling.
“I worked three hundred eighty hours this March,” he tells me. For reference, a standard forty-hour workweek adds up to about 160 hours per month.
The consequences of Michael’s compulsive work habits mirrored mine and Max’s in many eerie ways. A few years ago, when the bar Michael owned was failing, stress caused him to start vomiting blood. He also developed a nasty chill that would overtake him every evening, as would happen with me. Yet he kept pushing through his illness, hoping that by working harder, he could save his business.
Those of us who are particularly lucky get to retire after years of living this way. But because we’ve been taught to make work the center of our identities, we don’t know how to handle the change of pace. Retired people often become depressed and see their lives as devoid of purpose.8 Like unemployed people, retired folks often report feeling directionless and lonesome. Their isolation and lack of daily structure can make them sick, putting them at an elevated risk of heart disease.9 Many of us spend our entire adult lives dreading this period of life, or we put it off by continuing to work past the point that’s healthy for us.10
When the coronavirus hit Chicago and all the bars shut down, Michael was immediately overtaken by panic and dread. He had worked nearly every day of his adult life, and with the bars closed, he had no idea what to do with himself or how he would go about making money. So, he set out to open a speakeasy in an empty storefront in the city. He knew a lot of other service-industry folks, and some of them knew which vacated buildings he could sneak into to set up an illegal bar. Many of Michael’s non-service-industry friends were shocked that he would put his life and his friends’ lives at risk in this way, exposing himself and everyone he knew to the virus by opening up shop. Eventually, someone persuaded him to reconsider.
While I was also dismayed by Michael’s speakeasy plan, I understood why it made sense to him. Life had forced him to be self-sufficient, and his only escape from adversity was to work hard without consideration for how much it might hurt him. Work had already made Michael puke blood in the past; from his perspective, risking acute respiratory syndrome didn’t seem all that different.
Two weeks into social distancing, Michael texted me: “I can’t wait to have a damn job again. This is the most time off I’ve had since I was fourteen, and I’m going crazy.”
Lots of us are like Michael, even if our choices don’t always look as extreme. We’re unable to cut back on work, always reflexively taking on new responsibilities out of a compulsive fear that if we don’t, our lives will fall apart. We’ve had to trade our health for our financial or professional well-being, choosing between getting adequate time for rest, exercise, and socializing and logging enough hours to get by. Tragically, many of us do this not out of paranoia but because we know just how economically vulnerable we really are. An international disaster like COVID-19 only convinced Michael he was smart to have overworked as much as he did in the past. If he hadn’t, he would have had an even smaller financial nest egg to survive on.
Chronic overcommitters are experts at ignoring their bodily needs. Our economic system and culture have taught us that having needs makes us weak, and that limits are negotiable. We learn to neglect ourselves and see health as a resource we can trade for money or accomplishments. This brings us to the second tenet of the Laziness Lie: that we cannot trust our own feelings of exhaustion or sickness, and that none of our limitations are acceptable.
You Cannot Trust Your Own Feelings and Limits
Eric Boyd is a successful fiction writer, but he struggles constantly with the fear that he’s going to screw up and lose everything. His fear comes from a very reasonable place: before he became an author, he was in prison. He knows, more intimately than most of us, that the comfort and security his work has brought him could dry up at any moment. As someone with a prison record, he can’t dive into the workforce with the same ease that many of us can. So even though his schedule is filled with speaking engagements, teaching opportunities, and paid writing gigs, Eric keeps signing up to participate in paid clinical trials and other side hustles. He never says no to a writing or performance opportunity, even if it means traveling in the middle of the night from one city to another. He still fears that if he doesn’t keep pushing himself to the limit, he will descend into laziness and never recover.
I’ve talked to dozens and dozens of overworked people, and this fear is one almost all of them share. The people who log the most hours, who run themselves the most ragged, who say yes far more often than is actually sustainable for them are the ones who most suspect that they’re “lazy.” They seem plagued by the fear that deep down they’re selfish, needy, and unmotivated. It may sound like a paradox, but it’s a core part of the Laziness Lie—perhaps the one with the most dangerous consequences.
The Laziness Lie tells us that we’re all at risk of becoming slothful and unaccomplished, and that every sign of weakness is suspect. It has many of us convinced that deep down we’re not the driven, accomplished people we pretend to be. That the only way to overcome our selfish, sluggish instincts is to never listen to our bodies, never give ourselves a break, and never use illness as a reason to slow down.
This aspect of the Laziness Lie teaches us to fear and loathe our own basic needs. Feeling tired? That isn’t a sign that you need sleep; you’re just being lazy. Having trouble focusing on something complicated? It’s not because you’re distracted and overwhelmed, it’s the opposite! You actually need to be taking more on in order to keep yourself sharp! Do you find yourself hating a job you once loved? You’re just being a baby. You need to push yourself harder to overcome how shamefully unmotivated you’re feeling.
When we buy into this belief system, it becomes very difficult to identify our needs and advocate for ourselves. Back in 2014, when I was debilitatingly sick, I found myself doubting my illness at times. I’d wonder if I was somehow making the fevers up in my mind and secretly manipulating my friends and loved ones into feeling sorry for me. Even my doctor doubted I was as sick as I said I was. He made me record my temperature every evening, in a little journal that I brought to his office. We both discovered I’d been running a fever of 103 degrees nearly every evening. Even then, I still felt guilty about being such a bother. I couldn’t understand why willpower wasn’t enough to make me well.
Our bodies and minds have many early alert signals that warn us about oncoming colds, hunger, dehydration, or mental fatigue. If you wake up with a sore throat or a sour taste in your mouth, you can plan ahead, rest up, and nip a virus in the bud. If you find yourself distracted by persistent thoughts of food, it might remind you to grab a snack instead of waiting for full-blown hunger pangs to come.11 And if reading a single page in a book is too mentally taxing, you can take that as a sign that your brain needs to do something more relaxing for a while.
According to the Laziness Lie, however, these are not useful warning signs—they’re deceptions. You don’t need a snack, a cup of tea, or a languid Sunday in bed. Those are just your worst impulses, trying to tempt you into behaving badly. The Laziness Lie encourages you to ignore your body’s warnings, push through discomfort, and ask for as few accommodations as possible. And at the end of all that struggle and self-denial, there’s no reward. You never actually earn the right to take it easy, because the Laziness Lie also teaches you that you can never, ever do enough.
There Is Always More You Could Be Doing
The Laziness Lie encourages us to aspire to an impossible level of productivity. It sets us up to expect full, eight-hour workdays of unbroken focus, followed by evenings filled with exercise, Instagram-worthy home-cooked meals, and admirable side projects. According to the Laziness Lie, a worthwhile person fills their days in ideal, industrious ways. They don’t skip doctor’s appointments, fail to get their oil checked, or miss days at the gym. If someone lacks the energy to make it to the polls on Election Day because they just finished working a grueling third-shift job, the Laziness Lie says they’re to blame for everything going politically awry in this country. When a part-time student doesn’t have the mental energy to study after caring for her children all day, the Laziness Lie says she isn’t smart enough or virtuous enough to get a college degree.
There’s no limit to what the Laziness Lie will do to persuade us that we need to be doing. Our aspirations can climb and climb, but they’ll never hit the ceiling, because the ceiling doesn’t exist. If you’re a diligent employee, the Laziness Lie will berate you for not volunteering more often, or for not doing enough for your family and friends. If you devote your life to serving other people and meeting their needs, the Laziness Lie will point out that you’re not working out enough, or that your home is a mess. If you win a massive award or hit some other life-changing milestone, the Laziness Lie will smile politely and say, “That’s very nice. But what do you plan to do next?”
We’re all taught to take immense pride in our achievements, but we’re also discouraged from resting on our laurels when we do accomplish something great. No level of success grants a person the social permission to stop and catch their breath. We’re forever left wondering What’s next? What else? The Laziness Lie teaches that the harder you work, the better a person you are, but it never actually defines what an acceptable level of “hard” might look like. By forever moving the goalpost and never actually allowing a person to be vulnerable and have needs, it’s setting us up for failure right from the start.
This past year, my mom suffered a hip injury that would not heal. Instead of resting and attending physical therapy, she kept aggravating the injury by standing all day long at her job as a dental hygienist. She kept dragging herself to work for weeks (which became months) even though it was clear her body couldn’t sustain it.
It got harder for my mom to walk or stand, and she was starting to dread going into the office. Still, she kept putting off retirement. She’d been a dental hygienist for over forty years, she kept reiterating to me; it was who she was, the only job she’d ever done as an adult. So the inevitable kept getting delayed, until my mom’s pain got so intense that she had no choice but to call in sick for every shift she had on the schedule. Instead of being the planned, scheduled affair she wanted it to be, my mom’s retirement became an emergency decision, announced to her coworkers via text message.
The Laziness Lie kept my mom from admitting to herself that it was time to stop working. It keeps many of us from taking the time we need to recoup, or from spending our younger, typically healthier years doing things we genuinely love. So many of my friends and loved ones are hurting themselves in similar ways, leaving their health, relationships, and years of their lives as offerings at the altar of hard work. This is what the Laziness Lie has done to us. It has made us terrified of living at a slower, gentler pace.
This understanding of the world has left many of us constitutionally incapable of caring for ourselves, let alone extending full compassion to others. What’s worse, the Laziness Lie is so deeply ingrained in our culture and our values that many of us never think to question it. To fully appreciate its far-reaching impact and how it became so integral to our culture, we have to look back centuries, into the origins of capitalism.
Where Does the Laziness Lie Come From?
The Laziness Lie is deeply embedded in the very foundation of the United States. The value of hard work and the evils of sloth are baked into our national myths and our shared value system. Thanks to the legacies of imperialism and slavery, as well as the ongoing influence that the United States exerts on its trade partners, the Laziness Lie has managed to spread its tendrils into almost every country and culture on the planet.
The word “lazy” first appeared in English around 1540; even back then, it was used in a judgmental way to mean someone who disliked work or effort.12 Many etymologists believe it came from either the Middle Low German lasich, which meant “feeble” or “weak,”13 or from the Old English lesu, which meant “false” or “evil.”14 These two origins illustrate the odd doublespeak at work whenever we call someone lazy. When we say someone is lazy, we’re saying they’re incapable of completing a task due to (physical or mental) weakness, but we’re also claiming that their lack of ability somehow makes them morally corrupt. It’s not that they’re tired or even dispirited in some way we might sympathize with; the word implies that they’re failures on a fundamental, human level. The idea that lazy people are evil fakers who deserve to suffer has been embedded in the word since the very start.
One of the major factors that caused the Laziness Lie to spread throughout the United States was the arrival of the Puritans. The Puritans had long believed that if a person was a hard worker, it was a sign that God had chosen them for salvation. Hard work was believed to improve who you were as a person. Conversely, if a person couldn’t focus on the task at hand or couldn’t self-motivate, that was a sign that they had already been damned.15 This meant, of course, that there was no need to feel sympathy for people who struggled or failed to meet their responsibilities. By lacking the drive to succeed, they were displaying to the world that God hadn’t chosen them for Heaven. When the Puritans came to colonial America, their ideas caught on and spread to other, less pious colonists.16 For many reasons, a belief system that judged and punished the “lazy” was about to become very popular—and politically useful.
Colonial America relied on the labor of enslaved people and indentured servants.17 It was very important to the colonies’ wealthy and enslaving class that they find a way to motivate enslaved people to work hard, despite the fact that enslaved people had nothing to gain from it.18 One powerful way to do so was through religious teachings and indoctrination. A productivity-obsessed form of Christianity evolved from the older, more Puritanical idea that work improved moral character, and it was pushed on enslaved people. This form of Christianity taught that suffering was morally righteous and that slaves would be rewarded in Heaven for being docile, agreeable, and, most important, diligent.19
On the flip side, if an enslaved person was slothful or “lazy,” there was something fundamentally corrupt and wrong with them.20 Enslavers made it a point to keep enslaved people as busy and exhausted as possible out of fear that idle time would give them the means to revolt or riot.21 Even more disturbing, enslaved people who tried to run away from bondage were seen as mentally ill and suffering from “runaway slave disorder.”22 By not accepting their proper role in society, they were demonstrating that they were broken and disturbed. This worldview became the foundation for American capitalism.23
The Laziness Lie had been born. It would quickly spread to other marginalized people, including indentured servants, poor white laborers, and Native Americans who had been forced into government boarding schools.24 These exploited groups were also taught that working hard without complaint was virtuous, and that desiring free time was morally suspect. As the Industrial Revolution changed the landscape of the country, with more and more Americans working long hours in manufacturing plants, the Laziness Lie was pushed even more. The wealthy and highly educated began to claim that poor whites also couldn’t be trusted with “idle” time. In fact, too many breaks could make a person antisocial.25 Propaganda from that time often claimed that if the working poor weren’t kept busy, they would resort to crime and drug use, and society would run amok.26 Laziness had officially become not only a personal failing but a social ill to be defeated—and it has remained that way ever since.
We can see the dogma of the Laziness Lie in popular media from that period as well. In the late 1800s, the writer Horatio Alger published numerous stories in which struggling, impoverished characters were able to rise into the upper classes through hard work. The popularity of these books led to the idea that poor people simply needed to “pull themselves up by their bootstraps” if they wanted to live a comfortable life.27 In the 1950s and beyond, Evangelical preachers promoted a similar idea with the Prosperity Doctrine, which claimed that if a person devoted their life to serving Jesus, they would be rewarded with bountiful job opportunities, wealth, and success.28
In the decades that followed, the Laziness Lie found its way into countless films, plays, and TV shows. From the national myths of Paul Bunyan and Johnny Appleseed to the strong, independent cowboys on the silver screen to the memoirs of entrepreneurs like Conrad Hilton, one of the most prevalent legends in American culture became the tale of the single-minded, hardworking man who had created his own success and changed society through sheer force of will.29 In these stories, the hero is always a strong white man who doesn’t need the support of anyone else; he’s usually a bit of a social island, with no close connections to other people and a disregard for society’s rules in general. In every way, he’s the picture of independence, and it’s through his strong personality and doggedness that he succeeds. These myths, though inspiring and appealing to many, carried with them a dark implication: if a person didn’t succeed, it was because they weren’t doing enough.
For people who believe in the Laziness Lie, things like economic reform, legal protections for workers, and welfare programs seem unnecessary. Those who want to succeed just need to pull themselves up by their bootstraps, after all. Research from the past three decades consistently shows that a majority of Americans do, in fact, think this way. For many of us, our first instinct is generally to blame a person for their own misfortune, especially if we can pin that misfortune on laziness.30 Research also shows that when we believe the world is fair and people get what they deserve, we’re less likely to support social welfare programs and have less sympathy for poor people and their needs.31
Much like the parents I’ve seen discouraging their children from giving money to homeless people, many Americans believe that generosity, compassion, and mutual aid is “wasted” on the lazy. Furthermore, if we believe the world was created solely by independent people, we may come to think that there’s no need for us to be interdependent and compassionate. We may even come to see relying on other people as a threat to progress.
Decades of exposure to the Laziness Lie has had a massive effect on our public consciousness. It’s made many of us critical of other people and quick to blame the victims of economic inequality for their own deprivation. It’s made us hate our own limitations, to see our tiredness or desire for a break as signs of failure. And it has created an intense internal pressure to keep working harder and harder, with no limits and no boundaries. The rise of social media and digital work tools has only made these pressures harder to escape.
The Laziness Lie Is Everywhere
Much like the Horatio Alger novels of the past, today’s popular media still teaches us to worship hard work and look down on the lazy. From the films we watch to the YouTube videos that keep us company on our lunch breaks, we’re inundated with stories that praise diligence and individualism. Some of today’s most popular celebrities promote the idea of themselves as “self-made” entrepreneurs rather than extremely privileged and fortunate tycoons. Our fictional heroes overcome evil and accomplish their dreams because they possess unique levels of drive and dedication, not because they support and are supported by other people. Conversely, characters who face limitations and personal challenges such as physical disabilities or mental illness are almost always portrayed as villains or comical side characters deserving of pity but not respect.32
John Wick has become an iconic action film character because he defeats throngs of enemies almost entirely on his own, and he’s never able to settle into the retirement he keeps promising himself. Many stories about assassins, spies, and supersoldiers follow a similar trajectory, portraying the lives of steely, serious men who just can’t seem to give up their jobs, no matter how horrific they are and how much they brutalize them. From Blade Runner to The Usual Suspects to Inception, some of America’s most classic and iconic action films feature characters who, like Wick, keep putting off retirement for the sake of pursuing one last job.33 That last job never actually ends up being the last one, of course. There’s always a sequel, featuring new opportunities with even higher stakes.
In Avengers: Endgame, Thor is made a laughingstock because he responds to an intergalactic disaster by becoming withdrawn, alcoholic, and lazy. The film also puts the actor in a fat suit, using his fatness to both indicate and mock how much worse his life has become. In the narrative of the film, it doesn’t matter that Thor has lost dozens of friends and watched an unimaginable disaster ripple throughout the universe. That’s not enough of an excuse for him to descend into a nonproductive, suffering state. A perfectly normal reaction to trauma and grief is rendered mockable and pathetic, and countless fat viewers end up insulted and dehumanized in the process, as do viewers with depression or addiction issues.
This obsession with the strong individualist character has permeated our culture for decades. Films like The Matrix, Star Wars, and the Harry Potter series all emphasize the importance of their lead characters’ being “chosen ones” who must sacrifice everything in order to defeat evil. These characters may have support networks and sidekicks who help them through the story, but when the final moment of triumph comes, they’ve almost always had to suffer and struggle alone to earn it. They’re told they possess a unique ability no one else has, and they have no choice but to use that ability to save the world. This teaches viewers that our skills and talents don’t really belong to us; they exist to be used. If we don’t gladly give our time, our talents, and even our lives to others, we aren’t heroic or good.
Many of the most popular children’s TV shows of the moment, such as Dragon Ball Super and My Hero Academia, also focus on relentlessly hardworking people who exert themselves to the point of injury or pain. I used to watch an earlier version of Dragon Ball as a kid, and I identified with the characters who pushed themselves nearly to death for the sake of winning battles. Young children were regularly depicted as sustaining bloody, painful injuries on that show, yet they always continued to fight. At the time, I admired their dedication and wanted to be tough just like them. As an adult, I’m pretty horrified by the violence and outright child abuse that’s being celebrated on shows like those as “hard work.” Even more morally complex, modern children’s shows like Steven Universe and Avatar: The Last Airbender still teach children that it’s up to a singularly motivated individual to save the world. If that person has to sacrifice everything in order to do their job, so be it. In reality, of course, fighting for change is a much more gradual, collaborative process.
Instagram influencers and popular YouTubers are also major peddlers of the Laziness Lie. YouTube videos by major “influencers” like Jeffree Star and Shane Dawson are filled with talk about how hard the creators are working and how much they’ve sacrificed to earn their success. Their obscene levels of wealth are always attributed to their effort, not good luck. Kim Kardashian and Kylie Jenner have spent years (and multiple TV shows) portraying themselves as entrepreneurs, attributing their massive wealth and fame to the fact that they never stop hustling and looking for new opportunities. When the Instagram influencer, model, and comedian Rickey Thompson became famous enough to sell merchandise (around the time he hit four million followers), the first item he revealed was a T-shirt with his catchphrase “Booked and Busy” printed on the front.34 These massively popular figures cannot stop hammering home the importance of remaining “busy.” It’s the constant narrative theme in their lives and work.
Video game and comedy YouTubers often dabble in the same themes, talking about how devoted they are to their fans and how much time they’re putting into each project. Some streamers regularly fall asleep on camera, because their devotion to constantly generating content runs that deep.35 Some performers stay on camera for more than twenty-four hours at a time. In one infamous case, a streamer died on camera due to sleep deprivation and physical exhaustion. He had been streaming for twenty-two straight hours at the time of his death.36
In some ways, it can be positive for children and other viewers to hear from self-made successes on a regular basis. Social media has democratized who gets to be famous and successful—to an extent. Sometimes Black, queer twentysomethings like Rickey Thompson genuinely do ascend to fame and wealth because they produce excellent videos and work very hard. Yet for every Rickey Thompson there’s a Jeffree Star, a massively successful YouTuber and makeup magnate who lives in an opulent mansion while his employees toil away in his warehouses, making the products that earned him his wealth.
When massively successful stars attribute their good fortune entirely to how diligently they’ve worked, they set people up to have unrealistic expectations about the odds of success, and how wealth is actually meted out in this country. This is especially troublesome when the work habits being promoted are excessive and dangerous. Our media has a selection bias built into it: we rarely get to hear from the people who worked equally hard but failed or lost everything because of it.
The musical comedian Bo Burnham (whose career started on YouTube) describes this phenomenon very well: “Don’t take advice from guys like me who’ve gotten very lucky. Taylor Swift telling you to follow your dreams is like a lottery winner saying ‘Liquidize your assets! Buy Powerball tickets! It works!’ ”37
Our media rarely shows people setting limits, asking for help, or devoting their lives to the things that make them feel happy and safe. Of course, it’s much harder to tell a story about a happy person with a fulfilling, healthy life than it is to show violence, toil, and struggle. Strong, independent heroes are captivating to so many of us because we long to have the power and dedication they possess. As much as I’m troubled by the themes in many of these stories, I still get a rush from watching John Wick murder throngs of enemies with only a library book and sheer force of will. Still, there’s a real social cost to the fact that we’re taught time and time again that we should never give up or ask for help, when there are many times that a person needs and deserves a break.
It’s not just popular media that teaches us to work relentlessly without stopping. The Laziness Lie is also promoted in our schools. Our modern-day educational system was formulated during the Industrial Revolution, and was designed to train students for employment in warehouses and manufacturing plants.38 Today, the structure of the school day remains remarkably similar to the structure of the average workday. There are rigid schedules and arbitrary deadlines that don’t take into account what else is going on in a student’s life. Absences or changes in the routine can get a child in trouble. Children who struggle to focus or sit still for eight hours are treated as problems to be minimized. Students who aren’t naturally gifted in a subject are given less attention and support; so are kids who don’t fit the stereotype of what a “talented” student looks like because of their gender, race, or socioeconomic status.39
Some people thrive in the standard academic environment. Those of us who have an easy time sitting still and following directions can flourish, receiving praise and encouragement every step of the way. However, a large number of young people are instead given the message that they’re not good enough, don’t work hard enough, and are destined for failure.
At Loyola University Chicago, the students I teach are working adults. Many of them enrolled in college as eighteen- or nineteen-year-olds, but then something got in the way of their graduating “on time.” They got pregnant, fell ill, or had to quit school to take care of a dying parent. Sometimes they just couldn’t focus on school or didn’t see the point in it. Unfortunately, many of my students absorbed the idea that they’re to blame for the challenges they faced. Many think they were just too “lazy” to finish school the first time around.
A few years ago, I was approached after class by an adult student named Maura. She had a couple of facial piercings and dyed hair—just like me. She had just gotten a new tattoo and wanted to show it to me. We talked for a bit about piercing and tattoos, and concerts we’d been to; she and I had a ton in common. Then she asked me how old I was. It turned out we were the same age. As soon as Maura realized this, she immediately started berating herself for having “not done much” with her life compared to me. She did it in a joking way, but I could tell it was coming from a place of genuine insecurity.
I do a similar thing when I discover a successful person who’s younger than me. Because I’ve been taught to constantly measure my accomplishments and see how they stack up against somebody else’s, I feel threatened when a person seems to be “ahead” of me, yet I don’t tend to evaluate other people’s lives in that way.
I started asking Maura about what she’d been doing throughout her twenties. I learned that she’d managed a large retail store for several years while taking classes part-time and raising a child. She also had several roommates, all of whom were younger than her, and often found herself falling into the mom role for them. She had to drive them to work when their cars broke down and look after them when they got sick. On top of all that, Maura’s ex-husband was in the military, and for years Maura had traveled with him, unable to find a job on the bases where they lived.
Maura had clearly lived a rich, responsibility-filled life. Her twenties had been much more interesting and challenging than my own, yet she believed she’d done “nothing” with all that time. She was a more mature, well-rounded person than I was. I tried to tell her as much, but I’m not sure she believed me. After all, she’d been told by many professors at that point that she wasn’t applying herself or trying hard enough. At the same time she was taking my class, Maura was failing another course because her professor wouldn’t let her retake an exam she’d missed because of an emergency at her job.
Like so many of my adult students, Maura seemed sleep-deprived and checked-out from time to time. But from speaking with her, I realized it was because she had so much on her plate. It’s easy for a teacher to mistake exhaustion for apathy or lack of motivation, yet I almost always find that when I sit down with students who seem unmotivated, they’re impressively productive people who fill their days with full-time jobs, self-improvement, and service to others. Despite all of this, many of my most dedicated students believe they’re lazy. Often it’s because some teacher in their past berated them for circumstances beyond their control.
The Laziness Lie has also followed us into our homes and private moments. Digital technology and social media fill our spare time with e-mails from coworkers, stressful notifications about appointments we’ve forgotten, and guilt-ridden messages about what our bodies, homes, and lives ought to look like. Digital work tools have made it possible for many of us to work from home, but rather than making our lives easier, this has created the pressure to be constantly available to our employers. We get our news from phone apps and social media sites rather than printed papers, making it harder than ever to get away from upsetting images and distressing information. Even the online spaces that are supposed to bring us pleasure and entertainment, such as Instagram and TikTok, guilt us with advertisements for weight-loss products, intricate home-improvement projects, and complicated beauty regimens. Everywhere we turn, we’re told we’re not enough. And when we finally disconnect from this constant stream of shame and pressure, we often feel guilty for “disappearing” on our colleagues, family, and friends.
Why You Feel Lazy
When I tell someone I don’t believe laziness exists, a funny thing usually happens. The person will almost always try to argue with me about how lazy and terrible they are. They’ll admit to me that yes, of course other people who are judged for being “lazy” are actually very hardworking. And yes, a lot of the time seemingly nonproductive people are dealing with tons of legitimate barriers and challenges—but, they insist to me, they’re nothing like those people. They’re just lazy because there’s something deeply wrong with them. They’re somehow lazier and more awful than anyone in the world. I’ve talked to dozens of really accomplished, driven people who remain absolutely convinced that they’re uniquely, shamefully lazy.
The first time I had this type of conversation, I was hanging out with an artist friend, Michael Roy, who does street art and murals under the moniker Birdcap. Michael travels the world, covering interior and exterior walls with complex, brightly colored designs that combine ancient mythological figures with nostalgic images from his youth. He’s become a successful artist because of his talent and dedication, but when we were hanging out back in 2015, he told me he was horrifically lazy.
I had asked Michael how he had the energy to constantly travel the world doing murals, applying for artistic grants, and producing digital art for freelancing clients, all at the same time. He shrugged at me and said that he had to push himself like this, because if he didn’t, he’d descend into laziness and never make another piece of art ever again. In his mind, being productive seemed somewhat binary: either he was grinding away constantly, painting murals by day and drawing on his tablet at night, or he was a total sloth with no creative drive and no professional prospects.
At that point in his life, Michael didn’t have a house or an apartment. He traveled so often that it didn’t make sense for him to. He slept on couches or in hostels and lugged a backpack full of spray paint cans with him wherever he went. He didn’t have health insurance. He spent full days outside sweating under the hot sun on a ladder, coating walls with primer and decorating them with elaborate designs, yet he believed he was on the brink of succumbing to laziness.
Michael is not a uniquely lazy person. He’s an especially busy person. But like so many of us, he feels an intense pressure to keep pushing himself forward. The “lazy” feeling he hated and feared was probably a sign he was tired and nearly burned out, but he had no way of realizing that because everyone around him was singing the praises of hard work, dedication, and showing no weakness.
The world of visual art is competitive and sometimes cutthroat. The people who do succeed have to be constantly active, not only producing new work but also building their online platforms and brands. Every day, Michael sees his colleagues promoting their successes on social media and in interviews. As he goes about painting, applying for grants, and taking on new clients, he also has to worry about gaining new Instagram followers and doing interviews himself.
A professional world like Michael’s creates an arms race of busyness, with each person vying for a limited number of opportunities and social media eyeballs. Each artist has to snatch up as many jobs as they can get, because they have no way of knowing what the future will hold. At the same time, they have to build a public reputation for themselves as relevant and cool. Since every person is broadcasting an image of themselves as successful, dedicated, and popular, it can be hard to keep track of where you fall in the hierarchy. And because of all this, it’s dangerously easy to feel like no matter how overwhelmed you are, someone out there is doing ten times as much as you are.
A lot of people feel the way Michael does, forever burning the midnight oil while fearing that they’re on the verge of ruining it all by taking a break. We live in an economically uncertain time, with many industries being disrupted or automated. Freelance jobs and gig work have replaced reliable full-time employment for many people, creating an environment of uncertainty and competition. Digital tools like e-mail and Slack have eroded the boundary between home and the office, making it difficult to ever truly take time off. Meanwhile, social media reminds us constantly of what other people are doing and accomplishing, making us all feel like failures who just can’t keep up.
It’s a strange paradox, but when we set out to do more than is good for us, we end up feeling like we’re not doing anything at all. If there are always more items on your to-do list than you can possibly check off, you will never feel accomplished. If your boss is constantly e-mailing you with questions and requests, you can start to feel guilty for something as simple as turning off your phone to go to sleep at night. When exercise, activism, and even talking with friends is tracked and measured by phone apps, you may start feeling like you’re constantly letting people down. We feel lazy, but it’s not because we’re awful, apathetic people—it’s because we’re exhausted.
Does looking at your calendar fill you with dread? Do you have a deadline that you keep pushing back because confronting it head-on seems impossible? Do you “waste” hours every day scrolling through Twitter or shopping online for things you don’t need? If so, you might be feeling very lazy right now—and that might actually be a good thing.
When we feel unfocused, tired, and lazy, it’s often because we desperately need some time to rest our bodies and brains. Research has repeatedly shown that a person on the verge of burnout will have trouble staying focused and productive.40 No amount of pressure and stress can magically help a person overcome that lack of focus and motivation. The solution is to cut way back on expectations for a while. Overextended people have to find space in their lives to sleep, power down their stressed-out minds, and recharge their mental and emotional batteries. You can wait until you reach a breaking point like Max and I did, or you can prevent illness and burnout by being gentle with yourself before it’s too late.
The Laziness Lie has tried to convince us that our desires for rest and relaxation make us terrible people. It’s made us believe that having no motivation is shameful and must be avoided at all costs. In reality, our feelings of tiredness and idleness can help save us by signaling to us that we’re desperately in need of some downtime. When we stop fearing laziness, we can find time to reflect and recharge, to reconnect with the people and hobbies that we love, and to move through the world at a more intentional, peaceful pace. “Wasting time” is a basic human need. Once we accept that, we can stop fearing our inner “laziness” and begin to build healthy, happy, well-balanced lives.
— CHAPTER TWO —
Rethinking Laziness
When I met Julie, she was the executive director of a nonprofit here in Chicago. Her organization provided creative writing classes to Chicago Public School students, particularly those in underfunded, understaffed schools in the city’s south- and west-side neighborhoods. Kids love having classroom visits from Julie’s organization; the teachers are actors, writers, and performers, and a large percentage of them are Black and Latinx like the children they’re teaching. The nonprofit’s main goal is to help kids flourish creatively as writers. Each year, hundreds of children go through the program and learn to write short stories, dialogues, and persuasive essays on whatever topics they like.
In her years as executive director, Julie wrote tons of grant applications, found ways to save the organization money without cutting staff or essentials, and built a sizable financial nest egg for the company to fall back on for years to come. She put together professional development events that her staff actually enjoyed. She supported employees when they struggled through personal issues and medical emergencies. When Chicago Public Schools faced budget cuts and school closings, Julie was at the protests and teacher strikes, fighting to protect educational access for the kids who needed it most. She did all of this time-consuming, badass work while raising an infant daughter and coping with an anxiety disorder.
At that time in her life, Julie was a total productivity powerhouse. She worked hard, she fought for causes she believed in, she parented her kid, and she managed her employees with compassion and flexibility. In other words, she was winning the game the Laziness Lie has taught us we have to play. She was “having it all.”
Then one evening, the night after her daughter turned a year old, Julie came home and her husband, Rich, said he didn’t love her anymore.
Julie’s life was about to completely fall apart. The next couple of years would be defined by marital therapy, doctors’ and psychiatrists’ appointments, a move to a new state, lots of yoga, and the quitting of several jobs. Everything about how Julie set her priorities was about to drastically change. Her long journey toward embracing a slower, “lazier” life was about to begin.
Rich became increasingly erratic and self-destructive in the months after he told Julie he no longer loved her. He started an emotional affair with a woman who worked at Julie’s nonprofit. He was visibly depressed and started talking about suicide. Instead of contemplating leaving the marriage, Julie chose to support Rich and help figure out what had caused his behavior to change so dramatically. She had a gut feeling that his actions were not a deliberate, malicious choice.
“I was going crazy,” Julie says, “because I was like, This is not my husband This is not the person I’ve known for so long. And we’ve been together since I was twenty, so we know each other pretty well.”
After several psychiatrists’ appointments, they discovered Julie was right. It turned out that Rich had bipolar disorder. His symptoms were exacerbated by the stress of balancing parenting with a full-time job that required him to travel often. For years, Rich had been privately trying to manage his symptoms without even realizing it, but as the stress in his life continued to mount, his ability to cope got worse and worse. Suddenly, Julie had to scramble to not only repair her marriage but also keep her husband functioning and alive.
One evening, Rich was having a particularly severe mental breakdown, so Julie took him to the hospital. She also called a mental-health crisis line for help. To her surprise, the crisis line operator wanted to talk to Julie about how she was doing, and what steps she was taking to care for herself during such an immensely stressful and traumatic time. Julie realized that she didn’t have good answers to those questions. She hadn’t had time to think about her well-being at all.
“At that point,” Julie says, “I was like, We can’t keep doing this. We can’t both be doing full-time jobs. And I’m under all this stress and I have to take care of the kid and my husband and this company and everybody in the company. This just isn’t sustainable.”
Julie realized she and her husband had to shift their priorities. They were too busy, too stressed, and too overextended to care for their daughter and maintain their own functionality and mental health at the same time. So, Julie created a plan. She realized that since Rich’s job could be done from anywhere in the Midwest, not just Chicago, it made sense for them to move somewhere cheaper to live. In a more affordable town, Julie could stay at home and be the primary parent for their daughter, freeing up time for Rich to rest and look after his mental health. And because they’d be living in a suburb rather than a loud, busy, crowded city, Julie would have more space in her life for self-care too.
Rich agreed to give the plan a shot. Julie resigned from her position at the nonprofit. They sold their house and used the money to provide a financial cushion for the move. They found a comfortable, affordable home in Wisconsin, and relocated. “My story just reeks of privilege,” Julie says. “We were really lucky with real estate. We knew that we were going to be able to sell our house for a lot.”
Julie describes herself as a stay-at-home mom now, though she does run multiple small businesses out of that home. She’s started three different small companies in the four years she’s been in Wisconsin, in fact. Her drive to work incredibly hard hasn’t left her. Still, she says her life now has room in it for her to breathe.
“I have emotional space for other people, and for myself now,” she says. “And I’m much kinder and nicer. In Chicago all I had the emotional capacity for was getting to work, picking up my kid, driving across town in traffic to drop her off where she had to go, worrying about parking… I had these blinders on.”
Nowadays, Julie sets firm limits on how much work she does, and how much anxiety her family is exposed to. She knows the alternative is disastrous. Recently, she took a part-time job teaching at a dance studio. Some interpersonal drama was erupting between other teachers there, and Julie could tell the tension was taking a toll on her well-being. The dance world can also be full of sexism and fat shaming, and Julie didn’t want to expose herself or her daughter to it—so she walked away from the job, even though she had just started working there. Saying no so firmly and so quickly would have been a massive struggle for her a few years ago.
Julie’s had a taste of what it’s like to set her own schedule and rule her life according to her own priorities, and that has changed everything. Now, she can walk away when things aren’t working for her.
“This is totally a cliché,” she says, “but I do yoga, and every time I’m in a balance pose, I think about how much work balance is. It’s constant attention, and you have to keep shifting to find it.”
Julie and Rich have attained a healthy balance in their marriage too. They’ve been incredibly honest and candid with all their friends and family about the struggles they’ve experienced, and have learned how to ask for help when they need it. Their communication has also opened up in fantastic ways.
“The other evening I was feeling anxious, and Rich was feeling anxious. We were doing things around the house, and I just said to him, I think we’re about to get into a fight,” Julie tells me. “I could feel this tension building up between us, and I thought, What if I just acknowledged that out loud?”
As soon as Julie observed the anger building up, she and Rich were able to defuse it.
“Rich was like, I don’t want to fight,” Julie says. “And I told him, I don’t want to fight either. It was scary to name this thing I wanted to run away from, but then we were able to deal with it.”
Whenever I talk to Julie and Rich, I can’t help but notice how comfortable, candid, and downright silly they are with each other. There’s a relaxed honesty between them that I’ve seen in only a handful of couples in my life. Together, they were able to take a relationship that was in tatters and rebuild it into something far more vulnerable and enduring. That never would have been possible when they were both overworked.
I think some people might look at Julie’s story and see a woman running away or giving up. Julie mentioned that her own mother has a hard time understanding the changes she’s made in her life. One way that Julie marked those changes was by getting the word “surrender” tattooed on her upper arm—and her mom found that totally baffling.
“I got a lot of shit from my mom for that tattoo,” Julie says. “She was like, Surrender; that’s such a weak word.”
But Julie’s new tattoo and new life reflect her newfound understanding that she cannot control everything. She can’t work a full-time job, parent a child, and navigate an evolving relationship with her husband while also maintaining her own well-being and health. She can’t prioritize everyone else’s needs above her own. If she wants to thrive, she has to give some things up. She’s learned not to feel guilt over every opportunity she walks away from or every obligation she says no to.
That is an incredibly difficult lesson to learn. In a world that equates laziness with evil, saying no is often deemed unacceptable. Our culture looks down on people who quit things. Rather than encouraging their good judgment and self-respect, we perceive them as weak-willed or dishonest. When a person juggles dozens and dozens of responsibilities, we laud them for “having it all,” but what happens if they decide they don’t want it all, or that the constant juggling isn’t worth it? Can we actually respect a person who revokes their consent? Can we see a person as impressive for admitting that they no longer want to carry something they’ve been shouldering for too long? Many of us never learned how to surrender, even when we desperately need to. We’ve been browbeaten into saying yes for so long that we don’t know what a confident no feels like.
We so often see “laziness” as an indulgence we never truly deserve. In a world that’s beholden to the Laziness Lie, many of us feel we have to hide our desire for free time. I know that when I cancel plans, I try to find a really plausible, virtuous-seeming excuse. Sorry, I couldn’t make it to game night, I had to stay late at work! The truth (I just didn’t feel like going) seems unacceptable to voice. Admitting I want to sit around and do nothing would make me look lazy. It would tell everyone I was weak.
But what if all of that is totally wrong? It seems to me that being up-front about your limits and needs is a sign of strength, not weakness. Cutting back on obligations doesn’t mean you’re hurting or disappointing other people either. Openly and proudly saying “No, I don’t feel like doing that” can help free others to do the same in their own lives. Many of the “lazy” behaviors we’ve been told to avoid like the plague are actually very mature, responsible choices.
In chapter one, I discussed where the Laziness Lie came from, and the ways in which the Lie sets us up for failure and exhaustion. In this chapter, I want to take that argument even further and explore how resting, quitting things, cutting corners, and all the other actions we typically write off as “laziness” can actually help us heal and grow. A great deal of research actually supports the notion that our lazy feelings are protective and instructive, and that our lives can improve a great deal when we decide to stop judging our desire for idle, “lazy” time and start trusting those feelings instead.
Laziness Is Not Evil
I got into a fight with a college freshman on Twitter recently. Well, not a fight—just a long, tense discussion. He was outraged by my belief that laziness is not the evil, inexplicable thing we’ve all been taught to view it as. In an essay I posted online a few years ago, I said that seemingly “lazy” people almost always have a sensible reason for why they lack energy or drive.1 If you understand what a person is going through, even their most self-defeating, “lazy” behavior can start to make sense. But this young man (let’s call him James) thought I was overlooking several types of “laziness” that were objectively senseless and wrong.
Like many people, James seemed convinced that his own inaction and “laziness” were far worse than most other people’s. He mentioned that his laziness came from having depression, but insisted that mental illness wasn’t a valid excuse for his “bad” behavior. James told me that sometimes whole days would pass before he’d muster the energy to leave his room. Wasn’t that clearly unacceptable behavior, he wanted to know? Wasn’t that kind of laziness terrible, no matter its cause?
James also told me that in high school, some of his friends prided themselves on their laziness. He said he and his friends procrastinated on purpose, to “stick it” to their school. One student in particular became infamous for writing entire papers in the hour before class started. Surely someone who does that is inexcusably lazy, right?
Finally, James told me that at college, he’d met some people who were truly apathetic about doing well in life. They seemed to have no good reason for failing to work hard. He wanted to know how my belief system accounted for people who didn’t seem to be facing any personal challenges and failed to get things done because they simply didn’t care.
James’s questions touched on three types of people who tend to get pigeonholed as “lazy” in our society: depressed people, procrastinators, and apathetic people who don’t see the point in caring about work or school. Managers and professors look down on folks like these. Friends and family find their inaction confounding. Society as a whole tends to resent them for not “contributing” enough to the world. But in these three groups of people, you can find clear illustrations of exactly why a lack of motivation isn’t a personal failing or the awful, morally negligent act the Laziness Lie wants us to believe that it is.
Depressed People
The first type of inexcusably “lazy” person James wanted to ask me about was people with depression. He mentioned right out of the gate that he had major depressive disorder. During a depressive episode, James said he looked deeply “lazy” to the outside world.
“Lazy might not be a pretty way to describe it,” he tweeted to me, “but it’s accurate. In a depressive episode all I do is sleep. I don’t get anything done.”
When James is depressed, he doesn’t have the energy to clean his room or do homework. He misses classes. He sleeps all day. Wasn’t he failing in all these areas of his life because he was “lazy”? More to the point, wasn’t that laziness bad?
This view of depression is disturbingly common. Despite all the work mental-health activists have put into fighting the stigmatization of mental illness, negative and ignorant perceptions of the disorder remain prevalent. Many professors still believe, for example, that depression isn’t a valid excuse for a student’s lacking the energy to turn in assignments on time.2 When an employee divulges to their manager that they have depression, they’re more likely to be punished for taking sick days than other employees are. Their odds of being fired go way up too, even if the quality of their work remains the same.3 Parents of depressed children and teenagers often respond to their kids’ symptoms by criticizing them rather than by providing them with understanding or support.4
Because depression doesn’t harm the body in a visible, obvious way, many people fail to understand why a depressed person lacks the energy to get things done. In a massive survey administered in 2018, over 30 percent of respondents agreed with a statement that depression is caused by having a “weak personality.”5 Our culture’s propensity to judge and blame the “lazy” still runs very deep. It’s no wonder that James had absorbed some of those ideas.
So why are depressed people so “lazy”? The first thing to realize is that fighting depression is a full-time job. Depressed people sleep a lot because their brains get tired from fighting negative thoughts and feelings all day.6 Depressed people also have lower quality of sleep, meaning they get less energy from eight hours of rest than a nondepressed person does. When you’re severely depressed—particularly if you’re suicidal—sleep can be the only escape from misery you have. In a very real way, the apparent “laziness” of depressed people is a sign that their bodies and minds are protecting them and working to help them heal.
Depression also saps the brain’s ability to plan and execute activities. Something that might seem simple to a nondepressed person, such as doing a load of laundry, can become an overwhelming series of painful tasks to someone who’s depressed.7 It’s hard to take a large job and break it down into small steps when your brain is struggling to function. A person’s memory gets worse when they experience depression, as does their ability to pay attention and filter information.8 It’s not a moral failure for an exhausted person to let some responsibilities drop. In many cases, it’s essential that they be “lazy” in a few areas of life if they want to have the energy to stay afloat in others.
Procrastinators
James wasn’t really buying my argument at this point. He still felt pretty confident that being lazy wasn’t at all understandable or okay. So, he pivoted a bit and told me about how in high school, he and many of his friends prided themselves on their “laziness” and procrastination.
“We were self-proclaimed procrastinators and took it as a badge of honor,” he tweeted. “[It was a] counterculture against the strictness of our school. One friend would wait until an hour before class to start a project.”
Surely procrastination is an unacceptable form of laziness, right? Procrastinators lack focus and ambition, and their work is done in a half-assed, last-minute way. The evils of procrastination could easily be avoided if only the procrastinator would just work a little harder in advance—or at least that’s what people tend to think. In reality, procrastination is a much more complex beast, one that’s often caused by caring a whole lot and wanting to do well.
When a person procrastinates, it’s typically because they’re paralyzed in some way: by anxiety, by confusion about how to get started on a big, complicated project, or both.9 I think most people have experienced both of these types of paralysis at one time or another. Imagine you see a job posting for a position that sounds amazing. It’s truly your dream job; a rare opportunity. You want to get a wonderful, well-written application in on time so you can dazzle the hiring manager and beat out your competition. But try as you might, you find you can’t make progress on it. You don’t know what your cover letter should say. You know the application asks for references, but you don’t know whom you ought to ask. You’re afraid to even look at your résumé, because it’s so out-of-date that it’s embarrassing.
Soon, just thinking about the job application causes you to feel nauseated and nervous, so you go play a video game instead, to distract yourself from your anxious thoughts. Then you feel guilty for not working on the job application, which makes you anxious all over again, so you take a nap or go clean your kitchen. Before you know it, a week has passed and you haven’t even looked at the job application. Maybe you hastily throw one together, hold your nose, and send it off at the last minute, or maybe you give up entirely because you feel like you already blew your chance. Either way, you’re left feeling like a lazy screwup.
Procrastinators often get caught in a cycle of perfectionism, anxiety, distraction, and failure. Because they care a great deal about doing well, they hold themselves to an impossibly high standard. They want to do “perfect” work, but their early attempts are far from perfect, so they get discouraged and anxious. As time passes and the deadline approaches, they become even more nervous and concerned about failure. That fear makes it even harder to focus and make progress. To cope with their feelings of anxiety, they distract themselves in any way they can. And then, when the deadline finally arrives, the procrastinator must choose between submitting quickly thrown-together work that isn’t very good or giving up entirely.
James seemed to think that he and his friends procrastinated for no good reason. In his mind, they were being bad students just for the hell of it. However, if they’re anything like most procrastinators, they had a whole host of sympathetic reasons to explain their behavior. Though they’re frequently labeled as lazy, procrastinators don’t lack motivation. In fact, they tend to care a lot about doing well. Research has repeatedly found that people procrastinate more when a task is one that really matters to them.10 Unfortunately, they lack the confidence and clarity to start plugging away at it in a productive way.11
The good news is that it’s possible for a chronic procrastinator to break out of that cycle. With help and encouragement, a procrastinator can be taught to divide large responsibilities into small microtasks, each with their own very short-term deadlines. Something as big and vague as “write a ten-page paper” can be paralyzing, but “write two paragraphs per day” can be manageable. This, combined with treatment for their anxiety, can help procrastinators become far more productive, reliable, and confident in their abilities.12
Apathetic People
What about people who are truly unmotivated? People who put off tasks because they simply don’t care? James mentioned that his friends put off homework in order to rebel against their overly strict school. This doesn’t necessarily sound like a group of kids being lazy because of anxiety or depression or confusion about how to do well. For some of them, at least, it sounds like they truly didn’t care. Isn’t there something uniquely terrible about being that apathetic? Wasn’t the Laziness Lie right to teach us that such people deserve our judgment?
Believe it or not, I don’t think so. When someone seems completely apathetic, I don’t see them as a failure. Instead, I tend to think that they’ve been failed in some way. Let’s take the ever-popular example of the kid who doesn’t try hard in algebra class because he doesn’t think he’ll use algebra in “real life.” I used to feel the same way about math myself. I got a C in statistics when I was in college because the class was hard (and boring) and I didn’t take it seriously. It was too abstract and vague to seem relevant to my life. Nobody went to the trouble of explaining to me why the subject was important or how it would be relevant to my psychology major. Even within the class itself, this was never made clear.
I continued to feel apathetic about statistics until I was trained as a researcher in graduate school. I quickly realized that I needed statistics to determine whether my experiments had worked. My career wasn’t going to go anywhere if I didn’t know how to analyze all the data I’d collected, so I put the work in. Bit by bit, I started excelling at stats. Nowadays, I teach statistics classes with enthusiasm (I actually love the subject!) and help organizations analyze their data in my work as a statistical consultant. But I got to this place only because I finally saw why this dull, difficult subject mattered in my own life. Now, whenever I teach statistics, I work hard to help my students see why the subject deserves their attention and time. I demonstrate to them why it ought to be one of their priorities. When I’ve done my job well, they get it, and put in the effort.
So, when I see that somebody doesn’t care about a particular goal—whether it’s becoming financially independent, finishing a degree, or even voting—I find myself wondering, Why does this activity seem pointless to them?
According to James, he and his peers didn’t take classwork seriously because their school was overly strict. That makes complete sense to me. When you feel stuck in a controlling environment where nobody treats you with trust, you’re naturally going to want to rebel against it. Of course it’s hard for a teenager to self-motivate when they’ve had adults telling them what to do and how to do it all their lives! If James’s school had given him and his peers more freedom and agency, they might have risen to the challenge instead of checking out.
Sometimes people become apathetic because of depression or trauma.13 Other times, people turn to apathy after repeatedly being disenfranchised. Psychologists call this “learned helplessness,” and we see it in victims of abuse, people who have been incarcerated, and families that have experienced generations of poverty and racism.14 When you lose power over your own life, you don’t have much reason to stay energized and motivated.15 So, you protect yourself emotionally by checking out and giving up. In workplaces with ineffective or incompetent managers, for example, employees become apathetic, because they know their hard work will go unnoticed and unappreciated.16 We also see this in the low voter turnout rate in the United States: a majority of nonvoters are people of color and people living in poverty, who report that they do not feel their interests are being represented by the political options available to them.17 Pulling back one’s effort level in such situations is perfectly rational. It may not be pretty, but it’s not a personal failing either.
In so many cases, what we call “laziness” is actually a person coping with a ton of challenges and attempting to set priorities based on their needs. When a person is pushed to their limit, supposedly “lazy” feelings and behaviors tend to pop up. Apathy, low motivation, an inability to focus, a desire to “waste time” doing “nothing”—these are all valuable warning signs. They can teach us a great deal about our limits and needs. However, in order to benefit from this highly evolved, dynamic warning system, we have to learn to stop writing it off as inexcusable “laziness.”
Laziness Is a Warning
Scientific research on topics such as productivity and burnout have taught us that there are limits to how much work a person can do. Those limits are more extreme than you might realize: For example, the forty-hour workweek (which is considered quite reasonable and humane here in the US) is still probably too long and demanding for most people.18 We are not machines. Our bodies and minds aren’t set up to perform repetitive or mentally taxing work for eight or more hours per day. Still, many of us push through those limitations, forcing ourselves to work harder, and for longer, than is truly healthy for us.
The Laziness Lie has set us up to expect more productivity out of ourselves than is really feasible or sustainable. As a result, many of us live continuously on the edge of breaking down. For some, that breaking point is dramatic. Julie had to experience mental and physical collapse in order to learn the importance of good work-life boundaries. So did Max. I had to battle illness for months before I finally learned to let myself relax. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Our bodies and brains have subtle, gradual signals that tell us to pump the brakes and prioritize our health over our productivity. Unfortunately, the Laziness Lie has convinced us that those signals must be ignored as much as possible.
Leo has an uncanny ability to set himself up for frustration and burnout. He’s an expert at taking on more responsibilities than seems remotely tenable, and then having to face the drastic consequences of spreading himself too thin. He’s just now coming to understand his own limits and learning to listen to his internal “laziness” signals instead of brushing them away—but that process has been long, painful, and full of bumps.
Today, Leo is thirty, but he’s been an overachiever and a workaholic since I met him in college. As a student, Leo was ambitious, intelligent, and politically engaged, always organizing fundraisers for politicians and volunteering for local- and state-level campaigns. He was involved in an endless list of extracurriculars, from the campus atheist club to the campus chapter of College Democrats of America. He cared about every conceivable political issue and took it upon himself to fight for his values in every way he could. He traveled the Midwest to aid in get-out-the-vote efforts, registering voters and educating them on the issues. Back at school, he enrolled in the maximum number of classes our college allowed him to take. A few weeks into every semester, he would inevitably fall apart, dropping multiple classes, missing a variety of deadlines, and failing to attend some of the on-campus events he’d so carefully worked to put together.
Leo was often burned out and terribly depressed, but he never wanted to talk about it.
“I’d spend days in my bedroom, too ashamed and tired to leave,” he says. “My roommates would think I was out of town until I’d come downstairs in the middle of the day to grab water or something.”
Once he was in this burned-out state, Leo couldn’t follow through on the many commitments he had previously made. Deadlines would fly by, events would go by unattended, and dirty dishes would pile up on his desk. Yet by the time another semester came around, Leo would yet again find himself signing up for a full course load and taking on mountains of other responsibilities.
“I always thought, This time will be different,” he says. “I just figured I’d screwed up the last time because I wasn’t organized and wasn’t trying hard enough to do everything.”
Throughout his entire college career, Leo was convinced that his problem was a lack of motivation or effort, not that he was taking on too many responsibilities, so he kept getting buried and burned out. He couldn’t seem to see a self-defeating pattern in his actions—or, if he did, the Laziness Lie was preventing him from breaking out of it.
As an adult, Leo remained very politically engaged while continuing to overextend himself. During the 2012 presidential election, he redoubled his efforts, traveling, organizing volunteers, and lending his time to the Obama campaign in every way he could. He started taking graduate school classes while working full-time. He also devoted as much of his free time as possible to having conversations with people who disagreed with him. He was willing to invest hours in changing the minds of politically disengaged Ohioans on issues such as LGBTQ+ rights and health care reform.
Leo is a lover of strategy games and an avid reader of history and philosophy books. He lives in his head, and thinks about long-term consequences rather than short-term impulses or needs. I think that’s why it was hard for him to notice his own needs and limitations at times. He has to hit a wall before he even starts to see that he’s tired. As a result, it took him years to realize his feelings of laziness weren’t a threat but rather a signal that he was pushing himself over the edge.
Feelings of laziness are often a sign that someone hasn’t been managing the demands of their day-to-day life in an optimal way. Our bodies have amazing methods of forcing us to get what we need. When we’re hungry, our minds become preoccupied with food, our stomachs begin to rumble and fill with digestive acid, and we get progressively more cranky and lethargic until we’re forced to stop what we’re doing and eat.19 When we don’t get enough sleep, our bodies make us feel more and more tired, enticing us to take a nap. If we still refuse to sleep, our brains may force us to by taking millisecond-long “microsleeps” throughout the day.20 And when we don’t give ourselves enough time to relax, the powerful urge to zone out and lose focus bleeds into our everyday lives.
A graduate student of mine, Marvin, decided recently that he wanted to study the ways in which “laziness” leaks into people’s lives against their will. He chose to focus on people’s distracting themselves from stress and exhaustion by browsing Facebook or shopping online. It’s a form of procrastination that most of us have intimate personal knowledge of (I don’t know about you, but I do it almost every day), and in the social-science literature it’s called “cyberloafing.”
The average person cyberloafs many times per day, but it’s particularly likely to happen when someone has just finished an intellectually strenuous task or when they’re about to mentally “shift gears” from one activity to another.21 Research suggests that people tend to cyberloaf as a way to relax and reinvigorate their brains, which is essentially the same reason employees do things like chat over the watercooler or futz around in the supply closet looking for a pen they don’t really need.22
Many employers and productivity experts absolutely loathe cyberloafing, because they see it as a horribly lazy act, a “theft” of company time. One study conducted in 2014 estimated that cyberloafing “costs” employers $54 billion annually in lost productivity.23 But estimates like these make a big assumption, one we shouldn’t take for granted: that time spent cyberloafing is time an employee could have spent being fully productive, if only they weren’t so lazy. Marvin wondered whether this was actually the case.
As he began combing the scientific literature, Marvin found several studies that found cyberloafing to have benefits. A 2017 study by media researchers Shafaat Hussain and Truptimayee Parida, for example, examined cyberloafing among administrative assistants in Ethiopia. The authors found that brief periods of cyberloafing actually helped admins fight the boredom that so often comes from hours and hours of transcribing documents, organizing files, making copies, and running office errands. Rather than sapping their productivity, taking a moment to cyberloaf helped these employees hit the mental refresh button so they could return to their work with renewed energy.24 Several other studies suggest employees become more productive and focused after a good cyberloafing session.25
Additionally, Marvin discovered studies showing that cyberloafing helps work teams to function better, and that employees who cyberloaf come up with more unique solutions to work problems.26 It turns out that slacking can actually help you be creative and reflective. Marvin also found compelling evidence that some amount of cyberloafing is unavoidable. Just as all employees need time to use the bathroom or take a lunch break, it appears that they also need time to rest their brains.
When an employee spends hours concentrating on something, their willpower tends to erode and their impulse to cyberloaf becomes stronger and stronger.27 Eventually, their willpower breaks, and they find something—anything—to distract themselves with. Employers usually try to limit this behavior by monitoring employees’ computer usage, using software to block websites like Facebook or Amazon, or simply chastising workers when they catch them in the act. However, many studies have shown that cyberloafing will continue to happen anyway.28 Most people require a bit of loafing time in order to remain happy and focused at work. To see it as a “waste” of company time is like seeing bathroom breaks as an unnecessary indulgence.
When employees are unable to slack off using the Internet, they find other ways to mentally escape. They “waste” time making cups of tea, sharpening pencils, or popping into coworkers’ offices to say hello. Most workplace productivity studies consider behaviors like these to be a “waste” of company time as well, yet no one has found a way to get rid of them. That’s because “wasting time” is important, healthy, and normal. Management may hate it, but spending time in these ways isn’t actually a form of “theft.” It’s a way of coming up for air. When employees are blocked from engaging in their preferred forms of loafing, their brains still find ways to take breaks, even if the only method available is staring off into space.
So often, the urge to engage in behaviors that seem “lazy” is a sign that a person has worked hard enough and should just sit and be calm for a little while. Most of the jobs that humans perform require time for reflection, planning, or creativity. We aren’t computers or robots. Just as we need to eat and sleep, we need time for goofing off and doing nothing. When we ignore that impulse to recharge for fear of seeming “lazy,” we risk facing dire consequences.
Leo eventually reached his breaking point. When he was in his mid-twenties, he dropped out of graduate school, in part because he couldn’t get the required mountains of reading done. To cope with his massive disappointment, he threw himself into his job and into politics, and got involved in even more campaigns than ever before. But it was getting harder and harder for him to ignore how stressed he constantly was. He hopped between a couple of different jobs, raising funds for various campaigns and causes. No matter where he was hired, he kept getting into the same nasty patterns. By his early thirties, his workaholism and procrastination had put a major strain on his relationships, as well as his mental health.
“I hadn’t dated anybody in a couple of years,” he tells me. “I hadn’t gone on a vacation in forever. I couldn’t justify traveling anywhere with friends because I was too busy, or I was brand-new at a job and couldn’t leave. Everybody else had a life, but I didn’t.”
Around this time, Leo started seeing a therapist. She quickly took stock of his frantic mannerisms, the way his eyes darted anxiously around the room, and the distractibility and overexertion that defined his life, and took a guess at what the source of the problem was.
“She asked me on, like, my second visit if I had ever been assessed for ADHD,” he says. “And when I did get tested, I was off the charts.”
Before that moment, Leo had never considered it a possibility that he had ADHD. There’s a very particular stereotype of the disorder people have in their minds: ADHD sufferers are seen as unintelligent or lacking ambition. Yet for Leo and for many other people with ADHD, the exact opposite is the case. It’s very common for people with ADHD to overcommit to a variety of things they’re passionate about, and then run quickly and dramatically out of steam because they haven’t realistically budgeted their time.
I’ll never forget the first time I hung out with Leo after he started taking ADHD medication and working on his overcommitment with a therapist. He didn’t interrupt me with tons of observations and questions I couldn’t follow the logic of. He had an easy sense of humor, and could speak candidly about how hard his college years had been. He wasn’t constantly flitting around the living room, anxiously tidying things or letting out his nervous energy in little verbal tangents and ticks. He could sit through a movie without getting up or being distracted. He had also started recreationally smoking weed from time to time, a thing his younger, driven type-A self would have found downright shameful. My intense, hardworking friend had finally found a way to chill out and stop fearing “laziness.”
Around this time, Leo started dating his current boyfriend. He finally had the mental space to prioritize his own feelings and desires, and that made getting close to someone else much easier. In the couple of years that they’ve been dating, they’ve gone on several long vacations and adventures, visiting national parks and museums, mountaineering, and kayaking. Leo wasn’t someone who could enjoy and luxuriate in downtime like this before, but now he seems to relish it. After repeatedly overcommitting, ignoring his needs, and then dramatically burning out, Leo has slowly learned how to find enjoyment in life. When the two of us discuss politics nowadays, he remains engaged and informed, but there’s a clear emotional distance between his self-image and how well his favorite politicians are doing. He’s capable of disengaging in a way he never could before. I never thought a straitlaced, politics-obsessed person like him would turn into a chilled-out nature-loving weed smoker, but I’m so happy for him that he did.
The seemingly “bad” behaviors we tend to judge as laziness are really powerful signals that something in our lives needs to change. On the organizational level, patterns of employee laziness can tell us a workplace is being mismanaged. One workplace productivity expert I spoke to, industrial-organizational psychologist Dr. Annette Towler, told me that when employees are bullied or mismanaged, they often cope with it through subtle signs of “laziness,” such as increased absenteeism.
“That’s one of the early, subtle signs that a workplace is toxic,” she told me. “You see a lot of employees just not coming in to work, with no explanation or cause. Managers look at that and they think, Oh, everyone is being so lazy, or so unreliable—but often it’s that they’re trying to avoid an abusive or toxic environment.”
When a person has been stretched to their limit, they may start to seem flaky and checked-out. They might come in to work late or cancel plans with friends at the last minute. They’ll have less drive to do chores or cook meals and may take frequent naps or zone out by playing repetitive video games. In general, they’ll have worse impulse control and far less energy than they used to. These aren’t signs that someone is a screwup or a failure. They’re signs of a person pushed to the brink.
Though these “lazy” behaviors have been demonized for centuries, there’s actually nothing evil or damaging about them. Slacking off is a normal part of life; people require idle time in order to remain clearheaded and healthy. Feelings of laziness are also a powerful internal alarm signaling to us that we need additional help, more breaks, or reduced demands. By listening to this laziness, we can better understand our needs and construct lives that are truly worth living.
Listening to Laziness
After Max’s dead, necrotic gallbladder was discovered and taken out of her body, she finally got to enjoy some much-needed bed rest, and a break from her grueling job at the information technology firm. She had officially become too sick to work. She had a doctor’s note and the healing incisions to prove it.
“Those weeks after gallbladder surgery were the best weeks of my life,” Max says, without any irony. “I just slept and lay around and watched movies. It was so fucking fun. I wish it would happen to me again. I’ll give up another organ if I can get some more rest.”
Max told me when her stress at work was at its very worst, she was so mentally drained that she couldn’t sit through films anymore. Though she was an avid lover of horror movies, true-crime documentaries, and all things gruesome and dark, the demands of her job had zapped her energy so drastically that she could no longer focus on them.
“For a whole year,” she says, “all I watched was Bob’s Burgers. Which is a great show! I like that show. But it was the only thing simple and comforting enough for my mind to handle. For a year. Because I was working eighty- to ninety-hour weeks, and anything that was upsetting or had a complicated plot was just too much for me to process.”
Once she finally had a few days to sleep and recuperate, Max found that she was able to sit through long movies and documentaries again. On bed rest, she had renewed interest in her hobbies. She started making witchy handcrafts again. Soon she felt far less hopeless and depressed.
Though we normally think of a medical emergency as being a traumatic and taxing experience, Max’s gallbladder surgery marked a significant, positive turning point in her life. When she had the chance to relax, she started reevaluating her life. She’d been given a glimpse of what a healthier, sustainable existence could be like, and how wonderful it felt to get enough sleep. That made it impossible to go back to her old patterns.
Laziness had given Max the gift of insight. And it can do the same for many of us, if we let it.
Laziness Helps Us Be Creative
When we’re able to rest and be lazy, we can learn new things about ourselves, or have fantastic insights that would never have occurred to us when we were focused on work. Psychologists who study creativity are often very interested in these big “aha” moments and have put a lot of effort into studying what a person can do to promote them. It turns out that laziness is one of the most effective steps to getting there.
Moments of insight and creativity don’t come by trying to force them—they require a period of mental inactivity.29 Good ideas often come to us when we’ve stopped trying to come up with them, such as when we’re in the shower or on a leisurely walk. While it seems like these ideas have come out of nowhere, the truth is that our minds have been quietly and unconsciously developing them during our downtime. Psychologists call this productive downtime the “incubation period.” Like an egg that must be kept warm and safe in order to develop into a healthy chick, the creative parts of our minds require safety, rest, and relaxation in order to produce unique ideas or insights.30
Whenever I explain this principle to people, I’m reminded of a moment from the show Mad Men. The successful, charismatic advertising executive Don Draper is giving advice to Peggy, a young, ambitious copywriter who’s struggling to come up with a tagline for a client’s new product. In just a few short sentences, Don perfectly explains the concept of creative incubation. “Just think about it, deeply,” he says to her, “and then forget it. An idea will jump up in your face.”31
I’ve had good ideas jump up in my face in that way. In 2013, I was a frazzled graduate student, struggling to come up with a research topic for my dissertation. I spent hours staring at academic articles, trying to make myself arrive at a creative idea through sheer force. Predictably, it didn’t work. I started to get really frustrated with myself for “failing” so miserably. Dejected and feeling guilty, I took a few days off to celebrate my birthday and visit some friends.
One day during that vacation, I was on a long walk with a friend, and we found ourselves in the parking lot of a Michael’s craft store. We were there to buy spray paint and fake flowers for a wreath my friend was putting together. Suddenly, a fully formed research idea popped into my head. I had to stop right where I was and jot down the details in the Notes app on my phone to make sure I didn’t lose them. Though I had felt guilty all that week for being “lazy” and not working on my dissertation, it turned out that my unconscious mind was actually doing a lot of powerful work. I just had to step back and give it the room to be creative for me.
Laziness Helps Us Problem-Solve
In Max’s case, it took a period of bed rest (and a ton of bloody horror movies) to realize her life needed to dramatically change. And she needed the creative insight a long, restful incubation period provided her in order to figure out how to go about making that change.
Max knew she would have to fight to build and maintain a sustainable life for herself. It wasn’t going to be handed to her. When she came back from medical leave, her office was still going to be inefficient and poorly managed. Her boss would still be the same intense, borderline abusive woman who discouraged her employees from taking sick days. In order for Max to protect her newfound health, she would have to push against these power structures and prioritize her own well-being. And she’d have to be strategic about how she did it.
As soon as she got back to work, Max began documenting whenever her boss gave contradictory instructions. She began collecting evidence of how work was done in her department so she could demonstrate that when applications were late, she wasn’t to blame. From there, Max scheduled meetings with upper management to discuss problems she’d noticed in how responsibilities were being assigned. This persuaded them to hire additional employees, who took on some of Max’s old duties. Her workload gradually lightened. Now, when Max needs a sick day, she takes it, even if her boss has something undermining to say about it.
“When my boss tries to ask me if I’m ‘sure’ I need a sick day, I really push back on it,” Max says. “Like, I’ll make sure that I ask for the day off in an e-mail, and if she hedges, I’ll ask her if she’s requiring me to come in to work even though I’m sick. She knows that it’s actually illegal for her to refuse sick days to employees. But I have to find ways to subtly remind her that I know that.”
This may seem like a drastic or extreme measure, but it makes sense given her boss’s track record. For some of us, the process of learning to set work-life boundaries is largely an internal exercise; in far too many cases, however, the pressure to overexert ourselves comes from the outside.
Overworked, poorly managed employees often have to advocate for themselves using every legal protection available. They may need to band together with other employees and push for a change in policy. That’s what Max did. After several months of repeated problems, she compared notes with other employees and was able to demonstrate to the higher-ups that her boss was not running things correctly. This also helped her to negotiate a more forgiving work schedule.
Things are far from perfect at Max’s job. She still regularly fantasizes about quitting, and the work is still generally unrewarding and exhausting. But today, Max says she has only one eighty-hour workweek per month, instead of every single week of the year. She makes time for painting, ghost-hunting tours, and volunteer work. She’s also in therapy, working to repair some of the damage that years of being overworked did to her personal life. Perhaps most important, she now has the brain space to watch as many bloody, gothic horror films as she wants.
Max’s illness gave her the opportunity to remember how good laziness feels. Those weeks that she spent in bed rejuvenated her and turned her focus back on what truly mattered in her life. With a less stress-addled, run-down mind, she was able to come up with a game plan for how to advocate for herself better and to fix several key sources of dysfunction in her work.
When we consciously make time for idleness and embrace our naturally lazy feelings rather than pushing them away, we can learn what matters to us, and which demands need to be dialed way back. With a rejuvenated, relaxed mind, we can see new solutions to old problems and find new reserves of strength we didn’t know we had.
Laziness Reminds Us of What Matters
When you have a lot of responsibilities on your plate, your instinct is probably to hunker down and get as much done as possible. However, a lot of research suggests it’s better to hit the pause button, find time to be lazy, and see what realizations and reactions come bubbling up. By slowing down and cutting back, we can figure out which demands in our lives we can afford to let go of. When we stop seeing laziness as the enemy, we can begin to feel good about that act of letting go.
August Stockwell runs an organization called Upswing Advocates, which trains mental-health professionals on how to meet the needs of LGBTQ+ clients, as well as clients with disabilities such as autism and ADHD. It’s a time-consuming and demanding job, with lots of administrative tasks, meetings, and phone conferences. It can also be an emotionally difficult job, because it involves speaking with therapists and counselors about some of their struggles with their clients. For years, these demands took a toll on August’s mental health.
“I figured out at some point that I was living in a state of hypervigilance all the time,” August tells me. “I didn’t have good professional boundaries. I would say yes to everything, because there were so many awesome things to be doing! And I’d lose touch with myself.”
August tells me that for a long time, they based their priorities on whatever was looming largest at work. Their attention went to whatever seemed to be the biggest “fire” in need of putting out. That’s when they put their training as a behavioral analyst to work and developed a way to make it more manageable.
August shows me a spreadsheet that they use to keep track of weekly responsibilities and objectives. It has fields for all kinds of weekly goals, not just work-related ones. There are fields for things like spending time with romantic partners, meditating, taking walks, and scheduling phone calls with loved ones. Everything that matters in August’s life is in this spreadsheet.
On the right-hand side of the spreadsheet, August marks down whether they’ve met a particular goal for the week. Did I attend this meeting? Did I have a phone call with this friend like I intended to? In addition, there’s also a field where August can record how they feel about whether that particular goal was met. Here’s an example of what August’s spreadsheet looks like:
Goal Category | Goal for This Week | Priority | Completion | Feelings |
---|---|---|---|---|
Reflection | Meditate at Least Two Days | High | Yes | Good |
Physical Health | Exercise at Least One Day | Medium | Need to Exercise | Okay |
Rest | Take Three Days Off | High | Took Two Days Off | Okay |
Work | Hold Webinar, Send Thank-You Cards to Donors | High | Remaining Thank-Yous | Okay |
Relationships | Tell My Partners How I’m Doing | High | Yes | Okay |
Errands and Life Tasks | Clean Apartment, Deposit Check | Medium | Yes, Also Sent Password Name Change | Good |
This spreadsheet system allows August to notice which goals they regularly miss, as well as how they feel about missing those goals. Rather than judging themselves for failing to meet a goal, August observes where their motivation and their “laziness” has taken them and figures out what lessons laziness has to teach. For example, if they repeatedly miss household-chore goals but don’t feel particularly bad about it, that may tell them that having a perfectly tidy house isn’t such an important goal. Often, this helps them to create new goals that reflect their actual values, rather than beating themselves up for not being able to do everything all the time.
“All of this helps me focus more on myself and my actual experiences rather than just on other people,” August says. “It helps me ask myself, How am I doing? What do I actually want? Am I happy? If I’m not, does it still feel worth it to focus on these goals?”
In a world ruled by the Laziness Lie, giving up on an obligation can feel painful. Yet the more we learn to observe our own patterns and learn from them without judgment, the more we can build authentic lives that actually allow us to thrive.
Lin-Manuel Miranda, the writer and star of the musical Hamilton, famously came up with the concept for the show while reading a history book on vacation with his wife.32 He didn’t go on vacation hoping to come up with a concept for a new musical; he was just trying to find a way to relax after seven nonstop years of performing in his show In the Heights. Yet the moment he had time to truly recharge, he arrived at a creative breakthrough that changed his life forever.
After Hamilton’s massive, unprecedented success, Miranda had to force himself to find time for a vacation again. Fans of the show were dismayed when he left the performing cast. But in interviews, Miranda emphasized the importance of laziness.
“It’s no accident that the best idea I’ve ever had in my life, perhaps maybe the best one I’ll ever have in my life, came to me on vacation,” Miranda told an interviewer in 2018. “The moment my brain got a moment’s rest, Hamilton walked into it.”33
Though the Laziness Lie would love for us to believe otherwise, idleness can help us to be insightful creators and problem-solvers. But the value of laziness also goes so much deeper than that. When we give our lives space for slowness, relaxation, and doing “nothing,” we can begin to heal some of our greatest wounds and to create lives for ourselves that are nourishing rather than exhausting.
How Doing Less Can Heal Us
When my therapist, Jason, first told me to try sitting around and doing absolutely nothing for half an hour so I could truly “feel my feelings,” I thought he was absolutely full of shit.
“Nobody does that,” I told him. “Literally no human has ever just sat perfectly still and calmly done nothing for that long.”
At the time Jason gave me this advice, I was struggling to deal with my emotions. The federal government had just withdrawn its antidiscrimination protections for transgender people. People were being held in cages at the U.S.-Mexico border. Many of my friends were living in fear that the Affordable Care Act was going to be overturned, causing them to lose access to lifesaving medical care. The world felt like it was burning down, and even worse, my more conservative relatives didn’t seem to see how they were complicit in all of it. My despair and rage felt too large to deal with. And so I just silenced it as best I could.
All day long, I’d push back any feelings of sadness or anxiety so I could focus on work and activism. I went to protests and rallies. I called my political representatives. I supported my scared friends and tried to stay strong. At night, when I was trying to fall asleep, I’d experience a flood of emotions, either sobbing or seething with rage. My partner hated how I’d mope for hours without telling him what was bothering me. I’d refuse to tell him about any problems I was facing, and then blow up over something trivial days later. I’d waste days resenting something a friend or relative had said but never actually tell them they’d hurt me. Emotions were for weak, unproductive people, I thought. I just had to just keep them at bay.
Jason wasn’t on board with the “push emotions away and pretend I’m an unfeeling robot” plan. It clearly wasn’t working, and it wasn’t a sustainable way to deal with stress or past trauma. So, he told me to schedule time at least once a week to sit and do nothing, and to truly feel whatever emotions came up.
For a few weeks, I protested. It sounded like a completely fake, touchy-feely, ridiculous idea. “It sounds insane to me that anyone would ever do this,” I told him. “I can’t imagine somebody just sitting there and crying for no reason, and then feeling better somehow. If any patient tells you they actual do that, they’re lying to get you off their case, I swear.”
Through all my complaints and resistance, Jason laughed and rolled his eyes. He insisted that yes, some people really do just sit there and let themselves feel whatever they need to feel, and that it can be immensely helpful. And he emphasized, yet again, that I really ought to give it a try.
It turns out that there’s a lot of scientific evidence supporting Jason’s suggestion. Over the decades, research has demonstrated that finding time to sit still, be nonproductive, and become attuned with one’s emotions can be therapeutic and improve a person’s physical and mental health.
In 1985, the therapist James Pennebaker began to study how expressing painful emotions in writing could be healing.34 Researchers already knew that talking about hard feelings with a therapist was helpful, and having close friends to confide in also helped people to cope. But Pennebaker wanted to know whether people could feel better after sharing their emotions with themselves by sitting down and writing about them.
Pennebaker tested this by getting together a sample of trauma survivors and chronic illness sufferers and instructing them to sit down for twenty minutes each day and write about how they were feeling. Here are the instructions he gave them:35
Pennebaker told his study participants to write nonstop for twenty minutes about a source of “emotional upheaval” in their lives. Their writing was allowed to be messy, and even nonsensical. The point of the exercise was to get the feelings out on the page, not to produce something beautifully well-written. If participants ran out of things to say, Pennebaker instructed them to keep writing anyway, even if it meant just repeating what they’d already put down at the beginning. After the twenty minutes was done, the participants were welcome to throw the pages out.
Pennebaker and his colleagues found that after a couple of weeks of doing this writing exercise, people reported lower stress and less depression.36 They slept better and had more energy.37 Even their vital signs and immune system functioning got significantly better.38 In follow-up studies, Pennebaker and others found that writing about feelings in this way helped a person to ruminate less on the things that bothered them and improved their coping skills. As more and more researchers tested the method on a wider and wider array of patients, the numerous benefits of the practice became even more apparent.
Pennebaker had found a simple, accessible treatment that helped people become more in tune with their feelings and needs, and it seemed to benefit people with a variety of physical and mental illnesses.39 This research became the basis of Pennebaker’s landmark book Writing to Heal: A Guided Journal for Recovering from Trauma & Emotional Upheaval and what he called the “expressive writing” method. Expressive writing is regularly used today to help everyone from veterans suffering from PTSD to cancer patients dealing with uncertain futures to all manner of people who suffer from stress, anxiety, grief, and depression.40 I still find it kind of hard to believe, but countless studies have consistently shown the healing power of slowing down, being nonproductive, and listening to one’s emotions.
Why does expressive writing work so well? Because it forces us to confront painful feelings that we usually downplay. We live in a world that preaches the gospel of pulling yourself up by your bootstraps and that lionizes the strong and invulnerable. Because of this cultural messaging and all the pressure it places on us, we learn to ignore our needs. We may even hate ourselves for having feelings of weakness or for harboring difficult emotions. Expressive writing seems to work because it gives us the opportunity to locate and listen to the vulnerable side of ourselves that we spend all day silencing.
It’s also crucial that the writing process not be about creating something that another person will ever view. When we write for other people, we censor ourselves and focus on whether what we’re creating is good enough. Expressive writing is specifically designed to be nonproductive. You allow yourself to write something messy, something that isn’t fit for anyone else to ever read, and then you throw it out. This can help a person connect with every feeling they have, no matter how unpleasant it is.
My colleague Dr. Bella Etingen is a researcher at the Veterans Affairs Hospital in Hines, Illinois. She has often used expressive writing to help veterans with PTSD. Part of what makes it such an effective therapeutic method for veterans is that it allows them to be vulnerable and to listen to their emotions in a totally private, unembarrassing way.
“Lots of these macho military guys hate talking about their feelings or their trauma with a therapist,” Bella told me back when she was first beginning research on the power of expressive writing. “But if you ask them to just sit down and write down how they feel and tell them that they can throw out the writing after the fact, it’s a lot less threatening to their masculinity or to seeing themselves as tough.”
I can relate to the “macho military guys” Bella told me about. I’m not tough or super masculine, but I do hate the idea of sitting around and talking about my feelings. I find the whole process kind of cringe-inducing and shameful. Patriarchy and the Laziness Lie worked together for decades to make me suspicious of soft, feminine-seeming things such as crying or talking about emotions—even when my own repression started to eat me alive.
A lot of society’s most popular “self-care” methods have gotten an unfair reputation in this way. They’re seen as frivolous, feminine, and not suitable for anyone who wants to appear “strong.” Taking a bubble bath, lighting some candles, getting a massage—these are seen as lazy, wasteful extravagances, not essentials. Or so we’re taught. Eventually, though, many of us come to realize that these gentle, healing activities are absolutely wonderful, and we need to fight back against the cultural brainwashing that tells us to avoid them.
After several weeks of protesting Jason’s suggestion, I finally gave “feeling my feelings” a try. Once a week, I set aside half an hour to jot down a few notes about the things in my life that were making me unhappy. To help me get into the right mindset, I’d play music that helped me identify what was bothering me and how I felt about it. I’d cry while I did it, or feel myself getting pissed. Every single second of it sucked. I hated it. It was painful, being reminded of every bit of grief I was carrying, every sad or wounded feeling that was stifled and buried deep inside me. During those sessions, I felt utterly pathetic. After I was done, I’d throw the notes out and go take a walk, trying to shake off the shame I still felt about having human vulnerabilities and weaknesses.
After a couple of weeks of “feeling my feelings” like Jason recommended, I noticed I was no longer crying myself to sleep. I started communicating my feelings to my partner and my friends as soon as they came up instead of brooding for weeks. It suddenly felt less threatening to admit that I was sad or angry. Because I wasn’t constantly running away from those feelings, I was able to air them with significantly less shame.
I also started noticing patterns in the things I chose to write about each week. I saw that certain obligations, like a weekly genderqueer support group I used to attend, always came up in my writing as a source of stress. Every single week, I dreaded going. Once I noticed this pattern, I found it a lot easier to stop attending the group.
After a few months of making time to feel my feelings, I was finally able to sit down with my partner and have a hard but necessary conversation about money that I’d literally been putting off for years. It radically changed how we divide up responsibilities in our house, and how we think and talk about our future together. My relationships with my conservative relatives improved as well. One day, about six months into the process, my mom said something unintentionally hurtful on the phone. Normally I would have been distant with her for the rest of the call, and then spent the next few days fuming about it. But this time, I had the presence of mind to stop the conversation and tell her that I was upset by what she’d said. I immediately felt like some demon of resentment had been exorcised from my body.
I was getting more attuned to my emotions! This silly-sounding “feeling my feelings” thing was actually paying off!
Expressive writing worked so well for me that I started recommending it to friends dealing with hard, emotionally fraught situations, and to students of mine with test anxiety. I also suggest it to friends who, like me, find themselves getting lost in their own fears about the future of our world.41 Whenever I mention this to my therapist, he gives the smuggest I-told-you-so grin in the universe. But what can I say? That vulnerable-seeming bullshit isn’t actually bullshit at all.
Expressive writing is a great way to connect with our emotions and enjoy the healing benefits of laziness. Another popular and effective method is meditation. Just as research has highlighted the benefits of expressive writing, science indicates that meditation improves blood pressure,42 immune system functioning,43 and mental health as well.44
August Stockwell regularly works meditation into their spreadsheet of weekly goals, and they’ve found that the more they meditate, the more they’re able to calm their nerves and identify what matters most to them in life. This, in turn, has helped them to set better boundaries.
“By meditating a lot,” August says, “I contacted the calm mental state that I want to live in as much as I can. It helps me see when I need to say no to more things.”
Before August started meditating, they didn’t realize how anxious and overloaded they constantly were. They had gotten so accustomed to being hyperbusy that they had forgotten there was an alternative. Meditation reminded them that they were capable of moving slowly, appreciating silence, and feeling present in the moment.
“I keep reminding myself, meditating doesn’t solve any problems,” August says, “and also it’s the most important place to start.”
To put it another way: Meditation is the most important place to start because it’s not intended to solve any problems. Like expressive writing and finding various ways to “do nothing,” it’s explicitly about abandoning goals for a little while, letting go of stress, and restoring energy and well-being in the process.
Embracing laziness can have a revolutionary impact on our quality of life. When we stop measuring our worth by how many items we check off of a to-do list, we can finally begin to seek out the activities that truly matter to us. When we set priorities based on our real feelings rather than society’s “shoulds,” we feel a greater sense of authenticity. And when we savor our free time and work to move at a slower, lazier, more intuitive pace, we begin to repair the damage that years of overwork has done.
— CHAPTER THREE —
You Deserve to Work Less
Dr. Annette Towler is an industrial-organizational psychologist. Her research focuses on how changes to the workplace influence how people feel and behave. For years, she conducted studies on a variety of topics related to how employees are managed in this country, and how management decisions impact productivity and well-being. Her work has examined questions such as whether a manager can be trained to be more charismatic (they can),1 whether the size of a teacher’s salary is related to how well their students do in school (it is),2 and whether people in healthy relationships make better employees than people in unhealthy relationships (they do).3
Annette’s expertise is vast. Her work has appeared in some of the most prestigious academic journals in her field. And for many years, she was a tenured professor at DePaul University, just down the street from me in Chicago. But one day, she decided to leave it all behind for a more authentic, joy-filled life.
Annette was at the height of her career when she decided to leave her cushy tenured position for less consistent, less secure work as a freelance writer and consultant. For many this would have been a terrifyingly risky move, but for her the path forward was clear. After decades of studying what makes a workplace healthy, and conversely what can make a workplace toxic, Annette could tell her own academic department was leaning more and more into the “toxic” side.
“Once I got tenure, I felt pressure to start bullying people below me,” Annette says. “Faculty would bully students in my department, and senior faculty would bully junior faculty. It was just expected of you to be a part of that.”
Annette noticed that faculty and students in her department were stressed-out and overextended. There was a great deal of pressure to perform at a high level at all times, without breaks or time for rest and reflection. People tended to monitor and judge the behavior and productivity of others. Burned-out, miserable faculty members off-loaded their stress onto those below them. There was an overall climate of bitterness and cynicism. In short, Annette’s office was like far too many offices in America—almost perfectly designed to create traumatized, exhausted people. Since Annette had personally studied the toll that such workplaces can have on their employees, she knew she needed to get out.
“I pretty much gave up on the profession after that,” she tells me.
Today, Annette lives a life that her own research would recommend. She finds time for marathon runs and for making art. She’s working on a mystery novel, and volunteers regularly to support survivors of domestic violence. And though she has a lot of freelance work to do, she deliberately puts other things first, including making time to be interviewed by me.
“I prioritize the important things and invest my time and interests in what matters to me,” Annette says. “And that’s what the psychological literature says a person should do. So, you know, I could be working on some deadline I’m worried about that is ultimately arbitrary, or I could be doing what I want to be doing, which is talking to you.”
Annette has an easygoing, open perspective on life. She has carved out an existence for herself that lets those wonderful qualities shine. But she was able to build that kind of existence only because she had the privilege and the knowledge to avoid what was bad for her: the conventional, restrictive, overly demanding workplace.
Many organizations have been shaped by the history and values of the Laziness Lie, often with disastrous results. The typical workday is structured around the expectation that a person should be able to sit down and churn out results for eight hours or more, despite overwhelming evidence that this is unrealistic. Managers often believe they must micromanage their employees and attempt to squeeze every last moment of productivity out of them, though research suggests this makes people irritable and unmotivated.4 Overworked employees are often encouraged to police one another’s habits and to spread their shared misery throughout a department, creating a contagion of unwellness and bad boundaries. Thanks to the development of digital work tools, the pressure to be available and useful to an employer at any time of day has only grown, and our shared sense of exhaustion and burnout has gotten more and more intense.
Though many of us feel guilty for not being productive enough, the truth is that most of us are doing far more work than is healthy. We’re pushing our bodies and minds to the limit, ignoring the natural warning signs of tiredness and laziness, and encouraging others to do the same. When we push ourselves in that way for a prolonged period, we risk suffering from severe fatigue and burnout. If we want to break free of these damaging patterns, we need to embrace our very human needs and our natural “laziness” signals and find ways to work less, not more.
We’re Working More Than Ever Before
In chapter one, I discussed how our collective fear and hatred of laziness has its roots in the history of slavery and capitalism. I also described how the Laziness Lie was used to justify pushing industrial-era workers into grueling, sixteen-hour workdays filled with danger and abuse. Unfortunately, this historical legacy remains very relevant today.
Though there was a time when the average workweek kept getting shorter and shorter in length (thanks in large part to unions and the labor movement),5 that pattern has sadly reversed in recent years.6 The average workday is getting longer now, not shorter. We see the pressure to overwork in nearly every industry and professional field. Smartphones, laptops, and digital work tools such as e-mail and Slack have made it harder than ever for us to leave our work behind when we go home for the day. And thanks to the rise of the “gig economy,” the pressure to fill even our spare moments with additional labor and “side hustles” has expanded our workloads even more.
The Workweek Is Getting Longer
The Industrial Revolution brought with it the rise of the industrial, warehouse-based workplace.7 Factory employees were toiling all day long in dangerous, dark conditions, unable to make time for anything in their lives other than sleep. There were very few legal protections in place for employees, and many were given no compensation if they got injured on the job.8 Abuse of employees was rampant, with many not even being given a lunch hour or bathroom breaks.
Workers began banding together and staging walkouts, demonstrations, and strikes in order to protest how they were being treated. This went on for years, and was intensely and violently resisted by employers, as well as police and the US military.9 Eventually, though, the labor movement began winning legal battles and unions were invited to the negotiation table. Slowly but surely, employees earned the right to more benefits, greater legal protections, and workdays that were less punishingly long.10
For decades afterward, there was an overall trend in the US toward shorter workdays, greater pay, and more benefits. Through the mid-twentieth century, many working-class people enjoyed newfound levels of comfort and wealth. Millennials like me grew up hearing about this era from our parents and grandparents. I know it, for example, as the time period that allowed my Appalachian grandparents to make the move from the impoverished Cumberland Gap region of Tennessee up to the middle-class Cleveland suburb where I got to grow up. It was a time of high economic prosperity in the US, particularly for white and white-passing people, like most of my relatives.
That era, however, is long gone. In the past two decades, the average workweek has gotten longer and longer11 instead of getting shorter as it once did.12 By 2014, the average American’s workweek had crept up from forty hours to over forty-seven.13 In a survey conducted by Gallup in 2018, 44 percent of respondents said they worked more than forty-five hours per week.14 Of that 44 percent, 12 percent reported working sixty or more hours per week. That’s twelve hours of work per day! While at least 134 other countries have placed legal limits on how many hours a person is permitted to work,15 in the US there is no legal maximum, so the length of the workweek can continue climbing up and up.16
In some organizations, working overtime isn’t even viewed as an extra push of effort; instead, it’s considered a weekly obligation. When my friend Eli took a job with a massive Silicon Valley tech company last year, they were dismayed to learn that every employee in their department was preapproved for ten overtime hours every single week. This alone made Eli hesitant to take the job. Were these extra ten hours really overtime if they were regularly expected?
In the past few decades, employees have also found a variety of ways to cram greater productivity into each hour they work. Thanks to digital tools, automation, increased computer processing speed, and a ton of other factors, it now takes the average worker just eleven hours to complete what would have been forty hours’ worth of work back in 1950.17 Yet despite how much more people are working, and how much more output they’re generating, wages have declined over the years instead of going up.18
In addition to working more hours, employees today report higher levels of stress than recent generations did, particularly stress associated with job duties and poor management.19 Pensions and health insurance have also been affected in many industries, either being removed entirely or made far less generous than they were a decade or more ago.20 Many companies have moved toward relying on part-time employees instead of full-timers so they don’t have to offer benefits.21 In a very real way, many of us are working far more, and more productively, than ever before, and yet we’re getting far, far less in return.
We Can’t Leave Work at Work
Though Annette has lived in the US and studied American workplaces for many years, she’s originally from England. She’s noticed that compared to Europeans, Americans have a particularly dysfunctional relationship to work. “When Europeans go to work, they just do their job and then they come home,” she says, “and they understand about the importance of relaxation, that balance that you don’t always see in the United States.”
It’s true that Americans tend to have trouble drawing firm boundaries between work and the rest of our lives. Compared to Europeans, who often have upward of twenty paid vacation days per year, American employees are lucky if they get ten to fourteen.22 The Laziness Lie has also infected numerous American employees with a strong sense of “vacation guilt,” which makes it hard for us to feel comfortable actually using those vacation days up.23 A survey by Glassdoor found that in 2018, Americans used only about half of their paid vacation days and let the remainder go completely to waste.24
We have a similarly tortured relationship to sick days. Almost half of all working Americans don’t have paid days off for physical or mental wellness,25 and those who do are hesitant to use them. Like Max, whose boss manipulated her into not calling in sick, many of us fear that taking time off will make us look like lazy, unreliable workers. And we’re not paranoid for having that fear—in 2019, American Airlines was sued by New York City’s Department of Consumer and Work Protection for having punished and threatened workers who used their sick days.26
When companies fail to provide employees with adequate sick-leave policies and managers bully their workers into working while ill, the public health consequences are massive. Many sick employees spread the coronavirus to their coworkers and fellow commuters because they weren’t able to take time off from work in the early days of the pandemic.27 On a more mundane level, sick food-service employees often have no choice but to come in to work and spread their illness to fellow workers and patrons; 81 percent of food-industry workers have no employer-provided sick days.28
When people do get the chance to leave their workplaces, they still struggle with the temptation to continue working remotely. E-mail, Slack, Twitter, and other applications make many workplaces accessible at all times, and as a result, work seeps into all hours of the day.29 Researchers call this “work-home interference,” and since smartphones and other tools have become widely accessible, it’s gotten much, much worse.30 Thirty-six percent of survey respondents told Gallup that they frequently check work e-mail outside of regular work hours,31 and in organizations where people feel the social pressure to be available online all the time, the work-home interference rate is much worse.
One overworked person that I spoke to, Nimisire, is a sexual-health advocate and educator based in Nigeria. She tells me that she has to place a firm digital boundary on her activism, for the sake of her well-being. “I do a lot of online education and advocacy,” she says, “and it can be very exhausting. I have to mute certain words on Twitter—words about sexual trauma or objectification, for example—and sometimes I just put my phone away. Educating people is part of my job, but I have to trust that I can set a limit on how I do that and know that I will still be doing work that’s important.”
Many people don’t share Nimisire’s level of self-discipline. We get pulled into an endless loop of replying to messages, checking for new notifications, and doing unpaid work long after our time in the office is done. With the rise of things like the gig economy, work-life interference has become an even more pressing problem.
We’re Caught in the Gig Economy
Alex works full-time as an administrative assistant in the Chicago Loop. All day long he edits documents, takes meeting notes, makes copies, and runs errands. During rare moments of quiet in the office, Alex tries to catch up on creative projects. He’s an actor and a performer, so there are always new lines for him to memorize and new auditions to try to book. At the end of an already long, crammed workday, Alex gets home and fires up the website Upwork to look for some side jobs as a copywriter or a transcriptionist.
“I end up doing the transcription work more often than the writing, even though it pays less,” Alex says. “It just takes less energy to do it. I can kinda just zone out and write the words down, even if I feel like a zombie.”
When taking Upwork’s fees and time spent finding new clients into account, Alex’s transcription job pays much less than minimum wage. But it’s better than nothing, he says, and it allows him to squeeze a few more hours of earning potential out of his day. A lot of us have turned to sites like Upwork, TaskRabbit, Uber, Lyft, Fiverr, or Grubhub in order to make supplementary income. After all, full-time jobs with benefits are rapidly becoming a thing of the past.32 The harder it gets to make a conventional, nine-to-five living, the more people have to fill their weekends, evenings, and other spare moments with moneymaking side hustles like these.
I know more people like Alex than I could ever possibly name. The gig economy has arrived in full force, and it’s swallowed up the free time and brain space of every driven Millennial artist I know. Ricky drives for Uber in the mornings and evenings when he’s not busy giving singing lessons and performing in choirs. Dio used the app Wag to find work as a dog walker, supplementing the income he made as an ice cream shop manager. I used to edit people’s academic papers for about twenty dollars an hour on Upwork, until I got too busy to fit that side hustle into my life anymore. I still feel the urge to get on there sometimes and convert my free time into a profit source.
So many of us have been pushed over the edge. Our economy is structured around the hatred of laziness, and it has us working longer and longer hours with each passing year. Many of us don’t know how to walk away from our jobs, whether for a vacation, a sick day, or simply to relax at home at the end of a shift. Apps like Foxtrot, Upwork, TaskRabbit, and Uber beckon us to work even in our spare time and tempt us to set even more strenuous and unsustainable goals. All this intense overcommitment and overwork is ultimately self-defeating and harmful. In truth, a person can only work so much.
You Can Work Only So Much
Human beings are not robots; we can’t keep churning out consistent results for hours and hours. In fact, we can’t maintain consistent output for more than a couple of hours per day. People often find this startling to learn, but it’s really true—we were not made to work for a full eight hours per day, despite that being considered the reasonable, “humane” workday length in much of the world.
Though there’s a great deal of social pressure and cultural programming that says otherwise, being productive and effective at work is not a simple act of will and determination. To do good work, a person has to rest and find moments to enjoy the beauty of life. More hours of work doesn’t equal greater productivity. That’s because our attention and willpower have limitations, and quality work requires time for rest.
Working Longer Hours Doesn’t Mean More Productivity
Henry Ford famously found that when he cut his employees’ hours from forty-eight per week to forty, productivity actually increased.33 This discovery of Ford’s dovetailed perfectly with the labor rights movement, which was pushing for shorter workweeks for the sake of workers’ well-being. Over the next two decades, the forty-hour workweek became more and more common in a variety of industries, until eventually it was the American norm.
What happens when we work more than forty hours per week? We get very stressed-out, but we don’t get a whole lot more done. The more a person works past that forty-hour limit, the less efficient and accurate they seem to be at their job. Past the fifty-hour point, a person’s productivity declines very sharply; past the fifty-five-hour point, and a person is so unproductive and tired that they might as well not be at work at all.34 Additionally, the longer a person’s workweek is, the more likely they are to be absent from work in the weeks to come.
“That’s always a warning sign of employee stress: absenteeism,” Annette says. “If people stop coming into work suddenly, that’s often an early sign that something is wrong.”
So, there are good reasons for why the standard workweek became forty hours. Anything beyond that seems to sap an employee’s strength and yield diminishing returns to their employer. But these standards were developed during the Industrial Revolution, when people were doing repetitive, manual-labor work. Are these numbers even still relevant today, when most repetitive work is done by a machine and most people’s jobs are complex and mentally taxing?
Industrial-organizational psychologists like Annette have observed how employees work and organize their days. They’ve found that the eight-hour workday is, in fact, unrealistic in many ways. Many workers spend upward of eight hours per day in their workplaces, but when we look closer at their activities, we can see that the lion’s share of that time isn’t devoted to work. Researchers consistently find that in office jobs, people are capable of being productive for only about three hours per day, on average.35 The remaining hours are spent doing other things, including preparing food and drinks, chitchatting with coworkers, browsing social media, engaging in online shopping, or even just staring into space. When managers attempt to make up for this supposedly “lazy” time by requiring their employees to work longer hours, it actually backfires, and employees do even less.36
When employers (and even some researchers) discuss these trends, they tend to frame it in terms of time that has been “lost” or “wasted,” or they wrack their brains figuring out how to motivate people to work harder. But before you let the Laziness Lie tempt you into accepting that, think back to Marvin’s research into cyberloafing. When we talk about idle time as being a “waste,” it implies that people are capable of working nonstop for a full eight hours, if only they had more willpower. But after periods of hard work and focus, people need time for rest. The employee laziness that so many managers fret about patently does not exist. Those distracted, idle-seeming employees are already doing all they can. A major reason for that has to do with how the human brain handles attention.
Our Attention Is Limited
I’ve taught college students for a decade at this point, so I know how hard it is to hold someone’s attention. My students are mature, seasoned adults who are returning to college. They’re committed, driven people who have a lot of the tenacity that the Laziness Lie has taught all of us to praise. Yet even among these students, maintaining attention is a major struggle.
Education researchers have known for many decades that the average student cannot pay attention for more than an hour or so without a break.37 Anyone who leads a class on a regular basis will tell you that they have to use a variety of tools, media, and activities to keep a roomful of students focused. Even if a professor does everything they possibly can to keep the class lively, attentiveness still declines slowly over time.38 When I worked to design my own online classes, I learned that students typically keep their attention fixed on a video for only about six minutes.39 If the video is any longer than that, distraction sets in, whether the student wants it to or not.
In the workplace, the patterns are similar. Workers have trouble staying on task for more than twenty minutes at a time, and the more distractions (such as e-mail, ambient noise, and instant messages) they have to deal with, the shorter their attention span is.40 This has nothing to do with willpower or “laziness”; instead, it has everything to do with how the human brain fundamentally works.
One of my first psychology-related jobs was in a neuroscience lab at The Ohio State University. My boss at the time, a researcher named Jay Van Bavel, showed me data from participants who had been sitting in an fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) brain scanner for an hour or more. He described to me how their attention levels curved up and down many times per minute, with tons of experiment time “lost” to distraction, daydreaming, and mental fatigue. These participants had been instructed to pay close attention throughout the entire experiment, but even then, their attention naturally flitted about from moment to moment. It turns out that even when we think we’re focusing on something quite intently, our attention is jumping around a bit, even on the millisecond level. Jay told me that these peaks and valleys were pretty much inevitable no matter what the researchers did to keep participants engaged. Rather than dismissing those study participants as horribly “lazy,” researchers simply knew the data had to be cleaned and filtered.
Jay’s study participants weren’t daydreaming or checking out of his studies because they were lazy, or even distracted—there’s not much to do or look at when you’re sitting inside a dark, gray fMRI machine. Attention fluctuates naturally because the human brain is constantly scanning the environment for new information, potential threats, opportunities for social contact, and more.41 Even when we’re intently working on something, part of our attention is tracking our surroundings, ready to interrupt us if any distractions or threats happen to pop up.42 Our attention is less like a laser beam (which can be pointed at any single specific point we desire) and more like a rotating lighthouse lantern, temporarily bathing individual rocks in light as it continues to spin across its surroundings.
Since our attention is naturally so scattered, focusing on something requires us to exert some serious effort. That effort can’t be sustained forever, which is a big part of why most workers need lots of time to be lazy. It’s important that we make time for idle chitchat, dawdling at the water-cooler, and daydreaming at our workstations—particularly if we want to engage in high-quality work. The more we overextend ourselves, the worse our work gets.
Quality Work Requires Time for Rest
When we work too hard, and for too long, the quality of our work starts to break down. We become more irritable and are easily distracted by things like random background noise.43 We get sloppier and more prone to errors, whether they’re as simple and low-stakes as making more typos44 or as catastrophic as a doctor making a mistake in the middle of surgery.45 Tiredness even makes us more apathetic about doing our jobs in the right way.
A study in the Journal of Applied Psychology found when health care workers (such as doctors and nurses) are exhausted from working long shifts, they lose the motivation to follow basic hygiene rules and cut back on how often they wash their hands.46 A survey of 450 call-center employees found that the more tired and overwhelmed an employee became, the more they tended to withdraw emotionally from their jobs, and the less likely they were to show up for work.47
Work fatigue also kills creativity. In the previous chapter, I described how creative insight requires a period of incubation, a restful break that allows the creative mind to unconsciously come up with new ideas and solutions.48 The flip side of the incubation phenomenon is also true: when people don’t get access to breaks and “lazy” time, they think in more conventional, uncreative ways, and are more likely to get stuck.
“If the climate is right,” Annette says, “people will be proactive and suggest new things that nobody’s ever tried before. But when there’s more of a micromanagement approach… people will just go along and comply, and you don’t see the same level of commitment.”
When organizations try to force their employees to work harder than is good for them, lackluster, uncreative work tends to result. The subreddit r/MaliciousCompliance is filled with stories of jaded employees who follow their employers’ rules in a super-literal fashion, slowing down workplace processes out of spite. For example, underpaid, overworked, mentally checked-out security staff might slow down admission to an event by asking every patron to empty out every single pocket in their clothing—even obviously decorative pockets on small children’s clothing. When Seranine was in the military, her commanding officer once tried to discipline her by demanding that she write an essay that was exactly one thousand words long, on any topic of her choosing. Within an hour Seranine returned a paper covered in random-looking symbols but which Microsoft Word recognized as exactly one thousand words. When her commanding officer asked her what the topic of this “essay” was supposed to be, she said simply, “Following directions.”
Often, the work of exhausted employees suffers for reasons other than simple resentment. Tired people also think in more biased ways, focusing on negatives49 and making more unfair judgments.50 An employee working for the ninth or tenth hour of the day is a ghost of the upbeat, focused, and engaged person they were in the first hour of the day.
All this research makes it abundantly clear that the more we work, the less we’re able accomplish—and the less unique and meaningful our work becomes. An overly long, excessively demanding workday erodes a person’s capacity to think well, to care about what they’re doing, and to produce meaningful results. And that’s just what happens to the employee’s output. When we examine how overwork impacts an employee’s well-being and long-term health, the story becomes far more disturbing.
What Happens When We Overwork?
The social psychologist Christina Maslach was a trailblazer in the field of burnout research in the 1970s and ’80s. She initially set out to understand burnout among people in what we call the “helping professions”: therapists, social workers, and nurses. Maslach knew those types of jobs could become draining over time and had low retention rates, but she wanted to understand why. As she observed and spoke with workers in these fields, however, what she uncovered was more than she could have imagined: these people weren’t just exhausted; they were suffering from the mental and even philosophical toll of their work, and sometimes that suffering was downright traumatic.51
Burned-out caregivers weren’t just agitated or tired, the way all of us can be after a long workday. Rather, they were losing touch with their patients, their coworkers, and even themselves. These people, who likely went into their fields because they cared about others, were now unable to feel genuine empathy for those they were there to serve. They reported feeling numb and hopeless, or even jaded. Some had become bitter, hating their patients.
I had a tiny taste of that type of emotional numbing when I started conducting interviews for this book. I knew I wanted to sit down with a lot of compulsive overworkers to talk to them about their fears of laziness and the toll such fears had taken on their lives. I wasn’t prepared for the number of tragic stories I heard. Friends and strangers started pouring out their hearts to me, telling me about their intense experiences working themselves to the bone.
At first, it felt really cathartic to speak to people with experiences similar to mine. Then it got painful. I was being triggered by all the stories of loss, illness, and stress that I was taking in. My experience with burnout back in 2014 was traumatic. I often think of it as my “lost year.” It changed the whole course of my life. Being reminded of what that year felt like, over and over again, made me start to feel jittery, anxious, and unsafe. It made me want to withdraw from the world. I started bailing on my friends and canceling plans so I could stay home and recharge.
Then, for a little while, my feelings got even darker. I started to dread the interviews I had scheduled. When a person sat before me and started talking about their struggles with overwork, I’d find myself getting bored. I’d think, Oh God, please stop droning on and on, I can’t listen to any more of this. I felt like I was being emotionally vampirized by these people, that their stories were sucking the energy out of me and leaving a bitter, cranky husk behind. Empathy requires a great deal of energy, and it’s painful and exhausting to relive other people’s suffering repeatedly without a means of escape. Burnout was rapidly heading my way, and I had to switch up my interviewing strategy in order to avoid it. I started putting time limits on the length of my interviews, and tried to do only a few per week.
Maslach found that burned-out people felt adrift and hopeless. As they lost empathy for their clients, they also started experiencing a profound loss of identity, with no sense of purpose. They described their jobs as utterly unrewarding. They became detached from all the things they used to love and be passionate about, including treasured hobbies that had nothing to do with work.52 Some of these caregivers could no longer understand why they’d ever been interested in working as nurses, therapists, or social workers in the first place. Burnout had robbed them of the people they used to be. Sometimes, there was no bringing those people back.
In the mid-1980s, Maslach expanded her focus beyond the helping professions. She started looking at burnout among people in the service industry, as well as office workers and blue-collar laborers. She had begun to suspect that burnout wasn’t just the by-product of hard emotional work (such as being a therapist or a social worker) but that it could be a consequence of working too hard in general. What she found suggested that she was absolutely right.
When Maslach began speaking with people who worked in cubicles, restaurants, and warehouses, what she found were the same symptoms those in the helping professions had reported to her. These people also complained of sleepless nights, increased sick days, debilitating self-doubt, and a growing sense of emptiness in their jobs.53 Like the exhausted nurses and therapists, they had also begun to see their work as meaningless. A pervasive sense of dejection and apathy had descended upon their lives, sapping the joy from everything they did.
Maslach also wanted to know what effect, if any, burnout had on these workers’ behavior. In particular, she wanted to know whether it affected their abilities to do their jobs. What she found was that burned-out employees, even though they worked long hours, were actually less productive and engaged than other employees who weren’t burned out. These overworked employees were also more likely to suffer from anxiety and to use substances to cope, because drugs were more readily available to them than time off. They also found small ways to “stick it” to their employers, whether by stealing office supplies or fudging their time sheets. Like James and his procrastinating friends or the jaded employees on r/MaliciousCompliance, these burned-out workers had turned to petty misbehavior to express their resentment.
Maslach also found that avoiding burnout wasn’t just about working less. It had to do with a person’s outlook, and whether their organization rewarded their efforts. Perfectionists were particularly susceptible to burnout, for example, as were people who set unrealistically high goals for themselves. Workplaces where the goals were vague and projects were never completed tended to have more burned-out workers.54 In other words, when work seems like an endless, pointless slog, and workers have no sense of being recognized for all that they do, burnout is far more common.
Maslach found that burned-out people tended to complain that their workplaces were thanklessly demanding. Because their coworkers often felt just as demotivated and jaded as they did, resentment tended to build and then spread from one employee to another, creating something called the “burnout contagion effect.”55 Once this kind of group burnout set in at a workplace, it was difficult to put a stop to it.
As a result of these observations, Maslach and her colleague Susan Jackson developed a measure of burnout: the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI). It’s a popular and well-regarded measure of burnout that researchers and therapists still use to this day.56 The MBI describes burnout as consisting of three things: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization (loss of identity), and a lost sense of personal accomplishment. Here are a few example items from the MBI; in them, you can hear the desperation and exhaustion that characterizes the condition:
I can’t help but think that, had I known more about burnout back in 2014, I might have been able to avoid the major health breakdown I experienced. This time around, when I felt burnout nipping at my heels, I was able to be proactive and set boundaries to protect myself from it. I limited the number of interviews I conducted. I restructured the interviews themselves, making sure to ask questions about positive, happy topics as well as ones about doom and gloom. I also started reaching out to people who I knew had changed their lives by embracing laziness and stepping away from overwork. By limiting the amount of upsetting information I was taking in and making time for more encouraging, growth-oriented conversations, I was able to keep the burnout at bay before it was too late.
From an employer’s perspective, burnout is damaging because it decreases the quality of an employee’s work.57 When we reach our emotional breaking point in our jobs, we skip days or even walk out.58 It encourages us to cut corners and “check out” whenever we’re in the office. Burnout alienates us from our sense of self while simultaneously impacting our choices and our ability to concentrate. But that isn’t the most harrowing part of burnout. Not even close.
The worst part of burnout is the impact it has on the sufferer’s quality of life. Burning out is like going from seeing the world in color to seeing it only in black and white. When we burn out, we stop being able to feel our emotions as intensely, and may even experience pain and hunger less strongly, making it even harder to remember to be kind to ourselves. In addition, burned-out people also have a reduced ability to recognize emotions in other people, which means that they can’t connect as readily with their family and friends.59 This worsens their social isolation. Even after a burned-out person leaves the situation that caused them to burn out, they may remain emotionally detached and apathetic for months to come. In some cases, burnout erodes relationships so severely that they never recover.
Not only that, but being burned out actually makes us worse at thinking and making decisions across the board. Burned-out people drink more60 and have worse impulse control in general, which means they’re more likely to make bad decisions like gambling or having illicit affairs.61 They experience far more depression and anxiety, and burnout can exacerbate the symptoms of any other mental illness they already have.62 Burned-out people don’t sleep as well, which means they’re likely more irritable and more prone to getting sick.63 Because they see life as purposeless, burned-out people take more risks, which can lead to terrible consequences (burned bridges, wrecked cars) that they really don’t want. Chronic burnout can even cause a person to lose brain volume.64
Put this way, burnout is not just a labor issue, it’s a public health issue. Overwork strips many of us of our health, our cognitive capacity, and even our passion for life. It makes us less productive and wreaks destruction in our personal and professional lives. In its most extreme cases, it can take years off our life expectancy, or cause us to drop dead at our desks. Yet so many of us are still beguiled and tricked by the Laziness Lie and think burned-out people just need to buck up and try harder.
We all overextend ourselves sometimes, and that choice, when freely made, is not inherently destructive. We might stay out late partying with friends one weekend, for example, or pull an all-nighter working on a creative project that truly excites us. But there’s a huge difference between following our passions and pushing ourselves to overwork on a regular basis because the Laziness Lie has convinced us that we have to. And unfortunately, far too many workplaces operate under the assumption that we must all constantly push ourselves past the limit.
Working too hard is bad for us. It doesn’t make us more productive. It damages us profoundly, in ways we’re still only beginning to understand the scope of. But we don’t have to live this way. We can fight to build more healthy, harmonious lives, ones that prioritize laziness just as much as they value hard work.
How to Work Less
Like Annette Towler, Kaitlin Smith is a former academic who’s taken major steps to build a more sustainable, burnout-proof life for herself. Kaitlin runs the Wild Mind Collective, an organization that provides stressed and burned-out academics with a digital space to talk about issues such as finding appropriate work-life boundaries, identifying their true passions, and fighting against prejudice and bias within the academy. Her site features interviews with diverse writers and thinkers who seek to build healthy, balanced lives, and her blog offers tools for overworked people who are trying to make their existence more manageable and peaceful.
It’s no surprise to me that Kaitlin is doing this vital, timely work. I’ve known her since we were teenagers, and she’s always been deeply reflective and willing to go against the grain. She speaks in a measured, meticulous way that’s very soothing. At the same time, her words have always challenged me to see things in a new light.
“Look at how people at work talk about coffee,” she said to me at lunch a few years ago. “Everyone talks constantly about how much they need coffee or want more coffee; some workplaces provide their employees with as much free coffee as they want. It’s a stimulant that makes us work more, and it causes so many people to have terrible anxiety. And yet most people don’t even question why they need to consume so much of it. Instead we romanticize it.”
Kaitlin’s words stayed with me for years, because I saw myself and so many people I know clearly reflected in them. I’ve started every single day of my life with a cup of coffee since I was fifteen years old. In fact, I was proud to become a coffee drinker as a teen, because I thought it made me more “adult.” Yet it had never occurred to me that relying on coffee was a sign of just how intense my workload and drive to succeed was. If I needed to be on an anxiety-provoking stimulant every single day in order to function, was I really setting my life up in a healthy way? Was I creating expectations for myself that were sustainable? Was I so afraid of laziness that I couldn’t let my body just be?
Kaitlin is an expert at avoiding the pressures of the Laziness Lie. She’s bravely forged a life that reflects her own ideals, rather than other people’s priorities. On the Wild Mind Collective site, she’s shared a series of questions that she uses to determine whether her life is on the right track.65
Kaitlin’s questions point to how vital it is to create a life that we actually find enjoyable and enriching. Using these questions, Kaitlin decided to walk away from environments that were toxic and overly demanding, including an academic department that she once called home, as well as the world of ballet. She stopped devoting her time to dry academic writing and instead put more energy into presentations and blog posts that made research more approachable to a wider audience. And she points out the excessive, unrealistic workloads of so many professional environments, including academia, so that she can help people see through the Laziness Lie and forge new paths for themselves.
Since the Laziness Lie has taught all of us to say yes to as much work as possible and to ignore our body’s every need, it takes a lot of self-knowledge and confidence to be able to say no to things. The traditional workplace is fundamentally broken in many ways. In order to thrive, we have to detach from mainstream, moralistic expectations of how we should be spending our time. That kind of rebellion is really scary and, in many fields of work, downright risky. Relatively few of us have the luxury and privilege of completely restructuring our work lives.
There are concrete steps we can take, however, if we want to learn how to honor our health more and begin to work less. These tips are rooted in industrial-organizational psychology research, as well as a series of interviews I conducted with therapists and mental-health counselors who help overcommitted, burned-out clients. Put very broadly, the tips fall under three umbrellas:
These pieces of advice are designed to apply to overworked people in a variety of industries, with varying degrees of status and freedom. Someone like Kaitlin or Annette has a lot of power to tailor their day-to-day lives, because they have the status that an advanced education provides. Similarly, I was able to restructure my own work life because I had a PhD and skills I could charge a hefty hourly rate for as a freelancer. If you’re working in retail or as a server at a restaurant, that kind of leeway is rarely available. In those situations, you’ll need to pool resources (and bargaining power) with your fellow employees and push in a collective fashion for the treatment you need and deserve. These tips are designed to focus on the choices you have control over as an employee, a freelancer, or a hustling victim of the gig economy. They have everything to do with how you schedule your day, how you set goals, and what your mindset about work is.
Advocate for Your Autonomy
One of the greatest predictors of both job satisfaction and employee motivation is how much freedom a person has.66 Contrary to every micromanager’s worst fears, it’s not the case that an unwatched, unbothered employee is a nonproductive one.67 Most people thrive when given a little autonomy to set their own priorities and work at their own pace.68
One person I spoke to about this was Markus Nini, a manager and mechanical engineer whose business operates out of Germany. Markus has always based his management strategy on what the latest research has to say on the topic. As a scientist, he has relied on the data to tell him how to lead people in an effective way, just as he relied on the data to inform his engineering work. A few years ago, Markus founded CQ Net, a management training firm that focuses on teaching the principles of “evidence-based management” to other leaders.69 Markus formed the organization because he noticed that a lot of managers didn’t understand how to inspire and motivate people.
“Most employees,” Markus says, “have a fire. They have a motivation to really try to achieve something, to do the things they like because they like them. They’re self-motivated, intrinsically motivated to do something, which is in stark contrast to what many leaders think about how people work.”
At Markus’s organization, employees have the ability to set their own goals and to pursue the projects they find the most stimulating. You might think that would make the business chaotic or unproductive—but Markus has consistently found the opposite. The more freedom employees are given, the more satisfied they are, and the better his business performs. When workers are truly invested in the duties they take on, they work harder and deliver consistent, high-quality results. It turns out that trusting employees to get things done is vastly more beneficial than trying to police people’s work habits or forcing them to put in long hours. “When leaders push people to be more productive,” he says, “it’s basically against their human nature. It squashes and pushes down their motivation.”
In the psychological literature, this is sometimes called the “overjustification effect.”70 Basically, if you take a job that a person naturally likes doing and then start tying that pleasant activity to rewards or punishment, such as their level of pay or whether they get reprimanded, you’ll actually make the task less pleasant for them.71 Suddenly, they’re not doing their job because they like it but because they have to. That creates a tendency toward overwork, stress, and misery.
Annette Towler also brought up the importance of autonomy. She says, “When people feel autonomy, when they feel like they’re accomplishing something, that gives them a sense of control over their work, and it leads to higher job satisfaction. And generally, what’s good for an employee’s well-being is good for the quality of their output and productivity.”
On a more personal level, this research means that we don’t have to push and pressure ourselves to overcome our “lazy” side. Our motivation will come naturally, so long as we avoid pushing ourselves past a healthy work-life balance. We can listen to our internal “laziness” signals, work slowly and carefully, and take time off as often as we need. That will help us far more, in the long run, than micromanaging our schedules and pushing ourselves to exert effort even when we’re running low on energy.
So how do you advocate for autonomy in your workplace? There are several steps you can take, depending on the nature of your work and how receptive the higher-ups at your organization are to change. Many of these steps are also relevant to how you manage yourself. Here are some tips:
1. Share the Science on Autonomy and Motivation
Even though decades and decades of research show that micromanaging isn’t effective and that autonomous employees are happier and get more done, most people are completely unaware of that fact. So share the research far and wide, to help legitimize the push for workplace autonomy.
If your boss might be receptive to changing their ways, point them to some of the sources in this book, or to Markus’s writing for managers on CQ Net or other science-backed articles on workplace productivity. Point to evidence of it in your own workplace—remind leadership of times when employees were happy and effective because they weren’t being pushed too hard. If you don’t have the power to influence a boss, educate your coworkers and friends about these facts, and consider organizing a union. The more informed people are, the more they can move toward an “evidence-based” workplace.
2. Ask for Flex Time and Remote Work Options
The outbreak of COVID-19 left many people working from home for the first time in their careers. The shift online was a drastic and sudden change for a lot of organizations, but it demonstrated in a stark way that flexible schedules and telework can be just as effective as coming into the office. At this point in history, every organization needs to be open to unconventional work systems and schedules.
The data shows that flexible scheduling works. When people aren’t required to adhere to a specific schedule, they have more freedom to set their own priorities and can build a day that allows time for relaxation, family obligations, and work.72 When workers can adopt their own schedules, they’re more productive and satisfied. Once again, share this data with other people—and emphasize to those in leadership positions that this is the wave of the future and a humane, practical response to the demands of the modern world.
3. Take On Responsibilities That Excite You
This tip may seem out of place—How can taking on new responsibilities help me work less?—but hear me out. Many employees discount their ability to create unique, distinctive roles for themselves in their organizations. We often wind up saying yes to whatever responsibilities come our way, too afraid to question whether we’re a good fit for those duties. For those of us who do freelance or gig-economy work, the pressure to take on every single job opportunity, regardless of whether we like it, is immense.
To break out of this self-defeating, grueling pattern, we have to focus on defining what we want our professional lives to be. Research consistently shows that when an employee crafts their job into what they want it to be, they’re more engaged and will flourish on the new career path they’ve created for themselves.73 If you can, present your strengths to your employer and prioritize the work you feel the best about. Convince your manager that your time is best spent performing the duties you do well. This isn’t possible in every organization, but when you can slowly reshape your position into one that suits you, your odds of satisfaction and of getting promoted go way up.
It takes some serious self-advocacy skills to ask for new levels of responsibility and to reshape your job into something you’ll genuinely find motivating, but if you can do it, it’s well worth it. Along the way, you may also have to contemplate leaving a job that’s painful, unpleasant, or unable to grow alongside you. Not everyone has the ability to leave a job that’s punishing and exhausting, of course. But in my interviews for this book, I’ve found time and time again that many people are afraid to even consider leaving a job that’s hurting them, because they fear that doing so is “giving up” or being “lazy.” They may also have internalized their employers’ beliefs that they’re incapable or incompetent, and thus ill-suited for any other work. If you find yourself thinking in this way, make sure to examine it and challenge it to see if it holds water. Abusive managers thrive on making workers believe they have fewer options than they actually do. If you find that your workplace isn’t receptive to change, and you lack better options, consider talking to your fellow employees and organizing to get things changed. As a group, you have far more power to reshape the workplace and make it more humane.
Focus on Quality, Not Hours Spent at Work
The Laziness Lie says that virtuous, worthwhile people spend long hours at their jobs, toiling away no matter how drained they feel. In organizations ruled by the Laziness Lie, people are obsessed with keeping up appearances, clocking in early, lingering long after their shifts are over, and watching the habits of other people like hawks. This is both emotionally unhealthy and totally useless from a productivity perspective.
Instead of tying your value as a person to the number of hours you spend at work, focus on the results. This can fundamentally shift both how you think and feel about yourself and how you advocate for yourself to an employer. Consider your work in terms of these questions:
You can see that these questions take a holistic look at your work and how you’ve grown into a role or organization. They also allow you to give yourself credit for things that we don’t always count as “productive”—things like teaching a skill to an employee in a different department or learning how to do an old task in a new way. Each of these items touches on ways that an employee develops, becoming more efficient, skillful, and wise. And none of them have to do with whether you came into the shop earlier than everyone else.
By looking at your work in this way, you can begin investing your energy in things that are enriching and meaningful, rather than in a flurry of stressful, rote tasks that get you nowhere. You can also demonstrate your value to your employer in ways that are measurable and lasting. When you put emphasis on growing your skills and delivering results, you can break out of nasty patterns of overworking and having nothing of substance to show for it. Doing this, however, can require becoming a bit “lazy” and cutting back on job duties that aren’t serving you anymore.
Markus put this principle into practice recently with an employee who was struggling to get things done. The employee was clearly stressed and not putting out high-quality work. All the telltale signs of burnout were there, such as increased absenteeism and flat, blunted emotions. But instead of punishing the employee or reprimanding him, Markus sat down with him and tried to come up with a solution.
“I interviewed this employee and his supervisor,” Markus says, “and in this case, I found that when he got too great a workload, the employee started to get overwhelmed and frustrated and would begin to burn out. So we made a new plan with him, and gave him a workload that he could handle.”
With a reduced workload, the employee began to stabilize. He started showing up for work more consistently and doing a higher-quality job. He actually began taking on greater responsibilities after that—particularly in an area that was interesting and engaging to him. He eventually became a major leader and innovator within that department; he’d found a niche where he could truly excel. But this was only possible because Markus was a compassionate, evidence-based manager and let the employee shape his job around his distinct skills and passions.
I also had to flip my work priorities recently. I used to start my day by reading and responding to e-mails. I tried to maintain a totally empty in-box. Only after I was done getting back to everyone would I “let myself” get to less time-sensitive tasks like writing or planning new lectures for my students. I was often frustrated by how little time I had left to do the things that mattered to me the most.
When I told my therapist Jason about this, he furrowed his brow and gave me a look that I knew meant I was screwing up. “Isn’t writing your book more important to you, in terms of your long-term goals and where you want to be in your life?” he asked. “Would you rather have this book be the best thing it can be, or would you rather be caught up on every single random e-mail every day?”
Sending dozens of e-mails every morning made me feel productive, but it was a big drain on my time, and reduced the energy I had available to do thoughtful, quality work on my book. So, I completely reversed my schedule. I put writing time at the top of my day, when I typically have the most energy. I still reply to my colleagues and students eventually, but instead of trying to chip away at every single thing on my digital to-do list, I focus more on doing what matters most—writing—and doing it well. Sometimes, doing a job well means letting other responsibilities drop, at least for a little while.
Break the Work-Life Interference Loop
E-mail used to eat up my weekends and evenings just as badly as it did my mornings. Like so many overworked people, I felt the compulsive need to stay caught up, and treated every work-related message or text from a student as an emergency that had to be immediately addressed. I’d be in bed answering e-mails until midnight, and then wonder why I was too anxious to get to sleep. In order for me to build a life that actually included room for restorative idleness, I had to drastically cut down my digital work time.
Louise Dimiceli-Mitran is a counselor who specializes in helping stressed-out, overextended people. In her private practice, Rhythms Within, she works with clients on setting more appropriate work-life boundaries—and often that involves cutting back on work-related smartphone time.
“I’ve had a couple of people ask their bosses about cutting back on late-night e-mails,” she says. “Often they need help working up the nerve to even ask. But they’ll say, Hey, I’m really having trouble dealing with stress I’m not going to be available to answer e-mails after eight p.m. anymore. And sometimes it’s gone really well. Sometimes their managers have even said, You know, that’s a good idea. I won’t send you anything after that time either.”
Often, organizations get into a pattern of running on stress-fueled fumes, and sending late-night e-mails becomes an unquestioned norm. As Louise mentions, many bosses themselves suffer with inappropriate work-life boundaries. Sometimes all it takes is a single person questioning the standard way of doing business for toxic expectations to be reduced.
Markus Nini takes a similar approach in his workplace—though for him, setting appropriate work-life boundaries really comes down to an employee’s preferences. “It depends on the personality of the person,” he says. “I think the key is to recognize how people cope with stress. I had one manager who wanted to turn off all push notifications on his phone; for him it was too much stress at night. But some people like to be online and like to be reachable, and if that’s what they want, then I say why not?”
Once again, it comes back to granting people autonomy—and trusting them to get important things done at the pace that feels naturally sustainable and right. Of course, it’s not always possible to get this kind of leeway in an organization. Sometimes, asking for the right to turn off your phone will get you reprimanded. In those cases, Louise often observes that her clients need to walk away and find another place to work. “So much of this comes down to self-knowledge,” she says, “and knowing what your boundaries and limits are, and leaving a job if it’s not interesting to you or healthy.”
Because the Laziness Lie has so deeply permeated the workplace, sometimes the only way to break out of the hamster wheel of work-life interference is to leave the wheel entirely. That’s scary and risky; Louise knows that firsthand.
“I myself was in a job once that really stressed me out,” she says, “and I had people close to me saying, you know, You’ve got to leave this job. I stayed on for another two years, and then I got axed. And it was only after I got axed from that job that I went, You know what? I’m going to open up my own private therapeutic practice. And I’ve never been happier.”
The Laziness Lie thrives on making us believe we have no options. By making us feel insecure and like we’re never doing enough, it convinces us that we don’t deserve to find another job or to leave an organization that mistreats its employees. By convincing us that we’re lazy and not earning our keep, it pushes us into a constant state of feeling apologetic and paranoid. It’s nearly impossible to negotiate for better treatment when we’re trapped in a scarcity mindset. Often we need a big wake-up call to realize that we do actually have the skills and drive needed to succeed somewhere that’s less punishing.
Annette, Kaitlin, and Louise each had to develop a strong sense of self-knowledge and allow themselves to walk away from professional tracks that didn’t line up with how they wanted to live. In Annette’s case, her expertise as an industrial-organizational psychologist helped her find the way out; for Kaitlin, getting out of academia required meditating deeply on which work activities brought her joy and which left her feeling miserable; and in Louise’s case, it wasn’t a matter of free choice but of having the “good luck” of getting fired from a job that had been burning her out for years. Even though she was a trained counselor and worked with burned-out people herself, she needed that external push to break free.
Of course, Louise is far from the only person who gets caught up in overwork like that. The Laziness Lie has taught us that work is the altar at which we must worship. It’s scary to step away from constantly churning out productivity—particularly when we believe that our worth is determined by how much we do and what we accomplish.
— CHAPTER FOUR —
Your Achievements Are Not Your Worth
In 1973, investment banker and writer Andrew Tobias published his memoir The Best Little Boy in the World. In it, Tobias describes his life as a closeted gay professional in the 1960s and ’70s, struggling to build a successful life while hiding who he was.1 Tobias had known since he was a preteen that he was gay. Like many queer people of that era, he was deeply ashamed of it. In the book, he describes how he tried to “make up” for his gayness by being the perfect, most lovable, most accomplished young man he could be. He excelled in athletics, winning trophies and ribbons. He studied all weekend long, devoting energy that could have gone toward dating to earning excellent grades. He was a dutiful, clean-cut, polite son who honored his parents.
Once he became an adult with a job, Tobias put his “best little boy in the world” energy toward pulling all-nighters at the office and turning work in days ahead of time, even when doing so was completely unnecessary. He describes one incident in which his manager asked him on Wednesday night to write a memo by Tuesday of the next week: “Hah!” Tobias writes. “I would stay at the office most of the night writing the memo, typing it, xeroxing it, binding it, and there it would be on his desk when he got in Thursday morning. That was as close as I could come to a sexual experience.”
Tobias was (rightly) terrified society would reject him for being gay, so he coped with that fear by striving to be accomplished and hardworking. No matter our orientation or status in society, we’ve all been pressured to win respect by racking up accolades in this way. The Laziness Lie tries to tell us that we must earn our right to be loved, or to even have a place in society, by putting our noses to the grindstone and doing a ton of hard work. The Lie also implies that our intuition cannot be trusted; our cravings for rest must be ignored, our urges for pleasure, tenderness, and love must be written off as signs of weakness. Tobias believed the Lie, so he tried to hide his true self behind a wall of awards.
I’m living in a world that’s very different from the one Tobias grew up in. Still, I see myself (and many of my friends) reflected in his desperation to please and overachieve. A lot of queer people still feel an immense pressure to be the “best little person in the world.” We accumulate achievements and accomplishments in the hopes that they will help us earn back the respect and love we lost by choosing to live openly as ourselves. We feel insecure about living on the fringes of society and recognize that what acceptance we do receive could be taken away at any moment—and so we work as hard as we possibly can to protect ourselves. We take second jobs, pull long hours, get reports in early, and take on responsibilities that exhaust us, wanting to believe that our trophies, savings accounts, and satisfied managers will protect us from ignorance.
Of course, it’s not just queer people who try to self-protect through overachievement. Anyone who feels vulnerable in society can succumb to the pressure to live this way. Women and people of color are often told that they must go above and beyond the expectations set for white men if they want to have a prayer of success. People who grew up in poverty or who struggle with mental illness often feel similarly obligated to overachieve. Anyone who has been told repeatedly that they’re not enough may be tempted by the Laziness Lie to strive endlessly for accomplishments and rewards. Our culture teaches us that if we achieve greatness, we may finally deserve to feel safe and at ease.
A more contemporary (and straight) example of this phenomenon is the character Leslie Knope on NBC’s Parks and Recreation. Many Millennials adore Leslie’s character, and it’s easy to see why. She’s chipper and upbeat, with an unending yen for political conquest. She overcomes government bureaucracy, partisan infighting, and her coworkers’ bigotry and sexism through sheer determination and optimism. At the start of the series, Knope has a lowly position as the deputy director of her small city’s Parks and Recreation Department, but as the series progresses she ascends through the state government, eventually becoming governor of Indiana. She is relentless in her pursuit of success, winning countless political battles along the way.
Fans love Parks and Rec because it portrays a hardworking, progressive woman winning at life, despite facing immense opposition, yet I’ve always found the show’s inspiring messages to be kind of hollow. Leslie is a likeable, spunky character, but she’s also really pushy and single-minded. She cares a great deal about the environment, justice, and what’s right, but to her close friends, she can be rude and steamrolling. She often pushes people to help her accomplish her goals, ignoring their needs and priorities along the way. She doesn’t take no for an answer and often forces her husband and best friend to invest time in her schemes even when they don’t want to do it. She works herself to illness, and even breaks out of the hospital when she’s sick with the flu so that she can continue going to her job.
While the show (and its fans) celebrate Leslie for being a feminist icon, part of me sees her as a spokesperson for the Laziness Lie. She accomplishes great things, yes, but she does so by disrespecting her body’s needs and ignoring the boundaries of her friends. Sadly, the show consistently rewards her for this success-obsessed behavior. There’s never a moment when she has to learn to take things easy, or when she develops an interest in activities outside of work.
The show even goes out of its way to mock Leslie’s husband, Ben, for getting into stop-motion animation when he’s briefly unemployed. Ben’s stop-motion films are amateurish; they’re never going to win him any awards or help him secure a new job. So, in the eyes of the show and its characters, his interest in it is kind of pathetic. The mild depression he develops as a consequence of being unemployed is ridiculed too. The show consistently implies that a life of hard work and achievement is superior in every way to a life that goes at a slower pace. Unfortunately, a lot of us still believe that’s true in real life as well.
On one level, being obsessed with achievement is entirely logical, particularly if you’re on society’s margins in some way. Being an overachiever can provide you with a buffer when things get rough. When I was growing up, my dad always had a side hustle in addition to his main, full-time job. As I mentioned in this book’s introduction, he had a physical disability and felt immense shame about it, so he hid it from his employer. He thought that if other people knew about his condition, they would reject him and see him as unfit to work—so he struggled to “make up” for his disability by being the hardest-working, busiest employee he could be. In addition to working third shift in a warehouse, he mowed lawns during the day to make extra cash. He was following in the footsteps of his dad, who had worked in a salt mine by day and fixed neighbors’ cars in the evenings for extra money.
The Laziness Lie romanticizes stories like these of hardworking men toiling away despite all the difficulties they’ve faced. But I saw firsthand what my dad’s life was like, and my grandfather’s: often desperate, lonesome, and filled with pain. Hard work didn’t buy either of them safety the way they dreamed it would. Both men were in horrible health all their lives, and both died in their fifties.
Rachel is a teacher and a transgender woman. Before she came out and started transitioning at work, she spent years earning teaching awards, racking up accolades, and taking on tons of after-hours responsibilities at her school. She knew she would need to fall back on her reputation as a hard worker when she finally started living as a woman. The second she came out, she was going to face a lot of bigotry disguised as scrutiny.
“As soon as I started coming to work as myself, in feminine clothing,” she says, “people started accusing me of being unprofessional and impossible to work with. And they were so cold to me. It was a night-and-day difference.”
As complaints began to roll in from intolerant parents and colleagues, Rachel had to point to her awards and sparkling performance reviews in order to protect herself. Her track record proved she wasn’t the difficult, inappropriate person some were now claiming her to be. The adoration of her current and former students also helped buffer her against some of the criticism she started receiving. If Rachel hadn’t been the “best little girl in the world” at her job, she would have wound up getting canned just for being herself.
I’ve heard many people of color express a similar outlook on overwork. Many Black parents teach their children that they must work twice as hard as white people, with the expectation that doing so will get them only half as far.2 If you’re marginalized, you can’t just be good, you have to be the best. But that striving for excellence comes with a hefty emotional toll. Constantly having to put on a performance of being diligent, motivated, and well behaved can leave people feeling like their lives are inauthentic and don’t reflect who they truly are.
Achievements are fleeting things. They can never bring us true satisfaction. As soon as you’ve crossed the finish line and collected the trophy, the joy of running the race is over. There is no victory great enough to overcome the dictates of the Laziness Lie. In fact, the Lie tells us that we must never be satisfied; we must keep running after new opportunities again and again, no matter how many victories lie behind us. In this way, being achievement-obsessed actually makes life less rewarding and enjoyable, because we never get to truly savor or appreciate what we’ve done or where we’ve been.
Achievement-hunting can also make us competitive to a fault, seeing other people only as barriers to our next big success. Like Leslie Knope, we can become so intent on “winning” that we forget to take care of our friends or ourselves. We can even see the successes of our loved ones as threats, signs that they’re more hardworking and lovable than we are. Our fear of being lazy can swallow up every source of pride and delight in our lives if we let it, until there’s nothing left.
The more we adopt an accomplishment-based mindset, the more we come to catalogue, measure, and judge every single thing we do. Unfortunately, the digital age has done a lot to facilitate this obsession. Today, we can easily monitor how much exercise we get, how many likes our Instagram posts receive, how many books we’ve read this year, and how our “performance” compares to that of our friends. Every enjoyable use of our free time, whether it be cooking, crafting, or travel, can be documented, shared, and assessed relative to other people.
The Laziness Lie has infected so much more than our careers. It has taught us to chase accomplishment in every imaginable realm, even those meant to be relaxing and nonproductive. In the process, it has sapped the joy and leisure out of even the most pleasant and nourishing of activities.
Your Life, Gamified
Taylor started learning how to code this year. They heard there were a lot of good jobs available for people who know programming languages such as Python and Java, and they wanted a way to break out of their unrewarding office job. Life in the tech world sounded cushy and comfortable, and they wanted a bit of that for themselves.
“My friend Heather is totally scatterbrained,” Taylor says, “but she knows how to code, so she has a well-paying job and fancy, free lunches at the office every day. Her workplace has a yoga room. God, I should never have majored in English.”
So, Taylor started spending their evenings on a site called Code Academy, which offers self-paced lessons in a variety of programming languages. The Code Academy site is colorful and cheery. It’s filled with short classes on a variety of programming-related topics; each class features a mix of brief videos, interactive training modules, and online tests. Because the Code Academy site is slick and bright and stimulating, Taylor found it easy to return to every night after work.
“I used to spend my evenings getting into arguments with people online,” Taylor says, half joking. “Now I just fire up the Code Academy site and plug away at a few lessons.”
It makes sense that Taylor learned to replace one kind of compulsive activity (arguing online with strangers) with another (completing short quizzes online). That’s because the Code Academy site is designed to be as interesting, rewarding, and addictive as it can be. The site has a way of getting its hooks into you and making sure you keep coming back again and again. It breaks complex topics into a series of bite-size units. After you finish a unit, you get a little badge. The more courses you complete, and the more often you use the site, the more you’re rewarded.
I sometimes use a similar site, Datacamp, in classes of mine that involve programming and statistics. My students find the site motivating, because it makes learning seem like a game. The more miniclasses you take, the more experience points you earn, and there are daily activities you can complete that reward you for continued practice. A student’s progress is linked to their social media accounts, so their friends, coworkers, and classmates can see how many achievement badges and points they’ve racked up and, consequently, what a diligent, virtuous little worker bee they are.
The foreign-language learning app Duolingo operates in an incredibly similar way. There are small vocabulary and grammar exercises that you can complete each day. They take a variety of forms, in order to keep you stimulated and engaged. In one exercise, you might be asked to drag and drop words together to create a sentence; in another, you’re asked to speak into your phone’s mic and provide the correct response to a question, with the proper pronunciation. Each exercise feels and looks like a game. You get points for logging in every day. If you fail to open the app for a few days in a row, Duolingo’s mascot, a cute little green owl, will send you notifications, scolding you for not working hard enough.
These sites and apps provide immediate gratification. They encourage habitual, regular use, just like video games do. And they scratch an itch that the Laziness Lie has left so many of us with: the longing to feel accomplished and worthy. By turning work into a game, they encourage us to cram more and more productive hours into our days, and to feel as if every hour that we don’t spend racking up little trophies and new marketable skills is a “waste.”
In Taylor’s case, learning how to code quickly began swallowing up a ton of free time. It left less space in their life for other passions, like painting and writing.
“Writing just feels stressful right now,” they tell me. “It feels subordinate to the coding stuff.”
Taylor sometimes performs their writing at local bookstores and coffee shops, but in recent months, they haven’t had the time or energy for it. They haven’t been setting aside regular painting time the way they used to either. I’ve wondered aloud—many times at this point—if Taylor’s code-learning schedule is grueling to the point of being unhealthy. Taylor seems kind of unsure about that. They’ll bring up that it’s only temporary. In a couple of years, they’ll have enough skills to quit their day job. Until then, they just keep plugging along, racking up skills on the Code Academy site. They’re trying to build a future for themselves. They’re doing it the way the Laziness Lie taught them to, by putting their nose to the grindstone and trading free time for virtuous hard work.
So many aspects of our lives have become gamified. Cooking blogs and YouTube channels have changed food preparation into performance. Twitter can make sharing jokes with your friends feel like a graded comedy class. Sites like Pinterest and Instagram have even turned craft-making competitive. I really love watching videos of people mixing glitter, paint, and food coloring into clear, glue-based putties and slimes. Something about watching people swirl bright colors and sequins into clear goop is just endlessly soothing to me. Yet the online community devoted to these craft videos (they call themselves “slimers”) is filled with backbiting, drama, and wrath. Popular accounts constantly fight with one another over who deserves credit for inventing a new slime formula or who was the first to film their videos in a particular style. What was meant to be a soothing, kind of silly activity has somehow transformed into a contentious, status-obsessed one.
This gamification has transferred to how we monitor our wellness too. Our exercise habits are tracked by our phones and watches and shared with all our friends. At any given time, I can open up the Fitbit app and see who in my life is on the “leaderboard” of physical activity, who has racked up the most steps. Then I can use that information to motivate myself to be more active, or I can use another person’s achievements as a reason to belittle myself.
Even if you’re a relatively passive user of social media, you’ve probably felt the pull toward gamification in your life. Facebook and Instagram have tailored their algorithms in order to reward regular, compulsive use of their platforms, and to isolate and silence everyone who isn’t a power user with a good sense of how to game the numbers. It’s widely observed, for example, that if you don’t open Facebook multiple times per day, the site seems to “punish” you by hiding your posts from many people on your friends list.3 Sometimes these apps won’t immediately tell you about likes or comments that you’ve received until you’ve been an active-enough user that day to have “earned” the right to be told about them. The only way to get a ton of likes or follows on these platforms is to spend hours on them liking other people’s posts, leaving comments, and boosting “engagement.”4 The more you use these sites, the more popular you feel.
Both Facebook and Instagram have started dabbling with hiding how many likes another person’s posts have. Individual users, however, can still see their own likes and follower counts, and can still measure their success in terms of how many responses they get.5 In these ways, even the basic act of staying connected with other people has become a craved, achievement-obsessed process. People are constantly vying for attention, likes, followers, and clout. It saps the joy out of almost everything.
How Achievement-Hunting Ruins Experiences
Dr. Fred Bryant is a researcher in the field of positive psychology, the science of optimism, happiness, and what helps people thrive. He’s spent more than forty years studying what a meaningful life looks like, a topic he understands on a very intuitive and personal level. Fred’s just as cheery and sunny as you might expect a positive psychologist to be; he never stops grinning, and every word he utters sounds reflective and filled with wonder.
“So much of psychology is focused on treating negative symptoms,” Fred says, “like depression or anxiety. We act as though the opposite of being depressed is simply being not depressed. But that’s not true! We can do more than just be not depressed; we can study what makes a person truly happy, what makes a person feel like their life is beautiful, that it has meaning. We can maximize the good things, not just downplay the bad.”
In Fred’s work, finding joy and meaning all comes down to “savoring.” Savoring is the process of deeply and presently enjoying a positive experience.6 It occurs at three time points: first, when anticipating an upcoming an event with excitement and optimism; then, when fully appreciating the positive moment as it’s happening; and finally, when looking back on the experience with a sense of reverence or gratitude after it’s over.
When a person savors, they relish the things they love and devote their full attention to experiencing them in a mindful, appreciative way. You can savor anything you find pleasant, whether it’s a picturesque hike in a nature reserve, a cold, refreshing cocktail, or an especially challenging crossword puzzle. All you have to do is approach it with slow, mindful gratitude, rather than seeing it as an item on a to-do list that you have to check off.
“You can’t be distracted and savor something,” Fred explains. “I could be eating the most delicious piece of pizza in the world—let’s say a really amazing slice of Chicago deep-dish. But if I’m grading my students’ homework while I’m eating it, I might completely forget to appreciate how wonderful the pizza is. All of a sudden I might look up and say, ‘Hey, where did the pizza go? What, it’s gone? Well, I guess I enjoyed it; I ate all of it really fast! But I don’t even remember what eating it felt like.’ ”
Fred tells me that a skilled savorer would not distract themselves from the pizza in his example. They would eat it languidly, planning out each bite, maybe even saving the very best bite for last, so they have something to look forward to all the way to the end.
Research by Fred and his colleagues has shown that savoring has many benefits. When a person engages in savoring, time seems to slow down; the details of the moment become lush and vivid.7 Happy moments feel happier when they’re savored, and that happiness lasts longer after the experience is over.8 Savorers also know how to look back on positive experiences and live them over again, which allows them to boost their happiness even when life isn’t going so well.9 Perhaps as a result, frequent savorers often have much higher levels of life satisfaction and more positive moods compared to people who don’t savor very much.10
Frequent savorers experience less depression. They cope with issues such as aging and declining health far better than non-savorers.11 People suffering from chronic pain, heart disease, and cancer experience better long-term health outcomes if they know how to savor the good things in life, and they find their illnesses less depressing and stressful as well.12 Since happiness generally increases a person’s odds of being healthy, savoring can play a role in extending one’s life span and warding off illness.13
The best thing about savoring is that anyone can learn how to do it. Fred and his colleagues have consistently found that it’s a skill that can be learned.14 There are mental strategies a person can practice in order to boost their savoring ability—just as there are negative, happiness-crushing strategies that a person can learn to avoid. Unfortunately, in a world beholden to the Laziness Lie, it’s those negative thought patterns that are far more common.
The opposite of savoring is “dampening.” Dampening occurs when we suck the life out of a positive experience by distracting ourselves from it, worrying about the future, or focusing on small imperfections that we ought to just ignore. Think of Debbie Downer, from the famous Saturday Night Live sketch, who ruins a birthday party by talking about natural disasters and lecturing everyone about how unhealthy birthday cake is. Debbie is a master at dampening a good mood, because she knows how to draw attention away from mindfully savoring the things that make people happy. And she’s far from the only one who’s impulsively negative in that way. Research has uncovered four mental habits that tend to dampen a person’s happiness and make them more miserable. These four habits are strongly encouraged by the Laziness Lie.15
Consider for a moment the many ways in which the Laziness Lie teaches us to dampen our happiness. By discouraging us from showing any signs of weakness or vulnerability, the Laziness Lie teaches us to engage in suppression, the hiding of signs of happiness in order to appear serious or mature. The Laziness Lie also loves keeping us distracted; as overachieving workaholics, we’re all expected to multitask all day long, never taking a moment to fully luxuriate in a good meal, a golden sunset, or a leisurely walk around the block. Because the Laziness Lie encourages perfectionism, it makes many of us into expert faultfinders as well. We set unrealistically high standards of productivity and quality for ourselves, and then pick ourselves apart for coming up short. Finally, the Laziness Lie trains all of us to be negative mental time travelers, forever fearing the future and planning for worst-case scenarios, refusing to appreciate what we have because we’re so anxious about what comes next.
This is what our cultural obsession with achievement-hunting has done to us. Even something that ought to be pleasurable, like taking a vacation or winning an award, becomes a new obligation to measure, document, and share with the world via social media. Once the experience is over, the Laziness Lie expects us to forget about it and speed ahead to the next credential, the next Instagrammable moment, the next big way to make “productive” use of our time. This keeps us from ever living in the moment or taking genuine pride in the things we’ve done.
My partner, Nick, once had a coworker who was a stand-up comedian. The guy was absolutely obsessed with how well his jokes did on social media. Every morning he’d post a new joke to Facebook and Twitter, then compulsively check his notifications for an hour to see how well the joke had done. His only benchmark for whether a joke was any good was if it got a hundred likes within the first hour. If it didn’t hit that mark, it was a failure. The guy didn’t seem to ask himself if he actually liked the jokes he was posting, or to view writing them as the creative craft it was. He couldn’t take any pride or enjoyment in what he was doing. All he had was a goal to obsess over, an achievement that he had to hit every day.
Research shows that when we’re stressed and caught up in routines, we experience time as moving more quickly.16 Weeks, months, or even years can all blend together in a haze of anxiety and obligation—and we may be left with very few unique, cherished memories to look back on. You can’t savor your life—or even remember it in much detail—if your existence is nothing but a series of obligations you have to joylessly meet.17 Thankfully, there are steps we can take to break out of our overachieving patterns.
How to Reframe Your Life’s Value
Life ought to be about so much more than being productive and impressing other people. Chasing obsessively after goals and forever trying to earn social approval will never bring us satisfaction. In fact, it can drain us of our ability to appreciate the good things in life. Instead, we have to take a step back, reconsider our values, and learn to see our lives as having innate worth, no matter what we do or don’t accomplish. Changing our mindset in this way is hard, especially after years of the Laziness Lie’s indoctrination. There are, however, some research-supported strategies we can follow to help us get there. Some of these strategies include learning how to savor, making time for awe, and regularly trying something we’re very, very bad at.
Learn to Savor
We’ve already taken a look at the mental habits that dampen people’s happiness levels. Now it’s time to look at the flip side—the ways of thinking that can actually help us appreciate and amplify feelings of joy.18
Behavioral Displays | Showing happiness in our behavior: smiling, singing, jumping for joy, flapping our hands excitedly, etc. |
---|---|
Being Present | Living in the present moment, focusing on the experience as it’s happening; pushing distractions away and being mindful. |
Capitalizing | Communicating about a positive experience with other people; celebrating an event; sharing good news with other people; getting other people excited. |
Positive Mental Time Travel | Reflecting on happy memories or reminding people of a pleasant shared past; planning and anticipating desired future events. |
You can see how each of these mental habits is the mirror image of the dampening habits. The first one, behavioral displays, suggests that if you want to be happy and appreciate your life, you should show your joy when you’re feeling it. As someone who loves to flap my hands frantically when I’m excited and who lives to coo and squeal obnoxiously whenever I see a puppy, this is very good news.
Another way to increase our happiness is to be fully present in life’s pleasurable moments. This means putting down distractions, not trying to multitask, and really drinking in the details of a good experience. One way I’ve incorporated this into my own life is by taking a real lunch break every day. I’ve always been tempted to use my lunchtime “productively,” answering e-mails while I cram a burrito into my mouth. But doing that just leaves me stressed and shocked at how quickly time has flown by. So instead, I try to make myself walk away from my computer, find a nice spot outside, and force myself to eat slowly, tasting everything, watching people walk by, and enjoying the cool breeze that comes off Lake Michigan.
Next, research shows we can get more happiness out of life by capitalizing on good experiences—in other words, by telling people about good things that have happened and making the time to publicly celebrate. Many of us have been taught that it’s immodest to brag about our accomplishments, and that instead we should just keep on grinding along, working hard without expecting much of a reward for it. Instead, research suggests that there is value in highlighting the things we’re proud of. If we’re lucky, we can even boost the moods of people we share our good news with. Research shows that people like to bask in the glory of their friends’ and family’s victories and feel more pride in themselves when they have successful, happy friends.19
The final healthy mental habit to practice is positive mental time travel. This, of course, is the opposite of constantly fretting about the future or dwelling on sad moments in the past. Expert savorers know how to reminisce about good experiences. They also expect to have lots of new, joyful experiences in the future, so their lives seem to be filled with happiness, anticipation, and hope.
When he’s not doing psychological research, Fred Bryant loves climbing mountains. He regularly goes climbing with two friends who perfectly illustrate what positive mental time travel looks like.
“One guy I climb mountains with is always reminding us of climbs that we did in the past,” Fred says. “He’ll call me up and say, ‘Did you know that two years ago on this day, we were on top of Mount Rainier?’ And he’ll help me remember all these amazing things that we did that day. Another guy on my team, he’s the planner. He’s always looking ahead to the next climb, saying, ‘Oh, here’s what we have to look forward to, here’s what we’re gonna do.’ And he gets us all excited about what’s to come.”
If you’ve been taught all your life to focus on accomplishments and to worry about the future, it will be hard to adopt these mental habits at first. But as Fred keeps reassuring me, very few people are naturally good at them. Most savorers got that way over time, by training themselves to focus on drinking in the positives. “It’s similar to musical talent,” he tells me. “Sure, some people naturally have a good ear, but everyone who plays an instrument has to practice. Savoring is the same. You have to work at it. And then you can get better at it.”
Make Time for Awe
Another way to curb an achievement obsession is to consciously find time to experience awe. Awe occurs when we encounter something completely new or deeply inspiring, such as a sparkling, blue sea, a rich, green forest, or an amazing vocal performance at a concert.20 Awe reminds us of the universe’s largeness and our own smallness, in a way that feels exhilarating and soothing rather than threatening. When we feel awe, all our individual problems and worries can seem to drop away, because the vast beauty around us puts everything in perspective.
Awe is also a fantastic burnout-buster.21 For people in the burnout-prone helping professions, such as nursing and social work, making time for awe is an invaluable piece of self-care. Most of us think of self-care as involving something like getting a massage, buying a new outfit, or taking a warm bubble bath. Those forms of self-care are the easiest to market and to make a profit from, so it’s no wonder they’re the most well-known. However, pampering is just one form self-care can take. Awe is a much deeper and more restorative form of self-care because it has a spiritual component.22 Even if you aren’t religious at all, you can feel a sense of greater purpose, a connection with nature, or a deep bond with all of humanity by seeking out moments of awe and wonder.23
So, how do you go about getting awestruck? Novelty and wonder are the keys. Try habitually putting yourself into new situations or exposing yourself to novel, interesting stimuli. There are a lot of ways to go about this. Here are some ideas:
An awe-filled life is much easier to appreciate. Unfamiliar places and experiences take longer for our brains to process, which actually creates the illusion that time is slowing down. This is part of why the drive to a new place always seems to take longer than the drive home.24 When all our senses are focused on taking in the details of a novel experience, it’s easier to forget our daily obligations and our worries about the future and to remember that the world is large and filled with possibility. Experiencing awe also uses mental processes that are very similar to those savoring uses, so it’s great practice for those hoping to make savoring a regular habit.
Do Something You’re Bad At
If you’re a habitual overachiever and trophy hoarder, odds are you absolutely loathe doing things you’re bad at. This is a particularly common problem for people who were “gifted” students in school, or who were constantly told as children that they were smart. When you’ve spent your whole life chasing praise for being naturally good at things, it’s deeply unpleasant to do anything badly.
Doing something poorly is a great way to break free from the Laziness Lie. When we accept failure, we learn that our lives have meaning regardless of what we can (or can’t) do. When we pursue an activity we can’t ever possibly succeed at, we force ourselves to learn how to enjoy the process rather than the end product. Getting comfortable “wasting” our time on something unproductive and unsuccessful frees us up to choose our own goals and priorities instead of checking off the boxes society has laid out for us.
In the book The Queer Art of Failure, Jack Halberstam suggests that failing at something that society has told us to do can be a revolutionary act.25 When we fail, we find ourselves pushing back against the pressure to generate value for other people—and that changes everything.
“[Failure] quietly loses,” Halberstam writes, “and in losing it imagines other goals for life, for love, for art, and for being.”26 In other words, when we fail, we become free to choose what we want our actual goals and priorities to be, rather than following the expectations of others. The Laziness Lie wants us to keep being productive in areas where we’re skilled—so when we choose to stick with an activity we’re horrible at, we’re able to make a choice motivated by genuine love rather than by the external pressure to succeed.
I’ve always had skills that other people see as valuable: number-crunching skills, teaching skills, even my ability to write. In the past year, I’ve made regular time each week to do something I truly suck at (and will always suck at): lifting weights. I’m physically weak and uncoordinated, so I avoided going to the gym for years because I knew I’d be just awful at it. But this year, I found myself compelled to learn how to use weight machines. I’d started learning to take better care of my health, and I thought it might be kind of fun to try getting strong. So, I started working at it slowly, three or four days a week.
It’s been oddly refreshing, learning a skill that I will never excel at or impress somebody with. Sitting at the weight machines, noticing that I can lift just a tiny bit more weight today than I was able to a month ago, I feel a small swell of pride. I’m never going to be ripped or especially strong, but I’ve learned how to stick with something that absolutely terrifies me and to get comfortable with not being the best. Sometimes I’m even a bit awed at how far I’ve come and what my body is capable of.
Learning to Document Your Life Less
Joan was almost Internet famous. She’s always been very well-read and incredibly witty, and for years she used to post a lot of droll, funny observations about current events and pop culture on Twitter and Tumblr. Sometimes, when the social media stars aligned, those posts would blow up, getting her hundreds of thousands of responses. People even made fan art based on ideas Joan had shared online. The positive feedback was addictive. Sometimes, the quest for viral success encouraged Joan to behave in ways that weren’t healthy for her.
Many of Joan’s most popular posts were about some of the darkest and bleakest experiences in her life. She struggled for years with depression and social isolation, growing up in poverty in rural Canada. In her youth, she had a very hard time connecting with the people in her small town, who were mostly straight and didn’t share her interest in things like celebrity culture and Old Hollywood. When she posted dark jokes about how it felt to be depressed and obsessed with topics other people found strange, they went viral a lot of the time. Alienated Internet nerds all around the world found they could relate to Joan. But Joan didn’t really get anything out of it.
“In some ways I feel that the online community was exploiting my poor mental health at time for ‘content,’ ” she says. “I could certainly be witty and acerbic about my trauma, but at what cost?”
For Joan, everything changed when she finally had the chance to get paid for her writing. One of her posts went more than just viral: it developed into a concept for a feature film. All of a sudden, Joan was in talks with film producers and a well-known director who wanted to take a concept of hers and transform it into a major project. After years of throwing good ideas out into the Internet ether and receiving only a few thousand likes in return, Joan was finally getting recognized for her effort. That really changed her priorities.
“When I realized just how much my thoughts and ideas were worth, I realized I needed to stop giving them away for free,” Joan says. “The immediate dopamine hit of several thousand likes and shares, or even an extremely viral post, is nothing compared to the validation of getting compensated.”
Joan’s behavior shifted almost immediately. She began taking screenwriting classes and worked to build a creative portfolio that would help her pursue a career in media. She started selling her writing instead of giving it away for free online. And she stopped spending so much time chasing virality and high follower counts.
“Those bon mots and witticisms feel very good to write, are easy to write, and will get one a lot of traction, but a full-length project just feels more satisfying,” she says. “I had to take a step back and sacrifice the immediate rush of virality and likes for the sustained feeling of accomplishment that comes from a serious, larger project.”
Today, Joan shares very little of her life online. She doesn’t post about her trauma, and she doesn’t waste good joke ideas on Twitter posts. Instead, she saves them for screenplays, which take more time to craft but pay off far more. The more she disconnects from the competitive, achievement-obsessed world of social media, the more Joan says she’s been able to enjoy her life. Her mental health has improved a great deal. She has far more real-life friends, and she’s gotten sober. It’s not that quitting the Internet magically caused her to become healthier; rather, when Joan stopped focusing on instant gratification and chasing achievements via the Internet, she started having more time to focus on people who actually cared about her and artistic pursuits that really mattered. Instead of looking to her painful memories as a source of potential productivity and “content,” she worked on healing those wounds instead.
In recent years, Joan has started attending regular meetings of the Religious Society of Friends (also known as the Quakers). It’s fitting that someone who learned to disconnect from the stimulus overload of the Internet now spends one morning per week sitting in contemplative silence with strangers. In a Friends meeting, there’s no “content” being provided by anyone—not even a sermon given by a pastor. There’s no pressure to speak, no social competition for attention or approval. The community simply joins together and sits in silence, except for those rare, meaningful moments when someone truly feels moved to speak.
Digital tools have made life much easier, but they’ve also left us with an endless array of accounts to maintain and notifications to worry about. Social media apps have created intense pressure to mine every life experience for achievement points—turning joy into clout. Nearly every activity in our lives has become something to document, measure, and broadcast our success in, despite the fact that a mountain of evidence suggests such obsessive recording and sharing can impair or erode our mental health.
Most of us won’t be able to completely go off the grid. Even if we fantasize about chucking our phones out the window, many of us need digital tools to stay organized and connected. But that doesn’t mean we have to be fully invested in gamifying our lives. Like Joan, we can work to set reasonable, practical boundaries on how we interact with the digital realm. By reframing our approach to using these tools, we can reorient our lives and detach from the idea that our productivity defines our worth.
Have Phone-Free Time Periods
When our phones are always easily within our grasp, we feel the urge to check them obsessively. This is by design. Most apps have been carefully developed to be as addictive and alluring as possible, with numerous notifications, “rewards” for frequent use, and hard-to-navigate algorithms that keep users refreshing the site every few minutes in search of new content.27 On top of that, the fear of missing out on important messages, event invitations, and other opportunities keeps us from putting down our devices and ever truly being idle or lazy.
Because smartphones give us access to an entire world of information, they make us feel powerful when we use them.28 Some research shows that when you take a person’s phone away, they feel unsafe, and may even experience a drop in self-esteem because of it. This fear of powerlessness makes it even harder to disconnect.
Despite how much we all rely on our phones, however, there’s a growing movement toward taking a “Digital Sabbath.”29 A Digital Sabbath works exactly the way you’d expect: you set aside at least one day per week during which you ignore all your devices and notifications. Most people who practice the Digital Sabbath set aside a weekend day to fully detach, but it’s possible to go offline during the week too. Some organizations have even begun encouraging it, because data shows that constantly checking e-mail and Slack messages distracts employees and stresses them out.30
For many people, however, going phone-free for a full day just isn’t practical or appealing. If that’s the case, you can still set boundaries, such as refusing to answer e-mails or check notifications after a certain hour of the night. As Markus Nini mentioned in chapter three, his organization’s employees are free to stop answering e-mails at whatever time of the evening they prefer. You can also put limits on what kinds of Internet use you’ll engage in, and at what times of day.
Monikah has a second phone with no SIM card in it, which she uses for browsing the Internet at night. She’s an avid hiker and naturalist, and in the evenings she likes to go online and research local flora and fauna and plan her next hike. In the past, this relaxing experience was ruined by constant notifications and messages. A disconnected phone allows her to get the best of the Internet without any of the stress. For other people, switching from a bright screen to a Kindle or other e-ink device can be a great way to remain connected to a wealth of information without getting sensory (or information) overload.
Turn Off the Notifications and Activity Trackers
The vast majority of reminders and notifications we receive from our phones are not urgent. That Facebook message from your cousin doesn’t have to be answered immediately. The Duolingo owl won’t murder you in your sleep if you forget to practice Spanish vocabulary today. When you’re caught up in the heat of the moment and your phone is constantly blowing up with noisy, bright beacons of stress and obligation, those facts are easy to forget. Research shows that frequent phone notifications can make people more distractible and hyperactive.31 Compulsive smartphone use can also exacerbate anxiety and depressive symptoms if a person is already at risk of those mental illnesses.32
The best way to protect yourself is to get rid of the temptation to constantly check notifications by turning those annoying reminders off. You can also identify which applications cause you the most guilt and stress, and then work to end your reliance on them. Some organizational apps improve our lives in real ways. The calendar app on my phone, for example, makes keeping appointments less stressful for me, not more. On the flip side, I decided a few months ago to delete the Fitbit app, because I realized that monitoring my sleep, daily steps, and exercise levels just made me feel anxious. By tracking my physical activity and sharing it with the world, I felt obligated to always “achieve” the app’s recommend ten thousand steps per day. When life got in the way, I felt guilty. The solution was simple: the Fitbit app had to go.
Focus on Process—Not Product
Life has become so intensely gamified that it’s easy to think of every activity as a competition. Did today’s selfie get more likes than yesterday’s? Did I review more books on Goodreads this year than last year? Am I using my free time more virtuously than all my friends are? This mindset breeds insecurity and dissatisfaction. To break out of it, we have to treat self-improvement and growth as pleasurable, gradual processes, not goals that we will ever complete.
For Joan, this meant completely changing how she approaches creativity and writing. In the past, she fixated on how well her posts did on social media. It was easy to compare herself to other Internet personalities and focus on the times when her success didn’t measure up to somebody else’s. She was caught in a hamster wheel of hunting for achievements. The only way for her to move forward was by stepping off it.
Today, almost all Joan’s creative work happens in private. She spends her evenings writing. This work doesn’t provide the instant gratification that posting jokes on Twitter does. It’s slow and gradual. That also means there’s no external pressure to push an idea out into the world before it’s ready. The long-term payoff is immense, even if she’s no longer getting the short-term dopamine hit of a few retweets.
Psychological research shows that it’s far healthier to focus on personal growth rather than competition with other people.33 It’s exhausting to be constantly vying to be the very best, the most productive, the most skillful, the person with the most likes. The Laziness Lie loves keeping us insecure because it makes us easy to exploit. If I want to be the very best, I’m never going to stop to take a breather, because there will always be someone out there who is “beating” me in some way. This is a damaging worldview. It leaves no room for healing, experimentation, or quiet, unimpressive, reflective moments. When we choose to feel compassion toward ourselves and stop expecting ourselves to be the very best, we can find joy in all kinds of slow, “unproductive” activities.
Fred Bryant might be a very accomplished psychological researcher, but his true passion is climbing mountains. As you might imagine, reaching the top of the mountain isn’t his favorite part. It’s making steady progress toward the summit, enjoying the majesty of nature along with his closest friends.
“You put so much effort into climbing the mountain, all for what amounts to just a few minutes at the top of the summit,” Fred says to me, smiling. “But it’s not a race to get to the top, it’s a process—an experience that you’re meant to savor and enjoy. I love the journey toward the top of the mountain. I’m not there just to be at the very top. That’s what savoring is all about to me. The phrase is ‘stop and smell the roses,’ not ‘run through the field trying to smell as many roses as you can, as quickly as possible.’ ”
— CHAPTER FIVE —
You Don’t Have to Be an Expert in Everything
“I’m fighting with a stranger on the Internet again,” Noah messaged me one night. “Please tell me to stop.”
“It’s a waste of time and you should stop,” I told him, for perhaps the fiftieth time. “They’re never going to listen, and you’re just gonna make yourself upset.”
Noah is an engineer and a voracious reader, so he’s accumulated a lot of knowledge about a variety of topics. He’s also an avid follower of the news. On the Internet, being knowledgeable and well-read can be a liability just as often as an advantage. It gives you a lot to be anxious and frustrated about. There’s too much ignorance out there, too many fights you could potentially have. Yet Noah tries to fight all of them.
“You’re right,” Noah messaged back. “This guy is never gonna listen. But he’s saying that MMR vaccines have mercury in them! I can’t believe there are still people who believe this shit!”
Just like that, Noah was back down the rabbit hole, recounting every ignorant and asinine thing the other guy had said to him over the course of the two hours that they’d been fighting. Noah had also spent that time looking up medical studies that proved he was right and sending them to his opponent. He tried asking thought-provoking questions of the man. Then he tried getting more aggressive and confrontational. None of it, of course, was working at all.
“I should walk away,” Noah said. “I’ve said everything I can say.”
“Yup,” I messaged back, as I was settling into bed.
An hour later, Noah messaged me again. “I just wrote a 1500-word rant explaining how the whole anti-vaccine movement is rooted in the fear of kids having disabilities. Did I just completely waste my time?”
Noah probably had just wasted his time. But I said something that was also likely to be true: “It’s possible someone else will read the whole fight and learn something from it.”
“I hope so,” he said, seeming kind of dejected. I turned my phone off, rolled over, and went to sleep, knowing that within a few weeks, Noah would message me again about another Internet fight that he was swept up in—or I’d do the same thing to him.
Noah, like a lot of people, has compulsive Internet habits. He gets into needless fights with people he’ll never be able to persuade. He obsesses over social problems he doesn’t have the power to solve, as if worrying were a productive form of activism. He’s struggled with an addiction to reading the news, cramming his brain with as much upsetting information as he possibly can.
Noah has a to-read list that is staggeringly long. When I told him about a book that I was really enjoying, Noah whipped out his phone, opened his Notes app, scrolled for what felt like five solid minutes, and then added the book to the end of the list. I marveled at how long his list was, and how it spanned a variety of topics, from anthropology to marine biology to personal finance to feminism. When he visits people’s homes, Noah scans the hosts’ bookshelves looking for enticing titles to add to his list. No matter the topic of conversation, he always has at least one or two books to recommend on the subject, sometimes titles he’s actually gotten around to reading, sometimes not.
Like so many overextended people I’ve spoken to, Noah comes from a working-class background. He grew up poor in a run-down area of Detroit. College was not guaranteed to him, nor was a future with strong career prospects. His parents often struggled to get by. That seems to have given Noah a higher-than-average motivation to avoid “laziness” in every possible realm of his life. No matter how exhausting his day job as an engineer can be, he’s always committing to doing more beyond that. He’s studied multiple languages and traveled abroad to practice his conversational Yiddish and Hebrew. He knows a ton about neuroscience for someone who’s never taken a class on the subject. He follows the news on countless platforms. He strives, in every way, to be informed, self-educated, and politically aware.
Noah’s computer used to regularly crash from the burden of keeping all his browser tabs open. He’s an absolute tab-hoarder, the worst one I’ve ever seen. He always keeps dozens and dozens open at once—news articles, op-eds, scientific reports, essays, Reddit threads, e-mail chains, and more, some of which Noah’s been meaning to read for weeks or even months. He works full-time and has a two-hour commute to work each day, so he never has time to make a real dent in the tabs. I suspect that even if he did find the time, he’d spend half of it reading and half of it finding piles and piles of new sites to add to his list. “I’ve been meaning to read an article about that” is his constant refrain. “Here, let me send it to you.”
A few years ago, I had to ban myself from a Facebook group Noah had created, because he was constantly sharing articles with everyone in the group, often multiple times per day. It annoyed me and stressed me out. I think it probably hurt Noah’s feelings that I did that, or maybe it gave him the impression that I don’t care about the world as deeply as he did. But I just had to do it. I was already drowning in information. I couldn’t let another information addict pull me down even deeper. I think that from Noah’s perspective, though, he thought he was doing a vital public service.
It’s hard to know how much Noah’s reading has enriched his life, and how much it’s detracted from it. He has a lot of anxiety about the future, and at times reading the news seems only to stoke those flames. He’s educated and wise, and the breadth of his knowledge helps him see how interconnected many social problems are. His intelligence and passion are beautiful qualities, but they also leave him feeling responsible for educating people and correcting every bit of ignorance he sees. I know how stressful that compulsion can be, because I regularly get swept up in the exact same thing. The teacher in me is always trying to educate people, even when it’s clear a person doesn’t want to be reached.
Nobody can be an expert in everything. There are too many issues to care about, too many rapidly developing news stories to follow religiously. We have access to more knowledge than any other humans in history. As a result, most of us are profoundly overwhelmed with what we know. We’re consumed with guilt over the things we feel we should be learning more about but can’t find the time to.
Knowledge can be empowering, and access to the Internet has enriched countless lives. The Laziness Lie tells us that we should take full advantage of the privileges of the Internet by forever learning more and more. It sees no limit to how much information a person ought to consume, never acknowledges the emotional and psychological cost of cramming facts into our brains. If we aren’t using the wealth of available data to make ourselves more productive and useful to society, what’s the point of having it?
While access to information is a privilege, it’s also a burden. This is especially true when we treat being well-read as an obligation that can’t be escaped. Constant exposure to upsetting news can be traumatic. An unending flood of information makes it hard to pause and reflect on anything you’ve learned. At some point, even the most voracious of readers needs to pull the plug and stop the constant drip of facts, figures, and meaningless Internet fights. We’re living in an era of information overload—and the solution is not to learn more but to step back and consume a smaller amount of data in a more meaningful way.
The Information Overload Era
As human beings have continued to scientifically advance and collect more and more information about the nature of our world, it has become harder and harder to educate the public about all of it. Modern life is incredibly complex, and in order to navigate it well, a person has to be well-informed on a variety of topics and disciplines. Over time, the bar for what counts as “well-informed” has steadily risen higher and higher, making it increasingly difficult for anyone to remain caught up.
A good illustration of this is how higher education has evolved over time. Before the 1800s, there was no such thing as a college major. Back then, all students were expected to take courses in all topics. A college degree meant you were very well-educated in all the “liberal arts”: writing, philosophy, music, math, astronomy, and more. By the mid-1800s, however, there was simply too much information available for that to be a reasonable expectation anymore. So, the idea of “majoring” was developed. Instead of trying to learn about everything, a student could choose a subject, study it deeply, and become a specialist.1
Unfortunately, as human knowledge has expanded even more, many subjects have gotten too dense for a person to fully comprehend them in just four years of study. Now if you want to study a subject such as psychology deeply, you need a master’s degree or a PhD, not a bachelor’s degree. In many fields, employers have started to treat advanced degrees as the new minimum level of education required, because an undergraduate major just doesn’t cover enough of the available knowledge base.2 In academia, we often say “a master’s is the new bachelor’s.”3
As a professor, I find this steady creep of “degree inflation” really distressing. In theory, it ought to be good that humanity has access to so much wisdom. Instead, being well educated is treated as a credential that a person must earn in order to have promising career options. Unfortunately, getting that credential is increasingly expensive and time-consuming. A college education used to open a lot of doors for people, especially those from poor or otherwise marginalized backgrounds. Now, becoming sufficiently educated has become a massive source of pressure and an immense financial strain. It doesn’t help that most universities view their master’s degree programs as their biggest cash cows.4
When it comes to information overload, college is just one piece of the puzzle. Data- and knowledge-sharing has permeated every waking hour of our lives, whether we’re in school or not. Each of us is absolutely inundated with facts, opinions, and meaningless Internet fights every single time we unlock our phones. Instead of liberating us, this knowledge is leaving many of us distracted and distressed.
Rick knows that he should quit using Twitter. He’s been saying as much for years.
“It’s just a sea of bad, superficial takes,” he tells me. “No matter who I follow, my feed ends up being a bunch of left-leaning comedians trying to find the best joke they can make about whatever horrible thing is happening in the world. Nobody wants to have a meaningful conversation about anything. If you try to insert any nuance, they’re hostile to it.” Still, he finds the social media site hard to quit. “I check Twitter all day,” he says, “and it fills me with despair like every single time.”
It’s so easy to hop onto Twitter while you’re waiting in line at the grocery store or bored with whatever TV show you’re watching. Every time you refresh it, there’s tons of new content, all of it presented in bite-size packages that the mind can easily digest. There’s so much to read and engage with—but because tweets are so short and Twitter conversations move at such a fast pace, most of that engagement is shallow and ultimately unsatisfying. It’s no wonder Rick has a compulsive relationship to the platform. It’s basically an attention slot machine that never pays out.
The Internet has revolutionized how we share and access information. It has empowered people throughout the world, giving them access to knowledge that used to be hidden away in universities and libraries. It’s raised public awareness of social-justice issues and helped people at society’s fringes to find community and understanding. I never would have realized I was transgender if it weren’t for online communities where trans people shared their experiences. Hell, if it weren’t for the Internet and online writing platforms like WordPress and Medium, I wouldn’t ever have become an author. I understand how the Internet can change lives for the better.
But because the Internet has made it so easy to share information, it has also created an impossibly large deluge of data, and each of us is absolutely drowning in it. The volume of knowledge available on the Internet is expanding at a staggering rate. According to IBM, 2.5 quintillion bytes of data are added every single day.5 The rate of data growth increases further every year. Ninety percent of the information currently available on the Internet was added in the past two years.6 The volume of unique information the average person encounters in a day is approximately five times what the average person encountered in 1986.7 It’s an unbelievable amount to process—and every projection suggests it’s only going to get worse.
Unfortunately, a lot of the information that gets thrown in our faces each day is useless, redundant, or damaging. The Internet is awash in comment sections and reply chains where people fight endless battles that go nowhere. Beyond that, much of the data that gets posted each day is “junk data”—random musings, bad jokes, advertisements, self-promotions, and complicated reactions to and critiques of other posts that make no sense without proper context. There’s no point in exposing ourselves to that much noise—yet encountering it, and trying to filter through it, is pretty much unavoidable.
In addition to all that relatively benign junk, there’s also actively dangerous data being shared: violent fascist rhetoric, hate speech, intentional misinformation, and even traumatic images of death and national tragedy. Though most social media sites have entire teams dedicated to filtering and deleting objectionable and traumatic material, there’s just too much of it being posted for it to be completely removed. Some awful images and hateful writing inevitably slip through the cracks, forcing us to figure out how to respond.8
The redundancy of information on the Internet is also a problem. Many of us feel the need to help address a pressing social problem or emergency by “signal boosting” posts, sharing them widely with our networks. This desire to educate other people is often very useful, but it can also cause misinformation or panic. When I share a warning about how long viral particles remain alive on a surface such as a kitchen counter, am I helping to save a random friend from getting ill, or am I filling my friends’ social media feeds with alarming information they’ve likely already seen? Am I providing enough context on what that fact means, so a person knows what to do with the information? Or am I just freaking people out? Most of the time it’s hard to tell which information is worth sharing and which is either faulty or has already been viewed dozens of times.
It takes a ton of effort to sift through all this data, throwing away the misinformation, nonsense, and hate, and making time for useful facts and meaningful reflections. And it’s really easy to get caught up in correcting all the distortions and fighting all the bigots you encounter along the way. It’s no wonder people like Noah and Rick get sucked into spending way more time online than is good for them.
Many of us feel an immense internal pressure to stay plugged in and up-to-date. News stories develop at an unprecedented pace. A story can break, spark conversation, provoke a response, and then be entirely disproven all within a few hours. If you don’t stay online checking for updates, you risk missing out on the actual truth. Every day there are new attacks on the rights of transgender people, women, and immigrants, and that news is usually served with a side of terrifying facts about climate change, institutional racism, pandemic spread, or gun violence. In this context, turning off our phones and ignoring the news can seem socially irresponsible, yet obsessively overloading our senses with disturbing facts and disgusting propaganda isn’t doing any good either.
According to a survey by the American Psychological Association, 95 percent of Americans say that they try to stay up-to-date on the news. However, 56 percent of them also say that following the news causes them significant stress.9 It’s clear that the Laziness Lie has permeated our approach to knowledge and information. No matter how desperately we want to remain knowledgeable, and no matter how strongly we feel a responsibility to stay connected, the truth of the matter is plain: we’re taking in too much data, and it’s doing us serious harm.
How Information Overload Affects Our Health
After the 2016 presidential election, Noah and I started exchanging long, anxious e-mails about politics. The constant onslaught of frightening news was taking a real, observable physical toll on each of us. And it wasn’t pretty.
“I’m pants-shittingly nervous,” I wrote to him in an e-mail after Betsy DeVos was named secretary of education. “I literally keep having nervous shits.”
“I’ve also been stress-pooping a lot,” Noah wrote back after Trump’s travel ban was announced. “I keep feeling totally overwhelmed.”
In our e-mails to each other, Noah and I speculated that we shouldn’t be reading the news as often as we were. Yet given the circumstances, unplugging was pretty damn hard. I couldn’t look away. I was doing myself real damage, flooding my nervous system with constant alarm. But it felt necessary and morally just for me to do so. Between teaching classes, I’d open up news and activist sites, call my senators, and make tons of frantic social media posts sounding the alarm bell about everything bad that was happening.
Of course, I was far from alone. According to the American Psychological Association, during that period, two-thirds of Americans reported that the future of the nation was the largest source of stress in their lives.10 That percentage was at an all-time high. More people were stressed by the state of the nation than they were by their own finances or jobs.
Compulsive, anxiety-fueled news reading only got worse in 2020, with the spread of the coronavirus leaving people all around the world locked indoors. As infections rose exponentially and local and national governments scrambled to respond, staying online for updates no longer felt optional—it was essential if you wanted to know what your risks were and whether you were legally permitted to leave the house or not. Staying well-informed was a civic duty, but it was also a deep torment.
One therapist that I spoke to, Sharon Glassburn of Curiosity Counseling, told me that many of her clients struggle with limiting their news intake. For many of them, upsetting political news is a highly personal threat, and one they can’t easily escape.
“I see it a lot,” she says. “The [political] situation is so urgent, and a lot of things that are happening are traumatic. And as a therapist, I want to validate clients who are caught up in a situation that they can’t control.”
If you’re a person of color, a sexual-assault survivor, an LGBTQ+ person, or an immigrant, you probably haven’t been able to escape worrisome news for years at this point. It’s hard to disengage, because each frightening development has a palpable impact on your life. You can’t control that or ignore it. However, Sharon warns that fixating on things we can’t control can leave us feeling like we have zero agency in our lives. That outlook is never healthy.
“I have to strike a balance between affirming that there are situations that a client can’t control and problems that are systemic,” Sharon says, “and helping them look to the factors that they can control. Because constantly focusing on massive injustice that you can’t change is very unempowering.”
In fact, a loss of agency is one of the primary dangers of information overload. For decades, researchers have noted that consuming too much upsetting news can damage a person’s mental health, making them feel powerless and vulnerable.11 In the 1970s and ’80s, communications researcher Grace Levine began recording how often public news broadcasts described negative events as uncontrollable and impossible to avoid. She discovered in multiple studies that over 70 percent of news stories emphasized how “helpless” people were to avoid being victims of things like crime, natural disaster, and untimely death.12 While it’s true that many of these events are difficult to personally control or forestall, there’s a real psychological and social danger to portraying the world as so menacing and uncontrollable.
In the 1990s and 2000s, twenty-four-hour news channels and Internet news sites spread in popularity. Watching the news shifted from something you did for maybe an hour per day after dinner to something you could do constantly, even as a primary source of entertainment. During that period, fear of crime and disaster sharply increased—and that increase was directly linked to people’s news-watching habits.13 Studies found that, generally, the more news a person watched or read, the more fearful they felt, and the more dangerous they perceived their surroundings to be, regardless of how safe or unsafe their actual communities were.14 In the most extreme cases, fear of crime had zero relationship to the actual crime rate itself. Even as the murder rate was going down throughout the country, most Americans were convinced it was on a precipitous rise.
Even worse, this fear seemed to alter people’s behavior. Frequent news watchers engaged in more “avoidant” behaviors than other people. They stayed inside more often, didn’t socialize as much with other people, and spent less time trying new things and going to new places. Generally speaking, this kind of isolation is very bad for a person’s continued growth and development. In some studies, frequent news watching has even been found to increase a person’s racial bias.15
The old adage is that “knowledge is power,” but when it comes to scary, threatening news, research suggests the exact opposite. Frightening information can actually rob people of their inner sense of control, making them less likely to take care of themselves and other people. Public health research shows that when the news presents health-related information in a pessimistic way, people are actually less likely to take steps to protect themselves from illness as a result.16 A news article that’s intended to warn people about increasing cancer rates, for example, can actually backfire and result in fewer people choosing to get screened for the disease because they’re so terrified of what they might find.17 This is also true for issues such as climate change. When a news story is all doom and gloom, people feel fatalistic and become less interested in taking small, personal steps to fight ecological collapse.18
The Laziness Lie encourages very binary thinking. People are either hardworking no matter their circumstances, or they’re hopelessly lazy. A problem can either be fixed through sheer determination and individualism, or it’s impossible to solve, and therefore pointless to try. This framing encourages obsessive devotion to the issues we care about; when working tirelessly to fix a problem becomes untenable, the Laziness Lie tells us we might as well give up. Stressing out about a topic is not actually a means of working to address the problem. It may feel productive, because it keeps our minds busy and engaged, but it actually saps us of the energy to put up a genuine fight.
Information overload can even damage our cognitive abilities. Research shows that when a person gets bombarded with a ton of information, they lose the ability to focus. Very little of the information gets stored in their memory.19 If you’ve ever “watched” a TV show while screwing around on your phone and then realized that you missed an entire scene or plot point because you were distracted, you know exactly what this feels like. Paradoxically, by trying to cram too much knowledge into our minds, we destroy our ability to make sense of, or hold on to, any of it.20
Information overload can damage our decision-making abilities for similar reasons.21 In order for information to be useful to us, we have to find time to reflect on it, process it, and see if it lines up with the facts we already know. But when we’re in a state of information overload, this quiet contemplation can’t happen, leading us to make all kinds of errors and mistakes.
Online scams such as phishing try to capitalize on how overwhelmed and mentally vulnerable people are when they’re on the Internet. The goal of a phishing scam is to get a distracted person to quickly send their log-in info to someone pretending to be their boss or a representative from their bank without a second thought.22 Often, the messages sent by scammers are designed to make the recipients panic, telling them that they’ve been hacked or that their bank account was compromised, and therefore they must e-mail their password to the phisher ASAP. Research shows that when people are distracted or overloaded, they’re less likely to notice that someone is lying to them and worse at evaluating the quality or trustworthiness of information thrown their way.23 Ironically, we might be at the greatest risk of falling for “fake news” when we’re habitually consuming too much information.
According to Pew, 20 percent of Americans report feeling anxious and overloaded by how much information is available online.24 However, 77 percent say they actually like having access to as much information as they do. This makes sense when we remember the research showing that smartphones (and access to the Internet) make people feel powerful. Most of us feel strongly tempted to learn as much as possible, to avail ourselves of all the stimulation and power the Internet has to offer. But in order for us to engage with information meaningfully, we have to set limits on how much of it we take in.
Setting Information Limits
Exposure to the wrong type of information can actually cause a trauma response. Social workers, therapists, and the loved ones of assault victims often suffer from something called “secondary trauma,” a post-traumatic stress response that results from hearing about another person’s experiences of abuse, assault, or violence.25 It turns out that you don’t have to experience a violent act firsthand in order to be severely affected by it. The Internet, sadly, is rife with opportunities for secondary trauma. Videos of shootings, interviews with victims of natural disasters, and distressing graphs of the lives lost to disease can show up just about anywhere. While it’s important to know that these problems exist, relentlessly encountering images of them can do us a lot of harm.
Nimisire, the sexual health advocate I discussed in chapter three, told me that she mutes words like “rape” and “sexual assault” from her Twitter feed so she doesn’t have to engage with posts about those topics. Even though a key part of her work is educating people about sexual consent and rape culture, she knows it’s not productive to fight constantly with anyone who posts something ignorant online.
“Sometimes you have to walk away from the messages that are disturbing,” she says. “I can’t see all of it. And I can’t fight with all of it, you know. I know that in my advocacy work, I’m already doing so much.”
Nimisire has reached a key point of realization. She knows it’s not her job to read every post and fight with every sexist pig on the Internet. It’s not even her job to talk to every assault victim posting about their trauma. The world is huge, and everywhere we turn, some horrific injustice is occurring. We can’t engage with all of it, and we don’t need to feel guilty or “lazy” for refusing to try. We deserve to give ourselves credit for all the hard work we’re already doing.
The way the Internet and social media currently work, it’s very easy to get pulled into a constant state of agitation and fear. In order to overcome the heavy informational burden that most of us are saddled with, we have to set limits. At first, taking these steps may feel like plugging your ears and ignoring the cruelty of the world; it may look like apathy or laziness. But remember, laziness does not exist. It’s sustaining and self-protective to know our limits. It helps us reorient toward our true priorities. When we focus on the things that we really care about and reduce exposure to things that needlessly hurt us, we become more effective, healthy advocates. If you’re struggling with information overload and aren’t sure how to dial it back, here are some good places to start.
Use Filtering and Muting Tools
Almost every social media app has a mute function. On Twitter, you can hide any post that contains words or phrases of your choosing, as well as muting individual people. On Facebook, you can mute words and phrases or “unfollow” friends who post upsetting or irritating content. On social media, I have certain anti-LGBTQ+ slurs blocked, as well as the names of a few right-wing bigots whose transphobic comments often make the news. I do a lot to fight transphobia and educate the benignly ignorant. I don’t have to fight online with people who wish I didn’t exist.
For sites that don’t have their own built-in muting function, there are apps you can download that perform a similar function. Sadblock filters and hides news articles about triggering or disturbing topics such as sexual assault.26 More generic apps like CustomBlocker can be programmed to hide any content that a particular person wants to avoid, whether it’s fat-shaming ads for weight-loss products or articles about Donald Trump.27 All of these tools can easily be toggled on and off, so you can get a brief update on a challenging topic and then hide posts for the rest of the day.
Block Whoever You Need to (and Don’t Feel Bad about It)
Sometimes the source of the overload isn’t a word or a phrase, it’s a person. I had to “unfollow” Noah for a while because he was posting too many news articles. I’ve also blocked friends who get into constant online arguments, including people I agree with on most issues. Even if someone is fighting for the “right” causes, it can be disturbing to watch them constantly butting heads and spreading anger around.
One of the therapists that I spoke to, Louise Dimiceli-Mitran, often helps clients set boundaries on their information consumption. She also recommends blocking people who fight online a lot, or who share a ton of distressing material. She’s applied this advice to her own life as well.
“I just went through my own social media, deleting and unsubscribing from things,” she tells me. “Now, on Facebook, I get articles from other music therapists, and that’s it. And that’s what I use it for. Sometimes you have to say, This is my space and I need it to be clean.”
People often worry that blocking a friend or acquaintance is “rude,” the equivalent of giving them the silent treatment in real life. But when we follow someone on social media, we get exposed to their thoughts and posts throughout the day, often during our private moments and downtime. You don’t have a responsibility to let your coworker into your house to rant to you about politics at midnight. You don’t have a social obligation to fill your mind with tirades, online fights, and images of war, illness, and environmental collapse at all hours.
Skim the Headlines, and Then Move On
Another step Dimiceli-Mitran recommends is reading the news in a surface-level way. Rather than absorbing every fact about every story as it develops, she suggests merely skimming the news each day to get a general sense of what’s going on. After you know the broad strokes of what’s happening, you should move on and focus on your own life.
“I encourage people to just, you know, read the headline,” Louise says, “and unless it’s about a topic that you’re really involved with, just do that. Just go, Okay, I know what’s going on; now I’m going to go do my work.”
Of course, we all have issues that are especially close to our hearts. Even though I’ve blocked transphobic bigots on Twitter, I do want to be well-informed on issues related to trans people’s rights and safety. For those situations, Louise suggests making a “deep dive” on a couple of topics at most; the ones a person has the time and energy to actually address.
“I recommend to people that if you have something that really touches you, some issue that really matters to you—maybe it’s climate change, maybe it’s domestic violence—whatever it is, you focus on the one or two things that really touch you, and then get involved with addressing those things.”
This advice reduces the amount of information a person has to take in. It also addresses the problem of bad news making us feel helpless. If we direct our energy and attention to only a handful of issues and also take proactive steps to address those issues in the real world, we can begin to feel less overwhelmed. By focusing on the small fires that we can help put out with our own activism, we can stop feeling that the world is a constantly blazing garbage fire.
Resist Comment-Section Culture
Comment sections are popular. They capture a lot of interest and clicks. A survey by the Engaging News Project found that 53.3 percent of Americans regularly write online comments on news stories and read the comments other people leave.28 Yet despite the popularity of comment sections, many people report finding them to be aggravating, stressful spaces.
Comment sections exist because they increase traffic to a website and boost loyalty to a site’s brand.29 If a news article has no comment section, the average person will only ever visit that article one time to read it. However, when an article has a comment section below it, the same people may return to that page dozens of times, checking for new comments, replying to people, and maybe even getting swept up in an hours-long Internet fight. Every time someone returns to the article to leave a new comment, they’re giving the site a new page view. More page views means higher advertising revenue. As a result, most sites have a vested interest in stirring up controversy with outlandish “clickbait” headlines, getting tons of outraged comments and letting commenters fight with one another for hours on end.
Most people report that they leave comments in order to express how they’re feeling, not to learn from other people or to be persuaded.30 People like Noah and me get pulled into meaningless Internet fights at times, but it almost never results in our learning anything new or reaching anybody who wants to be educated. Comment sections are designed to manipulate our emotions; they encourage compulsive, angry use. So stop looking at them, and start having private, one-on-one conversations with people you disagree with instead. If you really want to make a strong point, write an essay or a post of your own; don’t give attention to people who just want to make others incensed. If that proves difficult, there are apps like Shut Up: Comment Blocker, which hide the comments section of most sites.31
Don’t Read the News before Bed
Research shows that excessive news watching (particularly coverage of traumatic events) is linked to an increase in anxiety symptoms.32 The same is true of online news consumption; frequent exposure increases fear and distorts a person’s perceptions of how dangerous their surroundings are.33 These findings have led some wellness experts, such as clinical professor of internal medicine Andrew Weil, to recommend taking regular “news fasts.”34 According to Weil, a news fast should last between a few days and a week. During the fast period, a person should try to focus on their present reality and surroundings. What Louise Dimiceli-Mitran recommends is a bit more tempered, and perhaps a bit easier to pull off: just don’t read the news before bed. After all, there’s nothing you can do to address a social problem while you’re lying anxious in bed.
“I just don’t think it’s healthy to constantly know all the details of everything bad that’s going on in the world,” Louise says. “And the details are so ugly lately. I think they’ve always been, but we didn’t always have access to the kinds of information that we have now.”
In some ways, the concept of a news fast reminds me of Fred Bryant’s research on dampening happiness. Worrying constantly about worst-case scenarios that may or may not come to pass is a surefire way to distract us from enjoying our present lives. It’s much healthier for a person to live in the current moment and focus their attention on information that’s truly useful to them and the local problems they can address.
Consume Less Information, More Meaningfully
When we first encounter a new fact or idea, our brains review it in a very surface-level way.35 In my field, social psychology, it’s often said that the first step to understanding something is assuming it’s true. We tend to be a bit gullible and uncritical when we’re first introduced to a new idea. It’s only by taking the time to reflect on new knowledge that we can really make deeper sense of it.
When we spend time carefully pondering information, we’re able to reevaluate our preexisting opinions, discover the holes in someone’s argument, or see a familiar idea in a completely new light. Researchers sometimes call this process “elaboration.”36 It takes a lot of energy and attention to elaborate on new information. When a person is distracted, tired, or suffering from serious information overload, they can’t really elaborate on anything new.37
Taking a slower, more contemplative approach to learning can help us to be more thoughtful and critical, and can help us reduce anxiety. As an educator, I’ve noticed that when I try to make my students memorize too much information at once, they end up understanding almost none of it. But when I slowly work through a lesson and give people plenty of time to digest it, discuss it, and even challenge it, they can come to comprehend it in a more lasting, personal way. What matters is the quality and intentionality behind our efforts, not how hard we’re pushing and pressuring ourselves. Here are a few steps a person can take if they want to consume less information in a more meaningful way.
Practice Active Reading
Active reading is the exact opposite of the frantic doomscrolling so many of us do online. Instead of trying to take in as much information as quickly as you can, you work to slowly and intentionally break down small passages. This increases your odds of meaningfully processing what you’ve read. I recommend active reading to many of my students, especially the ones who are taking classes after many years away from school, but it’s really an invaluable technique that can benefit anybody. Active reading something involves using the following six skills:38
It’s easy to get distracted by the constant stream of information that the Internet provides us, and to develop bad reading habits. Like anybody else, I can feel tempted to race through as many articles as possible, cramming my brain with superficial facts I haven’t taken the time to really contemplate. If, like me, you sometimes struggle with information overload, you can fall back on these methods to slow down and process things with greater intention.
Have a (Real-Time) Conversation
The Internet provides endless opportunities to argue with other people and to be misunderstood. Too much online arguing can actually make a person less willing to open up to someone they disagree with, because it gives them an overly pessimistic view of how those conversations will go.39 Experimental research shows that when two people speak privately about a disagreement, they feel much greater satisfaction than when they speak to someone in a public, online venue such as a comment section. They also feel more emotionally close to their conversation partner and are more likely to share personal information.40 The warmth and emotional complexity of a real-time conversation can help two people reach common ground when they disagree, and can foster feelings of friendship and mutual respect.
Sam learned this recently when they met up with their sister following a big fight via text message. Sam and their sister often get into spats via text. “I’ll tell my sister that it would be nice to see her at my Christmas party,” Sam says, “and she’ll think I’m being passive-aggressive or sarcastic. Even if I add a smiley face, she’ll think I’m doing it to mock her! Then again, I do the exact same thing to her. Every little message gets under my skin.”
Despite all the hurt feelings and resentments that have brought tension to their relationship, once the two of them are face-to-face, Sam feels much more at ease. “Once I’m actually looking at my sister and spending time with her, I can’t maintain the terrible version of her that I’ve created in my mind,” Sam says. “In real life she apologizes if she says something in a rude way. She laughs when things are awkward in this way that’s totally lovable. I can’t stay angry at her the way I could if I were texting from miles away, stewing over old arguments.”
Taking an online conflict out into the real world can really help defuse tension and clarify confusion. If you can’t meet in person, try switching from a “cold” medium, like text, to a “warm” one, such as a video conference. This method has helped me calm down panicked students and fighting coworkers in the past. Like Sam and their sister, most people have a harder time staying angry when they can see and hear the person they’re speaking to.
This piece of advice won’t work for all conflicts, of course. If I’m fighting online with a Neo-Nazi or someone who believes women are inherently inferior to men, I’m not going to have a better time speaking to them face-to-face. There are some disagreements in which a reasonable peace cannot (or should not) ever be found. But when a disagreement isn’t a life-and-death issue and both parties do want to understand each other, speaking in person (or in real time) can do wonders to de-escalate conflict.
Get Comfortable with Not Knowing
The absolute best way to combat the urge to overconsume information is to get comfortable with not knowing everything. In a world poisoned by the Laziness Lie, the pressure to constantly improve ourselves is immense. Many of us want to fill our every waking moment with work, achievement, and the development of new skills. The more we strive to be productive and to improve ourselves, the logic goes, the more value we bring to society. Yet our minds need time to recharge, and our lives are more vibrant and pleasurable when we have time that isn’t focused on being productive. On top of all that, it’s arrogant and unrealistic for us to expect ourselves to be well-versed in all topics. A much healthier approach is to be humble about our limitations.
On the Internet, we’re constantly asked to share our opinion. Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram all entice us to share what we’re up to and what we’re thinking about. Nearly every website has a comment section, begging us to sound off and share our views. “Comment culture” has taught us to speak more than we listen, to form an opinion based only on a headline, and to rush into conversations when we lack relevant expertise.41 But we don’t have to sound off on every issue under the sun. We can choose to read slowly and think before we speak. As all the research shows, taking a more intentional, open-minded approach to these matters helps a person to experience less stress. It also makes us better citizens and more responsible consumers of information. Knowledge can empower us, but only when we take the time to wield it responsibly.
Focus on What You Can Control
In January of 2020, Noah and I had a fight via e-mail about which steps individual people should take to mitigate climate change. Noah was dismayed by how little his friends and coworkers were willing to alter their lives in order to help the environment.
“I’m so frustrated by this super-pervasive thing I see all over leftie, progressive spaces,” he wrote, “of emphasizing over and over that it’s too late for individual choices around the environment to matter. I still don’t see how that fact absolves us of any responsibility to look at what we could do differently.”
I told Noah that I understood why people felt dejected and powerless in the fight against climate change. It’s challenging, time-consuming, and expensive to make eco-friendly choices, and even if I commit to an entire lifetime of “green” behaviors, it all could be overridden by the environmental damage a single billionaire does in a day. In addition to that, the news on climate change often makes it seem like a foregone conclusion. Under those circumstances, didn’t it make sense that people had checked out from the fight?
“I get it; this is a problem that can’t be solved by individual choices,” Noah replied. “But my point is that this is the only issue I can think of where people actively discourage each other from taking steps to address it.”
Noah and I went back and forth on this for a while. He argued that society needed to do more to educate people and to encourage them to behave in ecologically sound ways. I claimed that it would be nearly impossible to motivate people to make changes because the news presented it as this looming, abstract fear no one person had any control over. Eventually we stopped the e-mail thread, because it was getting a bit heated. I walked away from the conversation certain I was right.
Then COVID-19 hit the United States. I was astonished by how rapidly and selflessly the people around me responded. Long before any of them were legally required to, my friends and neighbors started isolating themselves. Local theaters and bars canceled performances in order to reduce crowding. Restaurants began offering free food delivery to elderly people and the newly unemployed. People placed loving but firm pressure on those who refused to socially distance. This swift, expansive response rose up in a matter of days and took effect long before our state and local government started requiring us to isolate.
Like climate change, COVID-19 began as a mostly abstract fear. Like climate change, the virus was terrifying to think about, and we knew serious damage was inevitable. The news presented us with dozens of apocalyptic-seeming projections of how the COVID-19 disaster might play out, just as they do with climate change. Yet individual people rapidly started making responsible, altruistic choices to address the pandemic, despite having spent years doing comparatively little to address climate change. Why?
I think the difference is that with the coronavirus, people felt empowered to make a meaningful choice. As the virus spread, fear ramped up, but so did knowledge about which proactive steps a person could take to minimize disaster. The news coverage of worst-case scenarios, such as how brutally the virus hit Italy, filled people with terror, but the response of countries like South Korea and Taiwan provided crucial, motivating counterexamples. In countries where people took the pandemic seriously, thousands of lives were spared. We weren’t just being fed messages of doom, we were also given hope.
Though each of us was terrified by the onslaught of bad news about COVID-19, we also knew where to look for advice about how to respond. The steps we needed to take were clear and feasible, and we knew that everyone else was also taking them. Stay inside. Wear a mask. Deliver groceries to elderly people around you. Keep at least six feet away. This advice was as widely spread by the news media as the doom-and-gloom projections were. Instead of paralyzing us with anxiety, the news called us to action. Most of us gladly answered that call, and found solace in the fact that there were elements of this massive problem we could actually control.
Two weeks into the pandemic, I e-mailed Noah and told him I took back everything I’d said about how hopeless fighting climate change seemed.
“Individuals are capable of coming together and making a difference,” I told him. “They just have to believe that their choices matter, and that they’re not alone in making them.”
Information can be used to motivate and inspire. Knowledge can be shared in a way that encourages critical thought and careful decision making, rather than prejudice and panic. The Internet has gotten us addicted to a constant drip of low-quality information, but we can refuse to be overwhelmed into passivity. It’s not “lazy” to draw limits on the amount and type of information we consume. Doing so is actually an essential public service.
— CHAPTER SIX —
Your Relationships Should Not Leave You Exhausted
Grace complains about her invasive and undermining mother, Sylvia, pretty much constantly. Sylvia is an expert at making her daughter feel small and insecure. She seems to have been a disapproving presence for Grace’s whole life. When Grace was excited to become second violin in her city’s community orchestra, Sylvia asked when she was going to become first chair. Sylvia sends Grace tons of unasked-for gifts in the mail, often things that Grace has no interest in. She gets angry if her daughter doesn’t immediately reach out to thank her for her generosity. Sylvia expects constant praise and affirmation of her goodness as a mother, something that Grace really struggles to provide.
“My mom calls me up whenever she’s upset about something,” Grace says, “and basically demands that I tell her she was a good mom. She’ll bring up a handful of good things she did, like taking the family to Disneyland, and ask me, Wasn’t that a good time? Wasn’t I a good mom to you and your siblings? And if I don’t bend over backward trying to praise her, she’ll get chilly with me or say something totally cruel.”
Sylvia can be extremely difficult to deal with, but she isn’t all bad. She works as an oncology nurse and is beloved by her patients and their families. Whenever Grace has a violin performance, Sylvia clears her calendar to fly to Chicago to come see it. When other people are around, Sylvia can seem like a warm, proud mother, showering her talented daughter with praise. On paper, her mother is a caring, giving person—yet whenever Grace interacts with her, she feels like she’s been emotionally vampirized.
It reached a low point last summer, just as Grace was starting a new job. Her mother and her thirteen-year-old sister appeared unannounced on her doorstep the morning of Grace’s first day of work, saying they’d come to “surprise” her. They were holding luggage.
“I thought I was going to projectile-vomit on them,” Grace says. “My mom’s standing there, and she obviously thinks she and my sister are going to stay with me, even though they never asked. And she can see on my face that I’m not giving her the, you know, thrilled reaction she hoped this surprise was gonna get. She can see I’m not grateful. And so she’s already starting to get pissed.”
Grace let her mother and sister into her apartment and tried to put on a happy face, but the damage was already done. Her mind was racing with anxiety. How was she going to make it to work on time? Was her roommate going to be upset that they had surprise guests? Sylvia could see it. She’d planned this surprise expecting gratitude and praise, and she wasn’t getting it. So, she became furious.
“My mother spent that whole visit fuming on the couch,” Grace said. “I tried to make dinner plans with her, I offered to take my sister to the museum, I visited them on my lunch break even though it was a total pain. It didn’t matter. Mom decided I was being ungrateful, so she made the whole visit miserable. I had to spend the next, like, three months apologizing to her.”
As she’s telling me this story, Grace gets a text from her mom. She shows me the screen and sighs, rolling her eyes. Grace recognizes how one-sided and unhealthy her relationship with her mother is. Despite that, she halts our conversation so she can give her mother a call. I watch Grace pace the sidewalk, reassuring her mom that yes, she will be coming home to visit for Thanksgiving, and yes, she really is looking forward to it. She looks visibly pained.
Many of us struggle with unbalanced relationships. We don’t know how to say no to someone who expects ridiculous things of us. We try to fix other people’s problems because we can’t stand to see them upset. We take responsibility for all the household chores because we’re afraid to ask our partners or roommates to pull more weight. We give more than we ought to, yet whenever we imagine asking someone else to pick up the slack, we feel terrified.
The Laziness Lie has eroded our sense of healthy boundaries and consent. When we believe hard work is the only true “good” in life, and that we must earn our right to be loved, it becomes hard for us to know how to draw limits, even with the people we love. Just as we struggle to cut back on unfair work demands, we also struggle to back down from social expectations that make us uncomfortable. Often, we’re left feeling that we have no right to boundaries at all.
Most of us spend the entire workweek ignoring our body’s need for rest and idleness, because the Laziness Lie says our feelings are a source of weakness that shouldn’t be trusted. That tendency to ignore our needs can seep into our personal lives too, making us horrible at standing up to the people who leech our energy. We get so good at ignoring our needs that we can’t even recognize when a relationship is damaging. We end up repeatedly being exploited and manipulated, rather than being nourished and supported.
As an adult with a few years of therapy under her belt, Grace has come to realize that her mother’s behavior is inappropriate. She also recognizes that whenever she speaks to her mother, she feels horrible for hours afterward. However, an entire lifetime of being Sylvia’s daughter has made Grace very accustomed to swallowing her words and striving to please. Confronting Sylvia about her bad behavior still seems kind of unthinkable. “My mom raised me, and she put me through college,” Grace says. “I can’t just throw her away like garbage. I love her.”
It’s telling that Grace thinks pushing back against her mother would be akin to treating her like garbage. When a person has grown up prioritizing the needs of other people, they often mistakenly believe that it’s selfish to have any needs of their own. In her book Adult Children of Emotionally Immature Parents: How to Heal from Distant, Rejecting, or Self-Involved Parents, psychologist Lindsay C. Gibson writes that children who did not receive adequate care and attention from their parents learn that the only kinds of relationships they deserve to have are unbalanced ones. She writes:
Emotional loneliness is so distressing that a child who experiences it will do whatever is necessary to make some kind of connection.… These children may learn to put other people’s needs first as the price of admission to a relationship.1
While Gibson’s work focuses on child-parent relationships, she notes that these dynamics also play out in romantic partnerships and friendships. When a person believes that the only way to be loved is to please somebody else, they end up in all kinds of overly demanding relationships, forever giving more than they receive and never feeling truly seen.
This is exactly what happened with Grace. She’s the only roommate in her four-bedroom apartment who cleans the communal living areas at all. She regularly gives her friends rides across town, spots them money for food and drinks, and spends many evenings listening to her loved ones complain about their problems. There’s nothing wrong with these loving gestures, of course, but in Grace’s case they aren’t reciprocated. She never learned how to ask for the same kind of support she compulsively doles out. She tells me it feels incredibly lonely. As Gibson writes, “Covering up your deepest needs prevents genuine connection with others.”
Human beings are interdependent. We need social connections and community in order to thrive, yet many of us live in such deep fear of disappointing other people that we compromise our own values and abandon our well-being in the process. The Laziness Lie actively encourages this painful self-erasure by teaching us that our value is defined by what we can do for other people.
In order to form authentic, safe bonds with others, we must get comfortable with letting other people down. We have to be able to say no in our relationships, just as we must learn to dial back our punishingly heavy workloads and other commitments. Emotional overexertion can be just as damaging as professional overwork. The answer to both is to embrace our authentic needs and to stop worrying that saying no makes us lazy.
Dealing with a Demanding Family
Like Grace, Bryan constantly feels pressured by his parents to give them vast quantities of time and attention. Whenever he gets a day off from his high-stress job as a research chemist, his parents expect him to fly home to visit them. Over the years, this has put a ton of stress on his marriage. He and his wife, Stephanie, haven’t taken a vacation together as a couple in years. Bryan’s parents even demanded that his wedding take place in their hometown several states away instead of in St. Louis, where the couple now lives. Recently, Stephanie reached a breaking point.
“She blurted out at me, You’re married to your parents, not me,” Bryan says. “And she brought up all these times that I’d dropped whatever I was doing to go help my parents out, even if that meant leaving her behind.”
Initially, Bryan felt very defensive. Stephanie is a white woman from a midwestern family, and her relatives have entirely different expectations than Bryan’s Korean-American family does. The first few times that Stephanie complained about Bryan’s family being overly demanding, he chalked it up to cultural differences that she didn’t grasp. Over time, though, he has begun to question whether some of her complaints are valid.
“There’s probably a middle ground I could try to strike,” Bryan says. “I want to be there for my parents and show that I love them and will always be there for them, but at the same time, I’ve literally never said no to them or taken space. So maybe it’s time to cut the cord a little bit.”
Kathy Labriola is a counselor based in the San Francisco Bay Area. For decades she’s treated clients who work themselves into a frenzy trying to meet the needs of other people. “A lot of people are addicted to approval,” she says. “I think most women are, but it’s not just women who do it. A lot of people seek out situations that feed into that need they have to feel useful to other people.”
Since the 1980s, Kathy has worked to help clients develop assertiveness and reshape unbalanced relationships. Most of the advice she gives consists of relatively small, subtle steps a person can take to gradually reduce their level of commitment to another person. These steps aren’t dramatic or cathartic; there’s no big moment when her patients confront the friends and family who’ve berated them all their lives. Instead, Kathy’s recommended steps are all about replacing old, ineffective patterns with better ones. Sharon Glassburn takes a similar view, and also recommends that her clients change their relationship dynamics in a gradual way. “People sometimes expect these big moments of big conflict,” she says, “but usually building boundaries with a loved one comes down to more mundane steps, and they take time.”
Overall, the advice that both Sharon and Kathy give to their clients consists of three broad strokes: challenge expectations that the person has for you, practice disappointing the person, and keep repeating your no, over and over again, even if it makes you feel like a broken record.
Clear Up Expectations
Overly demanding people often assume that you’ll meet their needs without ever saying so outright. When a client of hers is caught in a relationship with someone like that, Sharon recommends sitting down with the challenging person and making their expectations explicit. “So often we go into a relationship with unspoken ideas of what to expect from the other person,” she says. “And sometimes even just naming what they’re asking you for can make a big difference.”
In Bryan’s case, this involved actually telling his parents that their demands were too extreme. “I had to tell them that not all of my coworkers traveled home to see their parents every time they had a long weekend,” he says. “That didn’t change what my parents wanted from me, but it did help me explain why I couldn’t visit them so often anymore. And it made me feel more like I was being a reasonable person.”
In friendships, it’s rare for people to have explicit conversations about what they want and what they’re able to give to the other person, but Sharon says laying those things bare can clear up a lot of conflicts. It can also illustrate when two people are at an impasse. “Sometimes it can really help to sit down together and just talk about What do you expect from me? What do I need from you?” she tells me.
If you find that a person’s expectations or needs are overly large or simply aren’t a good fit, you can begin to cut back on your commitments to them.
Warn the Person That You’ll Be Pulling Back
Kathy Labriola recommends giving your loved one a heads-up that things are about to change. This warning doesn’t have to be confrontational; in fact, it doesn’t even have to be honest. Sometimes it works better if you soften the blow with an excuse.
“I suggest that people tell their family members they’re going through something and that they’re going to be less available,” Kathy says. “That way you’re giving them some advanced warning that it’s nothing personal, you just won’t be able to do as much for them as you have in the past.”
For many people, an effective excuse to fall back on is busyness. Sometimes, the only limit people can fully understand is one created by work. So if you’re dealing with someone who does not respect your emotional boundaries, you can actually leverage the language of busyness in order to get away with doing less.
This tactic was effective for Bryan. His parents didn’t respect his needs or the needs of his wife, but they did respect his high-pressure job. So, he learned to use it to his advantage. “If I don’t have the energy to talk to them one day, I just tell them I’m having a late night at work,” he says. “Once, I told them I had a work conference, when really Stephanie and I went camping. If I use my job as the reason I’m pulling back, they don’t get mad, and they don’t take it personally as much.”
Say No to Small Things
It takes time to retrain a person and adjust their expectations. It also takes time to train ourselves to stop reflexively saying yes so much. Kathy finds it’s often most effective to begin with small refusals, particularly ones that won’t blow up into a huge conflict. “Start by saying no to small things,” she says, “because those are easier and the consequences are less. Start to notice when [the demanding person] asks for something small, like getting a ride to the airport, and just start to say no to some of those things.”
This step combines very well with the previous piece of advice. If you’ve already warned the demanding person that you have a lot on your plate and can’t be as available for them as you once were, you’ll have an explanation to fall back on if they become upset. Over time, you can begin to increase what you’re capable of saying no to. It makes for great self-advocacy practice.
Grace was desperately in need of self-advocacy practice, if she was ever going to resist her mom’s manipulations. Her therapist suggested she try disappointing a loved one at least once per week—so that’s exactly what she did. It started out small, but it helped her recognize which of her friends were really there for her.
“Some people disappeared on me the second I stopped giving them free rides and going out of my way to be there for them,” she says. “But other people stepped up their game. I told my friend Phil I couldn’t pick him up every time he wanted to hang out, and he immediately started taking Lyfts to my house. Just like it was nothing. That told me he really wanted to spend time with me even when I wasn’t doing all of the work to make it happen.”
With other relationships, though, the change was not as seamless. In those situations, Grace had to learn to stand strong and reassert her needs and limits as often as necessary.
Don’t Be Afraid to Be a Broken Record
When you enforce a new boundary with someone, they’ll tend to push back against it. In order to hold firm, you may have to say no and provide your standard excuse over and over (and over) again. “I call it the broken-record technique,” Kathy says. “You just have to keep telling them the same thing over again. Eventually, they’ll get the message. But it takes time. You can’t expect a person to adapt immediately when you’ve been behaving a different way with them for your whole life.”
Kathy has been through this process herself, with a younger sister who used to expect Kathy to baby her and take care of her. After decades of always rushing to help her sister out and meet her every need, Kathy realized she had to dial things back. “About twenty years ago I started changing that relationship,” she says. “And it took years. I’d been giving in to my sister’s manipulations for, like, forty years or something, so I couldn’t expect her to just be fine with it the first time I said no. Her belief was that I’m supposed to do everything for her. And why wouldn’t she believe that? That’s how it had been.”
Now, two decades later, Kathy’s sister doesn’t manipulate her or demand excessive support the way she once did. Bryan is at a much earlier stage of the process. He started refusing his parents this year. But he’s starting to see gradual growth too. “This year my mom asked me what my and Stephanie’s plans were for Christmas,” he says, smiling a bit, “instead of wanting to know which day we’d be arriving at their house. Which maybe doesn’t sound incredible to you, but that’s huge. They asked. They didn’t assume.”
This doesn’t mean Bryan’s work is over, of course. His parents still regularly want to have hours-long chats with him on the phone or ask him to share more about his life than he’s comfortable with. When those moments come, he falls back on the broken-record technique. “I just have to keep telling them Sorry, I’m busy, but I love you so much,” he says.
Lightening the Invisible Load
Riley’s marriage to Tom was nearly destroyed by a pile of cardboard boxes.
“He never picks up after himself unless I tell him to,” she says about her spouse. “And, frankly, having to ask him every single time is demoralizing. It’s not my job!”
Riley’s been with Tom since college. Over the years the two had fallen into an uncomfortable yet all-too-common pattern. They both worked all day, Riley as a public-school elementary teacher and Tom at a science museum. At the end of the day, Riley would make time to tidy up the house, picking up empty food containers, sweeping the dirt by the front door, and throwing socks in the laundry. Tom would just flop onto the couch and play Minecraft.
One evening, Riley came home late and found that Tom had left a pile of boxes on the kitchen counter. A bunch of Amazon orders had come in that day, and he’d torn open their packaging and left them in a heap.
“I decided I was going to test him,” Riley says. “I wanted to see how long he would just let the boxes sit there if I didn’t say anything about them.”
For weeks, Riley didn’t say a thing about the boxes—and Tom didn’t touch them. When more mail came in, Tom threw it on top of the pile. Dust accumulated on the boxes, but he didn’t seem the least bit bothered by it. A month passed. The counter had gotten so dirty that it was unusable. Tom started prepping his meals on the coffee table in the living room instead.
Two and a half months into the experiment, Riley came home and saw Tom chopping vegetables in front of the TV, broccoli florets falling onto the carpet, the boxes still piled up in the kitchen. She snapped.
“I screamed at him; I said horrible things,” she tells me, “stuff I’m still having to apologize for. And when I told him that the boxes, the fucking boxes, were the reason I was so upset, all he said was, Well, why didn’t you tell me?”
Riley spent years silently suffering through what researchers call the “second shift”: the hours of cleaning and tidying that women typically perform when they get home from work.2 Women often suffer from an unspoken yet powerful pressure to look after the house, keep track of their family’s to-do list, and run countless household errands, while the men in their lives do comparatively little.3 Like Riley, many women spend all day keeping a running mental log of household responsibilities that need to get done, while the men who live with them seem to be completely unaware that there even is a list that’s forever growing and must be dealt with. When women confront male partners about this imbalance, the common reply is the infuriating “Well, you should have asked me for help.”4
The second shift isn’t exclusive to romantic relationships. Grace did all of the cleaning in her apartment because her roommates (three straight men) couldn’t be bothered to chip in. And this phenomenon expands way beyond the home. In professional settings, women take the lion’s share of the social and domestic work: cleaning out the office refrigerator, buying the cake when a coworker has a birthday, and making sure meetings are up-to-date on the company’s communal calendar. In academia, women faculty members are nearly always the people who organize and lead committees, schedule events, and mentor struggling students.5 When men don’t perform their fair share of this work, women tend to pick up the slack. It’s very difficult for most women, who’ve been indoctrinated by the Laziness Lie and decades of living under sexism, to consider that they deserve to let those responsibilities drop and to be as selfish as the men around them.
Mandy is a professor at a university in Indiana. Recently, she told me her dean berated her for spending hours in her office each week, speaking with students who weren’t “high achievers.” Many of them were at risk of flunking out, and she was providing them a necessary confidence boost, as well as practical tips for succeeding in college.
“The dean told me I was wasting time I could have spent doing my job,” she says. “I had to tell him, This is my job.”
Though supporting students is, in theory, the role of a professor, helping them was unlikely to earn Mandy any awards or get her any publications. Yet she saw it as a necessary duty, both because she cared about these students and because her male colleagues had failed to provide their fair share of mentoring. As a result, first-generation college students, students with learning disabilities, and anybody else who was having a tough time always knocked on Mandy’s door, not anyone else’s.
This imbalance of power and responsibility gets even worse when you take into account other isms, such as racism, and transphobia. Transgender women, for example, often feel an even more intense pressure to perform domestic labor than cisgender women do. Rebekah explains it this way:
If a cisgender woman decides to fight the power and say, Hey, I’m not doing all the household chores anymore, it’s a feminist act. But if I refuse to do those “womanly” activities as a trans woman, people go, Oh, you’re so entitled and lazy—you’re acting like a man.
Race is also interwoven into this issue. Black and brown women tend to take on even more invisible labor at their jobs than white women do.6 They also expend a great deal more energy monitoring how they speak and act, because even the smallest expression of displeasure can get them labeled angry or rude.7 In academia, men of color do much more committee work and “service” than white men do. Their time is seen as less valuable, and people expect them to do the thankless work women are also expected to do.8 People of color are also expected to head diversity initiatives, run inclusion committees, and spend time educating their white coworkers about racial bias, typically with no additional compensation.
The Laziness Lie loves to blame victims for their own oppression. It tells us that if a person wants to succeed in the face of bigotry, all they have to do is work harder than everyone else, and attend to their own needs even less. It’s a toxic mindset that can erode their mental and physical health, as well as their sense of boundaries. There are, however, steps a person can take to slowly reduce the amount of invisible, undervalued work they reflexively take.
Track How You Spend Your Time
Kathy Labriola recommends that her clients take stock of how much time they throw away doing work that goes unappreciated. “I ask them to keep very careful track of how they spend their time, at least for a couple of weeks,” she says, “even if it’s just thirty seconds here, a minute there, so they can see how it all adds up.”
Kathy finds that her most exhausted, stressed-out clients spend hours every day doing chores, answering nonurgent messages, updating group calendars, and generally taking care of the needs of other people. They often don’t realize how much time gets spent doing these things. All they notice is the nagging sense that they never have enough time to do everything they’re supposed to be doing. By keeping track of their daily habits for a few weeks, Kathy’s clients can step back and see just where all that time is going. Then they can reflect on whether those small, daily choices reflect their real priorities.
Clarify Your Values
Both Kathy Labriola and Sharon Glassburn mentioned asking their overextended clients to sit down and evaluate whether their day-to-day habits actually align with what matters most to them. “Make a list of all the things you do on a regular basis, and see if some of them can be eliminated,” Kathy says. “Are they really necessary? Drop activities that aren’t nurturing you or bringing something positive into your life.”
Sharon Glassburn helps her clients work through these decisions using a worksheet on values clarification:9 “Values clarification” is a process in which a person examines their choices and actions and asks whether those choices line up with the ideals that matter most to them. Below is the worksheet Sharon uses, with some example values listed:
Values Clarification
Your values are the beliefs that define what is most important to you. They guide each of your choices in life. For example, someone who values family might try to spend extra time at home, while someone who values success in their career may do just the opposite. Understanding your values will help you recognize areas of your life that need more attention, and what to prioritize in the future.
Select your ten most important items from the following list. Rank them from 1 to 10 with “1” being the most important item.
___ Love | ___ Honesty |
___ Wealth | ___ Humor |
___ Family | ___ Loyalty |
___ Morals | ___ Reason |
___ Success | ___ Independence |
___ Knowledge | ___ Achievement |
___ Power | ___ Beauty |
___ Friends | ___ Spirituality |
___ Free Time | ___ Respect |
___ Adventure | ___ Peace |
___ Variety | ___ Stability |
___ Calmness | ___ Wisdom |
___ Freedom | ___ Fairness |
___ Fun | ___ Creativity |
___ Recognition | ___ Relaxation |
___ Nature | ___ Safety |
___ Popularity | ___ __________ |
___ Responsibility | ___ __________ |
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“What I really like about this exercise,” Sharon says, “is that it forces a person to step back and decide, even if they care about all of these things, which ones they really want to put first. Because you can’t actually have everything—you do have to make choices about how you’re going to spend your time.”
Rather than scrambling to do it all—maintaining a clean house, doing countless volunteer duties, working long hours, and supporting our friends—we often need to free up our schedules (and our minds) by doing much less. When we say no to the things that aren’t the most meaningful to us, we have the capacity to deeply invest in the things that are meaningful. That may require offloading some responsibilities onto somebody else.
Let Other People Do the Job Poorly
After the blowup about the cardboard boxes, Riley finally sat down with Tom for an honest conversation about how chores got divided in their household. She learned something kind of surprising about his outlook. “He told me that every time he does something around the house, I complain about the way he did it,” she says. “Like, if he doesn’t sweep well enough, I’ll just go back and do it again. I guess it fed into his sense that, you know, taking care of the house was something I was in charge of, and he was just supposed to follow my lead.”
Riley had spent years paying attention to household chores and learning how to do them correctly. For her, it was cringe-inducing to watch Tom stumble through these same tasks poorly. So, she cut in and did them properly, hoping Tom would notice and adapt. Instead, he got the message that he couldn’t be trusted with those tasks. Riley had to learn to resist the urge to “save” Tom from his own ineptitude.
With the help of a couples counselor, Riley finally started passing household tasks to her partner. “Now he’s in charge of dishes, laundry, and cleaning the bathroom and living room,” she tells me. “It’s not my job. What I have to work on is not accidentally doing any of it, or telling him how to do it.”
Now, if Tom flounders while cleaning, Riley doesn’t step in. She’ll sit on the patio and read a magazine while he takes twice as long to scrub the bathroom as it would take her. Her inaction might look downright “lazy” to a stranger, but she’s proud of having finally learned to let go a bit.
“I had one client who was working a full-time job, raising children, trying to do everything she was supposed to be doing. She told me, I could either have a life, or have a clean house,” Kathy says. “And she decided to have a life.”
Coping with Parenting Guilt
It’s no coincidence that the client who gave up on having a clean house was a mother to small kids. Parents face perhaps the greatest social pressure to meet others’ needs of anyone. There are so many ways to get parenting “wrong,” in society’s eyes; so many choices that can earn a parent judgment and disdain.10 This makes an already tiring, demanding responsibility even more anxiety-ridden and grueling. And, once again, the source of this problem is the Laziness Lie.
Competing yet incompatible perspectives on how to do parenting “right” become popular every few years. Every generation of parents finds something new to feel bad about. From about 1920 until the middle of the twentieth century, psychologists such as John B. Watson warned parents not to cuddle or kiss their children and to limit physical contact to a handshake or a pat on the head.11 Watson claimed that too much affection could make a child weak-willed and soft. In the latter half of the twentieth century, the big parenting fad was attachment parenting, which suggested the exact opposite approach.12 Suddenly, the fear became that children who weren’t held and cuddled enough would develop low self-esteem, depression, and tons of other issues. By the 1990s, things flipped again and fear of “helicopter parenting” began to build, and parents started worrying that being too attentive could erode a child’s sense of self.13
“There is no way to not mess your kids up,” says Aiden, a stay-at-home father to three boys.
Aiden is a transgender man, and says he’s worried about how to be the best father to his kids since the day he realized he was pregnant. “You can read all these books about what not to do and make yourself sick worrying about it. Even when you’re pregnant, you can read all this competing advice—Don’t eat this, don’t exercise, no, wait, you should exercise—and you never know if any of it actually matters in the end.”
Today’s parents are inundated with conflicting advice. “Mommy blogs” and parenting-focused social media accounts dispense endless judgment on issues like breastfeeding, co-sleeping, allowances, and day care. Nearly every choice is highly politicized, from preschool selection to purchasing gender-nonconforming clothes and toys. Many parents report feeling guilty and uncertain about their choices, and fear being socially rejected for failing to raise their kids perfectly.14 These anxious parents worry that they’re not doing enough to set their children up for success; in short, they feel lazy.
Aiden says he used to take all these competing perspectives to heart, and it drove him absolutely batty with worry and self-doubt. His mother-in-law contributed to his anxiety by critiquing everything Aiden did and said as a parent too. “She meant well, but she had all these ideas that were so out of date,” he says. “She wanted me to raise my sons in this really stereotypically masculine way—which, as a trans person, I’m just not going to do. But she didn’t get it.”
Facebook and Instagram gave Aiden’s mother-in-law a regular window into his family’s life, allowing her to judge him from thousands of miles away. When Aiden posted online about his kids, he’d sometimes get critical comments from total strangers as well.
“I’d share pictures of my kids to private parenting groups,” he says, “but even there, other people would tell me what I was doing wrong, how I should have nursed my kids longer, how I needed to sign them up for sports, all this stuff I didn’t even ask for anybody’s opinion on. Parenting is always kind of solitary, but this made it especially isolating.”
Some studies suggest that parenting anxiety is on the rise, due in part to social media use.15 Yet again, digital tools have made it easier than ever for the Laziness Lie to pursue us, constantly reminding us that there’s more we could be doing, and that we’re letting people down in an endless variety of ways. Rather than succumbing to this pressure, Aiden chose to reject it. “By the time you have your second kid, you realize you’ve screwed up a thousand times, and you’re gonna screw up again,” he says. “And each time it happens, it terrifies you less. The world doesn’t end.”
Instead of aiming to be a flawless dad, Aiden decided to embrace just being “good enough.” It turns out that research suggests “good enough” is a great goal.
Be Just “Good Enough”
In the 1980s, developmental psychologists started embracing the concept of the “good-enough parent.”16 After generations of passing down rigid rules for how a parent (usually a mother) was supposed to behave, researchers began to realize that parenting perfection didn’t really exist. Every parent had flaws, and trying to eradicate those flaws didn’t work. Instead, parents coped better if they entirely abandoned the hope of being perfect.
According to developmental psychology, the good-enough parent provides their child with love, shelter, and adequate food; they make mistakes, but nothing that causes their children significant trauma.17 They don’t obsess over society’s ideas of what a parent “should” be doing; instead, they find a balance between their own needs and the unique traits and passions of their child.
For Aiden, being a good-enough dad means cutting some corners. “We eat a lot of microwaved chicken tenders in this house, and sometimes I’ll put the kids to bed early without a bath,” he says, laughing. “My mother-in-law would hate to hear that. But my kids are happy, healthy little goblins, and my husband and I actually have time to have sex once in a while.”
Embrace Mistakes
A key feature of the good-enough parent is that they don’t beat themselves up when they make a mistake; instead, they try to make amends for it and learn from the experience. Research suggests that it’s the comfortable, self-accepting imperfection of the good-enough parent that helps a child learn how to deal with life’s inevitable setbacks and disappointments.18
Another parent I spoke to, Emily, openly discusses her mistakes with her daughter. One of her biggest mistakes was engaging in corporal punishment. “I used to think spanking was good discipline,” she tells me. “That’s how I was raised. But then I learned all about the research that it’s just bad, it just doesn’t work. My daughter’s twelve now, and we’ve talked about it. I told her, Here’s why I used to think that was okay, and here’s why I stopped.”
When parents discuss mistakes with their children, they create an open line of communication that makes the relationship more resilient and capable of growth. Research also suggests that parents who are comfortable with making mistakes are more accepting of their children’s flaws and screwups as well.19
Live Your Own Life
Famed couples counselor Esther Perel has frequently written that in order for parents to maintain their own mental health and sense of identity, they must make time to pursue hobbies and social activities that have nothing to do with their kids.20 This can benefit the children in a direct way: when parents choose to detach a bit from their parenting role, they give their children the freedom to entertain themselves and find their own passions.21
Aiden put this principle into practice a few years ago, shortly after his middle child was born. Though having two children left him busier than ever before, he made a conscious choice to carve out time for one of his favorite activities: rock climbing.
“I told my husband, Look, I’m gonna start climbing again, and, like, one weekend a month, I want to go out to the state parks and go up some cliffs,” he says. “And my husband was like, Okay, I’m going to start scheduling Dungeons & Dragons sessions with my friends too.”
Years later, both Aiden and his husband still make regular time for their hobbies. When their plans overlap, they hire a babysitter, and try not to feel guilty about it.
“Sometimes one of the boys will be sick, and one of us will go, Oh, I should cancel my plans and stay with them,” Aiden says. “And in those moments one of us will correct the other and go, Look, it’s good for the family to do what’s good for ourselves. And usually that helps.”
Setting Limits with Exhausting Friends
Years ago, I had a friend named Ethan. We met online, on a forum for fans of the show Mad Men. I loved the dark wit Ethan brought to his weekly reviews of the show’s episodes. Our online conversations evolved into a friendship, and a few years later, Ethan moved to Chicago to take a new job.
Once he arrived in Chicago, Ethan’s behavior changed. He hated his job, and quickly became depressed. He had no other friends in town and became reliant on me for social contact and emotional support. He started telling me about abuse he had endured as a child, often going into upsetting detail. He complained about his boss and said his life looked hopeless. Eventually he started talking about suicide.
I didn’t want Ethan to hurt himself. I felt responsible for his well-being. After all, he’d moved to Chicago knowing nobody else but me! If I didn’t listen to him pouring his heart out, nobody would, so I did everything I could to help. I’d talk to him late into the night, reassuring him that his life had meaning and that he should keep going. I researched therapists in his area and created a list of providers I thought would be a good fit for him. I searched for jobs he could apply to and sent them his way. I had a social-worker friend call him up and work through solutions with him.
One night, Ethan was caught in a deep, depressive spiral, and kept texting me the same words, over and over: “I don’t have any hope. I don’t have any hope. I don’t have any hope.”
“Ethan, I’m so sorry,” I wrote back. “I don’t know what to say. Did any of the therapists I recommended look like a good fit?”
“All a therapist would do is tell me to look on the bright side or do yoga or something,” he replied grimly. “That’s not going to help me.”
I kept encouraging him to get additional help. My support was clearly not enough, I told him.
“To be honest,” Ethan replied, “I haven’t even opened up the list you sent me.”
In that moment, I realized I was trying harder to help Ethan than he was trying to help himself. I felt so used and underappreciated that I stopped talking to him right then and there. I was furious at Ethan, but even more disappointed in myself.
The Laziness Lie has fundamentally warped our sense of boundaries, making many of us believe that other people’s problems are ours to solve. It tells us that if we care for someone, we have to suffer to help them. Unfortunately, we can’t actually fix another person’s problems. So, we end up frustrated and run-down, realizing we’ve been pouring energy into helping someone who can’t (or won’t) meet us halfway. Kathy Labriola works with a lot of clients who struggle with this.
“It’s a wonderful impulse, to try to help people,” she says. “But it can also become a compulsion some people have to always run in and help, without even asking if they’re the person who should be doing it, or if there’s anything they can do to help.”
The Laziness Lie guilts us into taking on responsibilities that aren’t ours to carry. Before we get wrapped up in yet another dramatic, ill-fated attempt to “save” someone, we ought to ask ourselves if another person’s problems truly warrant our involvement, and if so, which kinds of involvement. From there, we can begin breaking out of the insecure, approval-seeking patterns that make us throw away hours of effort trying to help a person who isn’t receptive to that help.
Determine Whether You Should Help, and How Much
When Kathy has a client who struggles with emotional overcommitment, she presents them with a series of questions that are designed to help them reflect on whether being involved is their responsibility. Here are those questions, followed by some alternative methods of addressing the problem that don’t involve trying to “fix” the situation.
These questions point to how many people reflexively attempt to “help” others in ways that are excessive, unrealistic, or even downright invasive.
“I see clients take up all these caregiving responsibilities for someone who’s just a casual acquaintance,” Kathy says, “and suddenly they’ll become a major support person in this near-stranger’s life. And I’m like, You barely even know this person!”
If I had stopped to ask myself these questions about Ethan, I would have realized that his depression and trauma history weren’t issues I could solve, and involving myself so deeply in his life was wildly inappropriate. Ethan needed to seek out therapy himself, when he was ready. I’d wasted hours making a list of therapists for him when that wasn’t what he wanted. What he wanted was for me to be on call to support him twenty-four seven. I could have spared myself and Ethan a lot of frustration if I’d refused to give in to that oversized expectation. It never occurred to me to draw those types of boundaries. At the time, I was too addicted to being “useful” to other people.
Ask Yourself Why You’re Trying to Help
A few months later, I listened to an episode of the advice podcast Dear Prudence and heard something that knocked me right on my ass. One of the advice-seekers in the episode was caught up in a very one-sided friendship with their next-door neighbor. This person provided their neighbor with free babysitting, groceries, and tons of emotional support. The neighbor had never so much as thanked them for their generosity. The advice-seeker felt resentful, burned out, and taken advantage of. They wanted to know what Prudence, aka Danny M. Lavery, thought they ought to do.
Danny’s response began with a few practical tips about how to deflect the needy neighbor’s requests. But then he went deeper and challenged the letter writer to ponder why they had felt so compelled to do thankless, unnecessary work for someone who was barely even their friend. Do you believe that if you take care of enough people, Danny mused, eventually someone will notice and finally decide to take care of you?
Danny’s question might as well have been directed at me. The Laziness Lie had browbeaten me into hiding every vulnerability and need and left me obsessed with proving my worth to other people. I couldn’t imagine asking for emotional support or care. Whenever I felt lonely or sad, I would try to boost my mood by helping somebody else. I had always secretly hoped that somebody would notice how hard I was working and approach me out of the blue, saying, Oh, you poor thing, you’ve already done so much. Let me take care of you.
Kathy Labriola recommends that people ask themselves why they want to help people in need, and what they expect to get out of helping. “We all have a mix of healthy and unhealthy motives for doing things,” she says, “and that’s okay. But you do want to get a sense of what the ratio is there.”
In other words, it’s normal to have somewhat selfish motives for helping other people. None of us is perfectly altruistic. But if you find yourself compulsively helping other people in a desperate bid to win their approval, it’s time to dial back your commitments. In particular, you should disengage from enmeshed, unfair relationships in which you don’t feel appreciated, and in which interactions leave you feeling used up or taken advantage of.
Stop Rewarding Inappropriate Behavior
In his book How to Deal with Emotionally Explosive People, the psychologist Albert J. Bernstein discusses how providing tons of mental-health support to demanding friends can create a self-defeating feedback loop. If you’re always there to help your friends feel better when they’re down, you may accidentally train them to rely on you in order to feel better. Instead of using their own resources and problem-solving abilities to address their problems, they may begin to feel that they need you to fix things for them. “The things that make people feel better the quickest,” Bernstein writes, “usually make them do worse.”22
This was exactly what happened with Ethan and me. When Ethan was feeling suicidal and hopeless, he should have called a mental-health crisis hotline, a therapist, or someone he was genuinely close with. But because I was always there, ready to listen for hours to his every complaint, he learned that I was the place to go with all his concerns. Without meaning to, I had trained him to avoid taking proactive steps to improve his life and instead develop a reliance on me.
When faced with a distressed person, many of us feel tempted to do all we can to help. But often, our best attempts at helping can harm everyone involved. There’s a huge distinction between providing help and being someone’s sole crutch or unofficial therapist. By refusing to take on responsibilities that don’t belong to us, we can empower an unhappy person to troubleshoot their own problems. They won’t be happy that we’ve refused to rescue them, but they’ll usually be much better off in the long run.
In his book, Bernstein describes several reasonable, productive forms of help that compulsive “helpers” can use to replace the more intense enmeshments they’re used to.
Instead of: | Try This: 23 |
---|---|
Offering solutions to a person’s problems | Ask them how they will solve it: “What do you plan to do?” |
Trying to make a person’s bad feelings go away | Let the person express their feelings without trying to change them. |
Letting a person vent, cry, or rant for hours without resolution | Listen supportively, but suggest a distraction or a break when the person gets “stuck” fixating on the problem. |
Listening while a person spirals into greater and greater anxiety, sadness, or rage | Interrupt them when they start to repeat themselves or escalate. “Let’s focus on the present situation right now.” |
Trying to guess what the person wants | Make them clarify expectations: “What would you like me to do?” |
Providing more support than you’re comfortable with | Identify other sources of support: “Who else can help with this?” |
Taking responsibility for the person’s situation | Deflect responsibility: “I’m flattered that you care what I think, but you’re the expert on what’s best for you.” |
If I had responded to Ethan’s panic by taking the steps on the right instead of those on the left, our friendship might not have taken the toxic, parasitic turn it did. I saw Ethan’s suicidality as something I had to make go away. Every time I tried to take charge of the problem by telling him to call specific therapists or apply to specific new jobs, I robbed him of even more agency.
After I stopped providing Ethan with boundless emotional support, he had no choice but to reflect on how he was going to solve his own problems. Months after we stopped talking, a mutual friend told me that he had a new job he liked and roommates who enjoyed spending time with him. By setting myself free of Ethan’s unrealistic demands, I inadvertently liberated us both. It wasn’t “lazy” or uncaring for me to detach from the relationship. We both needed me to.
When we stop struggling to meet other people’s expectations, we can finally begin to see ourselves and our own values clearly. And when we begin to challenge the demands that individual people place on us, we become better able to cast off the massive, far-reaching ones that society imposes on us as well.
— CHAPTER SEVEN —
Shrugging Off Society’s “Shoulds”
I’ve already found a few excuses for talking about Mad Men in this book, but please indulge me one last time. The show does a fantastic job of illustrating the pressure to conform that has always haunted the American workplace. Peggy, the ad agency’s first female copywriter, has to learn to overcome her colleagues’ sexism by talking, writing, and even dressing more like a man.1 Rather than fighting sexism head-on, she learns to cope by following its “rules” by never being too emotional, too feminine, or too sexy. Similarly, the agency’s first Black employee, Dawn, has to project a persona of unassuming cheeriness so people don’t find her “angry” or threatening.2 Even the show’s white male lead, Don Draper, has to hide every sign of his upbringing as a poor child of hillbillies. His history doesn’t line up with the “professional” image he’s cultivated, so it has to be buried under a mask of middle-class, white-male conformity.
As the descendant of Appalachian hillbillies myself, I find Don’s story very relatable. When my relatives left rural Tennessee for suburban Cleveland, they started trying to hide their hillbilly background. Whenever my dad or grandmother accidentally did something that was too “hillbilly,” someone else in the family would mock it, not-so-gently “correcting” them. Often these embarrassingly “hillbilly” acts were just sensible, thrifty behaviors, like trying to bargain for a cheaper price at a garage sale or taking a piece of decent-looking furniture from someone’s garbage.
Matthew Weiner, the creator of Mad Men, once said that the show was about “becoming white.”3 Don Draper is already white at the beginning of the show, of course; what Weiner meant was that as Don ascends the corporate ladder, he learns to erase more and more of his former self until he fully embodies the wealthy, white Anglo-Saxon Protestant persona he needs to be in order to get ahead. In my family’s case, “becoming white” was a bit more literal. My family on my dad’s side is Melungeon, a mixed-race group of people from the Cumberland Gap region of Tennessee.4 Many of my hillbilly relatives were white or white-passing, but others were dark-skinned and were read as either Black or Native. When my family moved from Tennessee to northeast Ohio, it was easy for the light-skinned members to disappear into a privileged, middle-class life. All they had to do was hide their accents and “hillbilly” traits, and never acknowledge their nonwhite roots. Even as a kid, I learned to rebuff questions about where my family was from or what my ethnicity was, because the complicated truth would bring out people’s bigotry. Historical records show that many Melungeon people have followed this exact path, obscuring their nonwhite ancestry, adopting a white identity, and blending into mainstream society through a blend of conformity and self-erasure.
The Laziness Lie encourages people to conform for the sake of succeeding at work. We’re rewarded when we choose to “become white” in our presentation, professionalism, and work habits. From a young age, we’re taught to admire the women writers who had to take male pen names in order to be published, and to celebrate the Black inventors and scholars who had to work twice as hard as their white peers for a fraction of the money and acclaim. The people who resist the world’s bigotry are branded as “lazy” complainers who don’t have what it takes to succeed.
The Laziness Lie wants us to believe that the solution to every social problem is casting aside your grievances and getting to work. The more a person can buff out all their rough edges, becoming as smooth and featureless and “normal-seeming” as possible, the more they and everyone around them can ignore systematic problems and focus on being productive. But like every other false promise the Laziness Lie makes us, it’s a self-defeating trap.
Before starting Wild Mind Collective, Kaitlin worked at a nonprofit that aimed to help low-income Black youth find decent-paying jobs. In theory, she appreciated the organization’s mission. In practice, their processes disturbed her.
“The organization focused on finding low-income youth of color who needed jobs, and then kind of transformed them into highly obedient corporate automatons,” she says.
Kaitlin says the nonprofit trained Black youth to be endlessly polite and uncomplaining. Staff and volunteers policed the kids’ mannerisms and words; anything that made them seem at all “unprofessional” was harshly discouraged. The nonprofit also trained the kids to keep their anger and outrage in check, no matter how much unfairness or racism they witnessed.
“If any of the young people had a problem obeying or had questions about the way things were run,” Kaitlin says, “people at the organization would have these phrases they would parrot constantly, telling them basically to hide their emotions and thoughts and keep on working.”
I was once a teacher at a charter school that taught its Black students similar lessons. Elementary school children were expected to sit “at attention,” with their arms folded and their eyes on the teacher at all times. If a child fidgeted, looked around the room, or expressed their selfhood in any other way, they would be punished.
In our deeply victim-blaming, Laziness-Lie-loving culture, marginalized people are often told that they must solve the problem of their own oppression. Black women are regularly told to straighten their hair because a naturally coiled hair texture is considered distracting and “unprofessional” by white people.5 Native Americans are often discouraged from wearing traditional jewelry to the office because it’s been deemed too big and “flashy.”6 Transgender people like me are often punished for openly being ourselves in the workplace. Even something as simple as using the correct restroom can result in a reprimand or an attack. We’re often told that our very existence is a “distraction” to other employees.
In the mainstream, workaholic workplace, nothing is more threatening than “distracting” nonconformity. The very concept of what counts as “professional” behavior is rooted in the desire for social control. The nonbinary writer, voice actor, and activist Jacob Tobia writes about this beautifully, in their essay titled “Why I’m Genderqueer, Professional, and Unafraid”:7
For years, professionalism has been my enemy because it requires that my gender identity is constantly and unrepentantly erased. In the workplace, the gender binary can be absolute, unfaltering, and infallible. If you dare to step out of line, you risk being mistreated by coworkers, losing promotions, or even losing your job.
Jacob wears a lot of bright, tailored dresses, chunky jewelry, and smart, work-ready heels. If they were a cisgender woman, no one in any office would have a problem with how they look. But because they’re a visibly nonbinary person with facial stubble and body hair, their cute, kicky workplace attire is deemed unacceptable.
In our culture, lots of people are told that honest expression of their selfhood is distracting or unprofessional. Fat people are expected to contort their bodies or starve themselves in order to fit into a world built for the thin. Disabled people are discouraged from asking for accommodations because it might make them seem “weak” or “lazy.” The Laziness Lie demands perfection, and it defines perfection in very rigid, arbitrary ways: a body that conforms; a tidy, presentable life; a day filled with “productive,” virtuous activities that benefit society; a life that has no room in it for rebellion or complaint. If we don’t check off each of these boxes, we’re made to feel as if we’ve failed.
Of course, we were always going to fail. These ideals exist to set our priorities for us and to keep us busy, distracted, and feeling apologetic about our needs. But we don’t have to measure ourselves against these unfair yardsticks. If we take a step back and really reflect on all of the things society tells us we “should” be doing, we may find that many of them don’t line up with who we are at all. We shouldn’t have to struggle to make ourselves palatable, understandable, and small. Resisting these “shoulds” makes us strong, not lazy.
I could have tried to be a perfectly gender-conforming, polite, pretty young woman, but years ago I decided I’d rather live as myself. Julie the former nonprofit director could have kept trying to work full-time while raising a family, to project the perfect image of the woman who “has it all,” but she chose to prioritize her family’s health instead. Kaitlin could have stayed at an organization that went against her morals, but instead she chose to create a new path for herself and uplift other “wild minds” that aren’t easily contained and controlled. Each of us has an opportunity to push back against the dictates of the Laziness Lie and ask ourselves how we truly wish to live. But doing this requires staring down some of society’s most pernicious “shoulds” and rejecting them, because we’ve finally recognized that those rules don’t serve us.
To set ourselves free, we have to refuse to meet the expectations that harm us. Deciding not to conform to these unreasonable restrictions may get us branded as “lazy,” but in truth it’s some of the hardest, most virtuous work around.
Your Body Is Already Perfect
When you’ve been taught all your life that your productivity determines your value, it’s really easy to become alienated from your body. Instead of seeing your body as a fundamental part of who you are, you come to see it as a means to an end. Our culture views bodies as tools that exist to be used and objects that exist to win the approval of others.
This is especially true for fat women, who are constantly told by society that their bodies are failing to perform their “job,” which is to be as small and conventionally beautiful as possible.
“It’s constantly exhausting to be defined by beauty,” says my friend Jessie Oliver. “That is something none of us actually really signed up for.”
Jessie Oliver is a voice coach, an amazing opera singer, and an activist for fat positivity. On her podcast Fat Outta Hell, she and her cohosts discuss everything from the joy of finding adorable plus-size bikinis to the difficulty of locating restaurants with chairs that can comfortably hold large bodies. She’s been an active voice for fat liberation for many years, pushing back against the judgment and exclusion fat people face at work, in the doctor’s office, and in the performing arts. Because she’s been on the receiving end of fatphobia for her entire life, she’s intimately aware of how society’s hatred of fatness is tied to the Laziness Lie.
“The diet industry is the only industry I can think of that profits equally whether you succeed or fail,” she says. “If you don’t lose weight, you have to keep trying; if you succeed, they can sell you all these products to help you maintain your weight—because God forbid you ever become fat again.”
Hatred of fatness is immensely profitable. In 2019, the weight-loss industry was worth over $72 billion in the United States alone.8 The industry grew 4 percent from 2018 to 2019, and most analysts predict it will continue to grow for many years to come.9 The weight-loss biz is a massive beast with many far-reaching tendrils, peddling everything from diet pills to “fat-blasting” workout classes to cosmetic surgeries to waist-training belts. If you believe your body needs to change, there are lots of options into which you can pour your money—and a lot of businesses that are eager to feed your insecurities to keep that money flowing.
Society’s hatred of fatness pushes many of us to work incredibly hard in pursuit of an arbitrary standard of “perfection.” It keeps us overexerting ourselves in gyms and fitness classes, trying desperately to mold our bodies into trim, “toned” shapes, regardless of whether that’s healthy for us. It tells us that all bodies are capable of resembling the bodies of the wealthy, white Europeans on whom the beauty standards were based.10 It convinces us that our bodies’ natural hunger signals are not to be trusted and ought to be suppressed with pills or meal-replacement shakes. It leads us to spend thousands of dollars per year on desperate attempts to “improve” ourselves, even though, statistically, those methods almost never work.
“So much of the research and so much of the science that historically has been done about fatness has been funded by the diet industry,” Jessie says, “so all the results are being presented in a way that allows them to say, We have this thing that will fix you. We’re constantly being told that we need fixing.”
Despite this immense pressure on people to “fix” their bodies through weight loss, nearly all attempts at weight loss fail.11 This is true no matter the method a person attempts: dieting, exercise, surgery, and supplements are all ineffective when it comes to changing people’s bodies, especially in the long term.12 Studies show that between 95 percent and 97 percent of people who attempt to lose weight end up gaining back all of the weight that they lost within five years.13 And though we’re all taught to see fatness as “unhealthy,” a great deal of research shows that repeatedly losing and gaining weight is far worse for a person’s health than maintaining a consistent high weight.14
Despite all of this evidence, many of us keep trying to battle fatness, because we’ve been taught to see fat as a sign of inexcusable “laziness.” “Fat” and “lazy” are two terms that often go together. Both are used to pass moral judgment on a person and to express disgust at who they are and how they live. Just as the Laziness Lie punishes economic victims for their own misfortune—You could succeed if you would just work harder—it also punishes the victims of fat hate and body negativity by saying all they need to do is eat less and exercise more.
From my teens until my late twenties, I had a pretty severe eating disorder. I used to deny myself food as much as possible and force myself to exercise for more than an hour every single day, no matter how busy I was or how tired I felt. When I got incredibly sick back in 2014, poor nutrition was definitely a contributing factor, alongside overwork. To me, the two are inextricably linked. Both my compulsive overwork and my eating disorder came from my fear of being lazy and my need to constantly prove that I was doing “enough.”
To get healthy, I had to unlearn my belief that physical suffering was a sign of virtue. I also had to challenge my fear of gaining weight. For my entire life up to that point, I’d been taught that fat people were inexcusably lazy and were themselves to blame for the exclusion and judgment they faced. To escape my eating disorder, I had to challenge my biases against fat people.
Embrace Fat Positivity
When I was first trying to heal from my eating disorder, one thing that helped immensely was exposing myself to beautiful, celebratory images of fat bodies. I started following the blogs and social media accounts of cool, fashionable, badass fat people, and began to really listen to, and appreciate, the fat people in my life. I devoured the comedy videos of Joy Nash, a fat actor who later went on to star in the show Dietland. I pored over the images of fat fashion models like Arcadio Del Valle and Kelly Lynn.15 I read writing by fat people about their experiences of prejudice and exclusion. I listened to the struggles of my fat friends. Over time, I could feel my fatphobia and my discomfort with my own body beginning to erode. As I began to judge others’ bodies less, I became more compassionate toward my own body as well.
Studies show that when we expose ourselves to diverse images of fat people, our negative stereotypes of them begin to go away.16 Research also shows that spending quality time with fat people out in the real world helps to make thin individuals less fatphobic.17 Exposure to positive images of people of a variety of sizes and shapes helps us become compassionate toward our own bodies as well.18 By coming to recognize the beauty of fat bodies, I stopped being a pawn the diet industry could manipulate and profit from. More important, I became a less cruel, less judgmental person toward the fat individuals in my life.
Remember That Your Body Is Not an Object—It’s You
When psychologists study people suffering from negative body image, at the core of the problem is something called “self-objectification.”19 When we view our bodies as objects or “things” that are separate from our minds, we’re engaging in self-objectification. In particularly damaging cases, self-objectification can even involve seeing one’s body as a collection of separate parts, all of which have their own perceived flaws, rather than a worthwhile whole.
Research shows that people who routinely think about their bodies as objects report much lower self-esteem than those who don’t, and are much more likely to engage in eating-disordered behaviors.20 One study even showed that women who spend a lot of time thinking about their bodies actually get worse at solving math problems as a result of the distraction and distress that self-objectification causes them.21 Unfortunately, the more a person is exposed to media images that uphold a thin-body ideal, the more likely they are to think in these damaging, self-objectifying ways.22
How do you fight the urge to self-objectify once it’s already there? Well, you can focus on what your body can do, rather than what it looks like.23 Exercise can become a process of celebrating what your body is capable of, or of enjoying the pleasure a good run or a tough weight lifting session can give, rather than a form of punishment.24 Being gentle with your body is also important. Listening to your body for signs of pain, discomfort, and hunger can help you feel more attuned to your needs and less apt to punish yourself with overexertion. Most of all, you have to work to abandon the fear that being idle or gaining weight is a sign that you’re “lazy.”
As we talked about back in chapter two, great healing can be found in listening to our bodies and honoring our needs for rest and idleness. It’s revolutionary—and deeply healing—to listen to our bodies’ pain or exhaustion and respect it rather than judging it. Unlearning a lifetime of fat hate and body shame is a long, complex process, but you can begin that unlearning as soon as you accept that you don’t need to put any effort into changing your shape. It’s society’s rigid, fatphobic expectations for people’s bodies that need to change, not you.
Your Life Can Be Messy
Another damaging “should” the Laziness Lie promotes is the idea that our lives “should” look a certain way. The competitive nature of capitalism leaves many of us feeling that we have to attain a certain kind of lifestyle, one that impresses other people and signals our wealth and success. This is yet another trap, and another needless source of stress.
The phrase “keeping up with the Joneses” comes from the title of a comic strip by Arthur “Pop” Momand, first published in 1913 in the New York World. The comic follows the McGinis family as they struggle to keep up with their showier, classier neighbors, the Joneses. The McGinises are new to the upper-middle class and lack their neighbors’ manners, tidiness, and sense of style. Ever since the creation of the strip, the phrase “keeping up with the Joneses” has been used to describe the pressure many people feel to maintain a classy, presentable lifestyle to impress the people around them.
Interestingly, the Joneses never actually appeared in the comic, though it ran for more than twenty-five years. You never get to see the perfect, respectable family the McGinises aspire to be like. To me, this makes perfect sense: if readers had been able to see the Joneses, they would have found flaws to pick apart; instead the family remained mysterious, always superior to the McGinises in countless ways, yet never being critiqued themselves.
As odd as it sounds, this same dynamic of anxiety and comparison to a perfect, unknowable “other” is still maintained on social media today. The people we compare ourselves to are hypervisible and permanent fixtures of advertisements, Instagram feeds, and YouTube channels, but we know very little about their actual lives. This allows us to project an image of perfection onto them. Their spotless homes, stylish outfits, and exciting vacations make our lives seem lackluster and leave us feeling as though we’re kind of pathetic and sloppy in comparison.
In reality, many of the people who appear to be doing “better” than us on social media are simply curating their lives more. They’re amplifying the glamour and downplaying all signs of struggle or pain. Unfortunately, this creates an arms race of flawlessness, with more and more humanity being smoothed away until the only thing deemed acceptable is an unreal level of perfection.
Until a few years ago, Essena O’Neill was an Instagram darling. As a teenager, she accumulated over half a million followers by posting glitzy photos of herself on the beach and at various lush vacation spots. She wore beautiful gowns in rich jewel tones; she bared her flat stomach while donning sleek workout gear; she drank weight-loss teas while wearing short-shorts and tank tops and tousling her artfully messy hair.
By the time she turned eighteen, Essena was completely burned out and disillusioned with the “influencer” game. She was sick of projecting a false image of herself and exhausted by the work that crafting such an illusion required. So, she deleted hundreds of Instagram posts in the span of a day and altered the captions on all the posts that remained. Each new caption laid bare the techniques she’d used to create the impression of easygoing perfection that had defined her “brand.”25
On an old photo of herself lounging on the beach in a bright pink bikini, Essena added the new caption: “NOT REAL LIFE—took over 100 [photos] in similar poses trying to make my stomach look good. Would have yelled at my little sister to keep taking them until I was somewhat proud of this. Yep so totally #goals.”26
On a photo of herself in a tank top and running shorts, Essena changed the caption to read, “A 15 year old girl that calorie restricts and excessively exercises is not goals.”
In her other edited captions, Essena revealed that many of her spontaneous-seeming posts were carefully planned sponsorship deals. She laid out the countless photo-staging and editing techniques that allowed her to appear as thin and radiant as possible.27 In the years following Essena’s caption-editing frenzy, a handful of other social media darlings have come forward about similar deceptions and apologized for the damage they’d done.28
Psychological research shows that exposure to these posts takes a toll on how people feel about themselves. A study of Facebook users found that encountering glamorous or aspirational images was associated with a drop in users’ self-esteem.29 Another study found that teens who compared themselves to online personalities experienced more depressive symptoms,30 while a third study found that adult women who edit and filter their selfies have much more negative self-images than those who don’t, and experience greater self-consciousness.31 Other studies have observed similar effects in teen girls.32
Every unrealistic standard that we encounter on social media can breed a new source of anxiety. Whether it’s a stunning outfit or a luxuriously decorated living room, every ridiculously perfect image gives us a new thing to feel guilt and “lazy” about. But we will never catch up to any of those Joneses, because they were never real people in the first place. They’re just facades, designed to keep us busy, distracted, and feeling insecure—because those insecurities keep us both productive and profitable.
Thankfully, a growing body of research is shedding light on the steps a person can take to fight these pressures. In short, if social media leaves you feeling as if you’re not enough, you can counteract it by avoiding comparisons with other people and seeking out the successful people who inspire you rather than make you feel bad.
Avoid Upward Comparisons
In nearly every psychological study on the damaging effects of social media use, “upward social comparison” is a key variable.33 When we look to someone who seems more accomplished or high-status than us and use their perfection as a stick to beat ourselves up with, we’re engaging in upward social comparison. If you find yourself feeling threatened or judged every time you view a particular celebrity or influencer’s posts, odds are you’re doing it.
Upward comparison is, in essence, a way of using other people’s accomplishments to determine what our own goals should be. It kills contentment and self-acceptance. There’s always someone doing better than we are in one way or another; if we constantly seek out people to unfavorably compare ourselves to, we’ll never feel like we’re enough.
Research suggests that people who do a lot of upward social comparing tend to work themselves to the point of burnout.34 In many ways, the urge to look upward and compare ourselves endlessly to those “above” us is at the heart of the Laziness Lie. Often, though, that idealized person sitting above us doesn’t really exist. It can be helpful to remind ourselves of that fact; some studies suggest that there’s a psychological benefit to being reminded of how doctored and curated most social media images are, for example.35 But it’s even better to avoid exposing ourselves to those shame-inducing images in the first place.
You don’t need to beat yourself up by comparing yourself to those who seem more productive or glamorous. You won’t suddenly become “lazy” if you get rid of all that guilt. You can trust yourself to determine your own goals, and to follow through with them at the pace that’s right for you.
Seek Inspiration, Not Shame
There are a variety of ways to look upward, and not all of them do damage. There’s a great deal of value in having someone to admire as a source of motivation and encouragement; that’s not the same thing as using a glamorous celebrity’s beauty as a source of shame. The psychologist and researcher Pieternel Dijkstra describes it this way:
Individuals may contrast themselves with a comparison target (i.e., focus on the differences between themselves and the target), or they may identify with a comparison target (i.e., focus on the similarities between themselves and the comparison target).36
Dijkstra and his colleagues have observed that when we identify with someone we see as being “above” us, it can give us feelings of hope and admiration. Rather than making us feel inferior, this upward gaze can leave us inspired.
I’ll return to an example from early in the book: the Instagrammer, comedian, and model Rickey Thompson. I have very little in common with Rickey. I’m a white academic, not a Black social media star. I don’t have his good looks, high energy, or sense of comedic timing. Yet when I see Rickey’s modeling deals and media appearances, I feel a swell of pride and identification. I identify with Rickey’s creative drive and snarky attitude, as well as his queerness and his offbeat personality. When he does well, I feel like there’s hope for all the intense weirdos out there, myself included.
I’m not holding myself to Rickey’s standards of success; rather, I view him as a guiding light. I’m not in the same line of work as he is, and I don’t want to emulate his career path myself, but his victories remind me that I can be my own best, weird self and make a place for myself in the world. Fighting the Laziness Lie, after all, isn’t about abandoning all goals. It’s about connecting with the goals that truly light a fire inside us—and pursuing them in a healthy way. I think that’s why I find Rickey so inspiring. He’s clearly living his own life on his own terms, and flourishing.
It’s Not Your Job to Save the World
Nearly every person I interviewed for this book mentioned feeling deeply anxious about the future of our world. Many said they feel guilty about not doing more to address the world’s problems. Even people who’ve taken concrete steps to embrace rest and do less in their lives, like Julie and Leo, mentioned feeling remorse that they weren’t doing enough to fight climate change, racial injustice, the persecution of immigrants, and dozens of other problems.
My friend Kim, whose experiences with homelessness I described in chapter one, knows this feeling very well. In the years since being homeless, Kim has built a new life for themselves. They’ve gotten engaged, moved into a house in Wichita with their partner and daughter, and become a prominent activist. On Facebook, they run several online activist groups, with a combined membership of over 150,000 people. The groups inform followers about things like homelessness, economic inequality, climate change, and dozens of other topics close to Kim’s heart. They pour hours each week into keeping the groups active. In real life, Kim also does homeless outreach, giving people money and food and directing them to resources.
Unfortunately, there has been another development in Kim’s life in the past few years, one that threatens their ability to juggle these many responsibilities. After moving to Wichita, Kim developed Charcot-Marie-Tooth disease, a rare and painful neuromuscular condition. The disease is debilitating, and it saps Kim’s energy in massive ways. “My husband does the lion’s share of the housework, because I’m fatigued by physical labor so quickly that it would never get done otherwise,” Kim says. “Sometimes I run a load of laundry or wash four dishes, but then I have to lie down to rest.”
Kim’s disability puts major limits on how much work they can get done, both as a parent and an activist. Running errands, going to doctor’s appointments, picking their daughter up from school—each takes a significant physical toll, and sometimes Kim doesn’t have the strength to do any of it. Kim and their husband are constantly burned out, and when things get especially busy, activism has to fall by the wayside.
“Last September, I compiled a list of about two dozen climate-related reports and articles, dealing mostly with how climate change disproportionately harms people living in the Global South, Indigenous people, and disabled people,” Kim says. “I intended to create a big social media post for each of these reports and post them during the Climate Strike in September.”
Unfortunately, Kim wasn’t able to make these posts in time. Life got in the way.
“I had to get wedding invitations in the mail, and I felt guilty every minute I wasn’t working on that,” Kim says. “Caleb and I got married over a year ago, and it’s taken us this long to even plan an actual wedding. I had to finally get it done. So, the Climate Strike passed by without my ever getting around to those posts. There are optimal times and days to post certain stories if you want to elicit a response, and I feel terrible when I miss those dates.”
When I asked Kim what steps they take to manage their burnout or reduce their workload, they don’t have much to offer. “I don’t know that I do anything to prevent burnout,” they say. “It’s never not on the horizon. To some extent, having a neuromuscular condition forces me to rest sometimes. Sometimes, instead of feeling guilty about what I’m not getting done, I just sleep all afternoon instead.”
Even though Kim clearly has tons of valid reasons to need a break from activism, they still feel guilty for not giving more time and energy to it. Climate change is an urgent, pressing issue—a literal fire that needs to be put out. It’s hard to set reasonable work-life boundaries when matters seem that dire. If you care deeply about a variety of social issues, it’s easy to feel that you must sacrifice your own well-being in order to save the world.
When I spoke to Kathy Labriola about this, she noted that this feeling of panicky urgency is nothing new. “The thing that seems so striking to me is that at any given moment in the last fifty years, there are lots of people saying, Oh my God, this is the most important issue ever in history, and we must sacrifice everything for this cause,” she says. “People said that exact thing ten years ago, twenty years ago, thirty years ago, about different issues. And then they got so burned out after a relatively short time that they just dropped out totally from doing anything.”
As much as we might want to devote our lives to solving the political problems that keep us up at night, intense, panic-fueled activism is rarely sustainable. No individual has the power to actually save the world through sheer hard work. It’s both ridiculous and destructive to set such high expectations for ourselves. Instead, if we want to fight injustice or work to improve the world, we ought to do so in a collaborative way that recognizes our unique strengths and needs.
I spoke with several mental-health professionals who regularly treat clients for activism fatigue, and their overall advice was this: prioritize causes that genuinely inspire you, set realistic goals for your activism, and work to accept that there are certain problems you cannot fix, no matter how hard you try.
Set Goals Based on Compassion, Not Guilt or Fear
If you care about fighting a social problem, it’s easy to get swept up in feelings of panic or guilt. When you take a break to rest, to care for yourself, or even to enjoy a vacation, the problem remains, unfixed and looming in the back of your mind. And in many activist spaces—both in-person and online—there’s a great deal of pressure to remain focused on pressing, upsetting issues all the time, often to the detriment of our health.
“There are a lot of traumatized people in activist spaces,” says Sharon Glassburn. “They’ve experienced a lot of injustice and abuse, and they don’t have the ability to walk away from it completely, and so they become really emotionally dysregulated, and they can re-traumatize the people around them.”
I know exactly what Sharon means. I’ve seen it firsthand in my own activism. A few years ago, I got involved in a campaign to shut down a solitary-confinement prison in southern Illinois called Tamms Correctional Center. I joined up with Leslie, an activist and political organizer who had been fighting to get Tamms closed for more than ten years.
Everywhere she went, Leslie carried a massive suitcase filled with letters from men who were in solitary confinement. She worked a full-time job during the day, then spent four to six hours every night answering letters from these men. Every weekend was filled with meetings with politicians and activist groups fighting to close Tamms. I admired her drive, but I could see that it was corrosive to Leslie’s health. Eventually, her intensity took a toll on me too.
One chilly Saturday in March I came down with a cold. I’d made plans to spend that day with Leslie, going door-to-door campaigning for a political candidate she believed would help us get Tamms closed. It was a bitterly cold day, the sidewalks were encased in snow, and I was running a fever. I should have bailed on my plans with Leslie, but I knew that if I did, she’d think I didn’t take the cause seriously. So, we worked all day, barely taking time for a single break. By midafternoon my cold had gotten far worse, and I was barely able to walk. Even then, I could tell Leslie expected me to keep working, and was disappointed in me for running out of energy.
Leslie’s activist group meetings regularly stretched late into the night, and she was constantly creating long to-do lists that overwhelmed me and her other volunteers. I quit the campaign shortly after that bitterly cold day in March, because I just couldn’t take it anymore. Instead of burning myself out, I wish I’d set reasonable limits on my activism and hadn’t let Leslie’s expectations manipulate me into overwork. Now when I decide to fight for a cause, I ask myself a few quick gut-check questions about it:
When I reflect on these questions, I’m better able to make a reasoned decision about how much work I can afford to put in. Instead of seeing every single social issue as a blazing fire that I must personally snuff out, I can view activism as a regular, healthy habit, like exercise. I can’t do everything, but I can help chip away at big problems by doing my own small part.
Grieve the Things You Cannot Change
One of the mental-health professionals I interviewed about this was Xochitl Sandoval, a counselor who works with the Chicago-based therapy group Practical Audacity. A queer, transgender Indigenous person, Xochitl knows very deeply what it’s like to be impacted by injustice on a day-to-day basis. One way that ze deals with it is by giving lots of space for mourning and grief. “I think we don’t know how to grieve as a society,” ze says. “I think a lot of the conversation about activist burnout is actually about grieving, about being really able and willing to just sit in this space of This is fucking awful And there might not be anything I can do to solve this.”
Xochitl shares with me that ze often mourns the harm that has already been done to the planet due to industrialization and climate change. Though society can take steps to reduce carbon emissions and slow the damage that’s occurring, there’s some harm that can never be undone.
“The Amazon is burning. So many animals have gone extinct because of climate change,” ze says. “And there’s always, I think, this natural impulse to make sense of it all. Like, What are the ways in which you can take action? Like, you sign some petitions? Can you commit to not using plastic? And we can talk about those steps. But let’s start with the grief. Let’s start with the fact that even if I cut out all plastic from my life, that doesn’t take away all the plastic in the ocean.”
The American Psychological Association issued a massive report on “climate grief” for the first time in 2017, with chapters detailing how fear about the planet’s future is linked to depression and anxiety among adults and children alike.37 A survey from Yale, conducted in 2018, found that 62 percent of people say they’re worried about climate change—up from around 30 percent back in 2015.38 So, Xochitl and zir clients are far from alone in feeling this despair. Instead of trying to ignore these hard feelings or to solve them with activist work, Xochitl recommends honoring them.
It may sound very demotivating to sit and mourn loss like this, but feelings of grief can’t just be brushed away. When we treat social problems as emergencies that we must fix, we delude ourselves into thinking that we can control them, if we only work hard enough. Realistically, though, that just isn’t the case. I can fight and fight to make the world more just, but if my goal is “fixing” a decades-old problem or making it go away, I’m destined to fail and burn out. Sometimes, the best way to deal with those feelings of panic and guilt is to really let them wash over us for a moment, and really accept that we’re not fully in control—or fully responsible for it. This can be an immensely sad experience, but it can also be liberating. When we mourn the losses that cannot ever be brought back, we come to accept the reality we’re living in. This allows us to address problems realistically and sustainably.
Make Your Activism Small
Another way to make activism less stressful and all-consuming is to stop thinking of it as a big, abstract obligation and to focus instead on the small, concrete steps you can take each day. Research from the American Psychological Association suggests that when we look at an abstract, scary problem and focus only on how massive and complex it is, we tend to feel a lot of powerlessness and grief.39 Conversely, when we turn our attention toward the small, local steps we can take to address the problem, we feel more in control of the situation, less anxious, and more motivated to keep up the fight.
For example, I can spend my free time researching how the changing ecosystem will impact Chicago’s local and indigenous plants, or attend a talk at the Botanic Garden on how to help plant and protect more native species.40 I can fight back against local industrial development that would make climate change worse. I can vote for politicians who take the issue seriously and donate to local, Indigenous-led organizations that are growing native plants and looking after the land in traditional ways.41 I can’t stop climate change, but that doesn’t mean I have to give up. I can take solace in the fact that I’ve helped bring life into the world.
It took years for Kim and their partner, Caleb, to plan their wedding. Kim was always too busy with things like managing their illness, raising their daughter, and engaging in their daily activism. Caleb was always too busy with his full-time job and keeping the house relatively clean and organized. It’s been really hard for them to find the time and energy to move to the next stage of their lives.
Recently, though, I opened up Instagram and was greeted with a photo of Kim in their wedding dress, smiling and sitting on a hotel bed with their daughter, Sophie, at their side. Normally when I hear from Kim, I hear all about how exhausted they are and how difficult everything in their life has been, so seeing them looking happy and relaxed was a really welcome sight. I teared up, and then eagerly hopped over to Kim’s profile so I could look at all of the other beautiful, joyful wedding photos that had been uploaded. I know Kim probably still feels bad about having taken time away from their activism in order to plan this wedding—but as their friend, I’m so happy they did.
— CONCLUSION —
Compassion Kills the Laziness Lie
I started this book with the example of a parent telling their child that homeless people are lazy and don’t deserve generosity. Beginning there was a deliberate choice. Lots of people have been taught to see homeless folks as the epitome of laziness, and to believe that laziness is the root cause of homeless people’s suffering. This tendency to blame people for their own pain is comforting, in a twisted way: it allows us to close up our hearts and ignore the suffering of others. This same tendency also keeps us running endlessly on the hamster wheel of hyperproductivity.
When we view homeless, unemployed, or impoverished people as victims of their own “laziness,” our motivation to work backbreakingly hard gets stronger than ever. The fear of ending up homeless morphs into the fear of not working hard enough, which in turn makes life an endless slog of pushing ourselves past the brink and judging anyone who doesn’t do the same. Lacking compassion for a struggling group of people actually makes it harder for us to be gentle with ourselves.
Fighting the Laziness Lie can’t stop at just encouraging people with full-time jobs to relax a bit and take more breaks. The compulsion toward overwork is a key component of the Laziness Lie, and resisting it is important, but we have to go so much further than that. Our culture’s hatred of the “lazy” is all-encompassing. It bleeds into how we view relationships, child-rearing, body size, barriers to voting, and so much more. The Laziness Lie teaches us that people who do more are worth more. When we buy into that method of assigning value to people, we doom ourselves to a life of insecurity and judgment.
The remedy for all of this is boundless compassion. If we really want to dismantle the Laziness Lie and set ourselves free, we have to question every judgment of “laziness” society has taught us to make, including those that are very challenging for us to unlearn. If you’re entitled to moments of rest, of imperfection, of laziness and sloth, then so are homeless people, and people with depression, and people who are addicted to drugs. If your life has value no matter how productive you are, so does every other human life.
It’s hard to unlearn this stuff. For me, I think it will be a lifelong project. As much as I encourage my friends, peers, and students to exercise empathy and tolerance, I often struggle with it myself. I’m prone to getting infuriated and judgy the second a slow-walking person blocks my path on the sidewalk. I get impatient when a coworker is late in responding to an e-mail or a calendar invite. When a friend of mine complains about needing to make a change in their life and then doesn’t actually go ahead and do it, I’m baffled by their inertia. I ought to know better than to have these reactions, yet I still do. I really hate this side of myself.
It’s normal to have these disapproving thoughts. The Laziness Lie has indoctrinated us into having them. These knee-jerk reactions are reflections of the society that we were raised in and the biases that were ingrained in us.1 Thinking this way doesn’t make me a bad person; if you’re similarly short-fused, you’re not a bad person either. What matters most is how we deal with these feelings. We always have the option of reflecting on where our negative thoughts came from, challenging them, and releasing them when they’re no longer doing us any good.
There are a lot of things I do to keep the Laziness Lie at bay and to quiet my mind’s constant stream of shame and criticism. These steps are rooted in research from social psychology—the field that has shaped me as a thinker and a writer. If you’re still struggling to unpack the Laziness Lie and the influence it’s had on your life (and I think most of us are), these steps are a great place to start. I find that they really help me to be more gentle with other people and to have more compassion for myself.
Practice Compassionate Curiosity
We often dismiss people as “lazy” when we can’t understand the reasons for their inertia or inaction. If someone’s behavior makes no sense to us, passing judgment on it feels very natural. He won’t apply to jobs, he sits on the couch all day, and he hasn’t washed a dish in weeks—he must be lazy. Labeling someone as “lazy” can turn a complex, challenging situation into an open-and-shut case.
Instead of dismissing a person so quickly, it’s much more effective to get curious. Every person has reasons for why they act the way they do. Even if someone’s inaction strikes us as totally self-defeating or pointless, within the context of that person’s life, it makes sense. So, when you find yourself inclined toward judgment, try reflecting on why a person might do the things they do. Here are some questions to ask yourself:
Research shows that exercising curiosity is a fantastic way to unlearn our prejudices and biases.2 And the more we learn about someone’s circumstances, the more compassion we have for them and their apparent shortcomings. I’ve put this principle into practice with my students more times than I can count. If a student is missing assignments, showing up late, and failing to respond to my e-mails, my initial reaction might be to write them off as lazy or unmotivated. I could give up on them right then and there—but it always works out better if I get curious instead. When I check in with a student to see if they’re doing okay, I often find that their apparent “laziness” is actually caused by a ton of turmoil and difficulty in their life. When a student trusts me enough to share this information, it gives me an opportunity to offer them help. These moments of connection and collaborative problem solving are some of the most meaningful experiences I get to have as an educator—and if I’d remained judgmental and committed to the Laziness Lie, they never would have happened.
I have a close friend who struggles with addiction, and I find myself applying the same thinking to his situation. He has a really hard time falling asleep at night, and has experienced suicidal thoughts and urges his whole adult life. Sometimes, his best option is to get so drunk that he falls asleep and can’t harm himself. It’s not a pretty solution, but it makes complete sense to me. I’ve encouraged him to reduce his drinking and I cheered him on when he started seeing an addiction counselor, but I don’t blame him for choosing to drink instead of ending his life. I’m glad he’s alive to fight another day, and I respect his decision-making process.
I also find these questions useful for understanding my own behavior. I used to vape nicotine, and for years I felt embarrassed by how wasteful and stupid the habit was. Then I asked myself: What situations make me vape more? What do I enjoy about doing it? I realized pretty quickly that I was using vaping as an appetite suppressant, and to give myself a little jolt of extra energy, the same way I might use caffeine. Once I realized this, it was pretty easy to replace vaping with eating snacks and drinking more coffee. Shame would never have gotten my behavior to change; compassion and curiosity were what I needed.
Look to the Broader Context
Sometimes, we don’t have the chance to ask a person about their situation and why they behave the way they do. Even in the absence of that information, we can practice compassion by looking at the big-picture factors that limit them or make their life hard. It’s much easier to accept a person’s actions (or inaction) when we recognize that there are outside factors that influence how they behave. Sometimes the outside factor is something as simple as their having a bad day. Other times, the external factor is something massive and systemic, like classism or racism.
As I’ve already outlined in this book, fighting against the Laziness Lie is particularly difficult when a person has been pushed to society’s margins. People of color and women are often expected to be unfailingly productive and uncomplaining, above and beyond the level white men are. People with mental illnesses and physical disabilities are shamed for having needs and limitations; looking after their health can be viewed by other people as an indulgence. Even people like my Appalachian relatives had to struggle against this—just think of how often movies and TV shows play with the stereotype of the lazy, ignorant hillbilly.
The Laziness Lie encourages us to label people and to pass judgment on them, rather than looking at the broader context they’ve been placed in. By zooming out and examining their social context, we can get better at seeing them as complex, dynamic people instead of hollow stereotypes. This helps us to stop expecting flawless behavior and productivity from them and to start seeing them as people who are worthwhile no matter how much they do or don’t produce.
It’s also useful to apply big-picture thinking to our own struggles. If I fail to meet my goals for the day, I could beat myself up for being a lazy failure, or I could ponder what else is happening in my life that might be slowing me down. Maybe I had trouble sleeping the night before, or I’m about to come down with a cold and I just don’t realize it yet. Maybe I just learned that my employer-provided health insurance won’t cover any gender-transition-related expenses, and so I’m feeling really excluded and undervalued. These things affect me. They’d probably affect you too. I’m not a flawlessly productive robot—nor is anybody else. In fact, it’s a good thing to be sensitive to the situation I’m in, and to react to setbacks and disappointments. Remember Xochitl Sandoval's observation that we all need time to mourn. Having emotional reactions to one’s circumstances is a sign that you’re adaptable and alive. It’s only because of the pervasiveness of the Laziness Lie that we see natural reactions as weaknesses.
Stop Associating Productivity with Goodness
After you’ve gotten into the habit of reflecting on why people act the way they act, you can take it even further. Question your root assumptions about which actions are “better” than others, and why. Curiosity about a person’s context helps us to be understanding when their actions strike us as ineffective or bad, and that’s a great place to start. But it’s even more radically compassionate to stop labeling behaviors as “bad” at all.
The Laziness Lie is rooted in capitalism and a particularly harsh breed of Christianity, and it preaches that salvation comes from hard work. That belief system carries over into how we talk about productivity, effort, and achievement. It teaches us to view idle time as a waste and to try to constantly keep ourselves occupied. It leads us to assume that there is more virtue in doing something than there is in doing nothing, no matter what that “something” is.
This mindset can lead down many dangerous paths. If work is always better than unemployment, then it’s better to serve an abusive boss in a corrupt, environmentally damaging industry than it is to quit. If keeping busy is a sign of virtue, then it’s okay to burn through tons of resources traveling the world and having big, expensive, Instagrammable experiences, rather than having time alone at home. If being active is always superior to being passive, then it’s more important that we talk and express our opinions to the world than that we listen to the experts who might have something to teach us.
The Laziness Lie pushes us into unfettered, frantic individualism, leaving no room for reflection, listening, or quiet, inward growth. I’m reminded of a quote often attributed to Irish statesman Edmund Burke that’s often shared with children when they first learn about the Holocaust: “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.” It’s a powerful statement about the necessity of standing up against evil, and I think a lot of kids connect with the words when they first hear them. Leaders of all stripes call on this quote to justify some of their boldest actions. Doing something is better than doing nothing, after all. At the very heart of the quote and its popularity is the Laziness Lie lurking within it: it says doing nothing is akin to condoning evil.
There’s a problem with this quote, though: Edmund Burke never appears to have said it.3 In fact, no one knows where the quote came from. It seems to have been made up, then widely adopted by a variety of political leaders, activists, and nonprofit directors throughout the world. Burke’s actual words are far less individualistic: “When bad men combine, the good must associate; else they will fall, one by one, an unpitied sacrifice in a contemptible struggle.”4
This is not a statement about how “good men” must be active and engaged in order to fight evil head-on; rather, it’s a call for good people to band together and stand firm against the evil forces attacking them. This quote doesn’t praise activity for the sake of activity, it praises community. It suggests that not all battles for good are direct clashes of power, and that violent “contemptible struggles” often will fail. Sometimes, the best thing good people can do is hunker down, care for one another, and survive.
I wonder how many times the fake Burke quote has been used to justify bombing an impoverished country, invading an independent state, or even forcing marginalized people into prisons or corrective camps. If standing by and doing “nothing” is the same as permitting evil, then almost any action you take in an attempt to fight evil can be seen as justified. If doing nothing is evil, then doing something is good, even if that something is foolhardy and destructive. I’ve sometimes counteracted the (fake) Burke quote by telling people that all that’s needed for harm to persist in the world is for evil people to think they’re doing good. When productivity is equated with goodness, it becomes hard to tell the difference.
The indoctrination of the Laziness Lie runs deep. Even once we come to realize how unreasonable and dangerous it is, we may find that it still has a hold on us. In order to combat the Laziness Lie fully, we have to identify the signs of it that linger in our minds and work to slowly uproot them.
Here are some indications that you may still be associating productivity with goodness:
Throughout this book, I’ve outlined the various ways in which overexertion is damaging to a person’s health, their well-being, and even the quality of their work. While all of this is true, saying it over and over again can have an unfortunate implication: It might seem like the purpose of taking care of yourself is just so that you can do better work for longer. If you’re still thinking about breaks and rest as a means to an end in this way, then you’re still letting your productivity define your worth.
When I first wrote the essay that became this book, I got a lot of e-mails from people who wanted advice on how to boost their productivity. The whole point of the essay was that when people seem “lazy,” it’s usually because they’re facing unseen barriers and challenges. Many readers wanted to know how they could go about finding those barriers and challenges in their own lives and excising them. Time after time, I had to tell those readers that I didn’t have advice for how they could overcome their every limit and get more done. I didn’t even think they should aspire to be more productive. If they wanted to get more done in one area of their life, they’d probably have to cut a few other things out. More important, I wanted them to get comfortable with being less productive than society tells them they ought to be.
Taking breaks, drawing boundaries, and learning to listen to our internal feelings of “laziness” are each worthwhile for their own sake, not because they make us better workers. If you really learn to prioritize your health, it’s likely that you’ll become less productive overall. That’s because you were always doing too much from the outset. Learning to take care of yourself in a holistic way means accepting that you might never be as prolific as you once were, and coming to see that as a good thing. As a result of following the advice in this book, your bedroom might get messier, your in-box might start to develop a backlog, and people might stop praising you so much for your work ethic. You’ll know that you’ve really made progress in unlearning the Laziness Lie when each of these changes feels comfortable and natural rather than threatening.
Of course, no one arrives there in a day. I’m still constantly tempted to evaluate my life in terms of how much I’ve gotten done. I still find myself judging people who aren’t workaholic achievement-hunters. One kind of offbeat thing that helps me detach from this line of thinking is taking time to consider my pet chinchilla, Dump Truck.
Like most pets, Dump Truck has never done a “productive” thing in his entire life. All he does is eat, sleep, and destroy the various wooden toys I put in his cage. When I see Dump Truck slumped over asleep in the middle of the day, I don’t feel any disdain over how “lazy” he’s being. I don’t think he needs to earn the right to food, rest, or playtime. I just love him and find him adorable. His worth to me has absolutely nothing to do with his activity level or anything he “contributes” to my household or my life. His worth comes from his being beautifully, imperfectly alive.
If this little animal’s life is innately valuable and beautiful no matter what he does or doesn’t do, maybe that means my life is innately valuable too. In fact, if I can love Dump Truck just as much when he’s doing nothing as when he’s doing a lot, then maybe I can care for and appreciate every human regardless of how they spend their time. It’s wonderful to realize that all people are deserving of love and comfort, and that this worthiness has nothing to do with productivity. I don’t always remember this, but when I do consciously take the time to focus on it, it fills me with a feeling of peace. It helps me realize that I don’t need to struggle or to punish myself with overcommitments and hard work either. I’m okay just as I am.
Be Gentle with Yourself
The Laziness Lie has a far-reaching history, one that’s deeply embedded in the legacies of industrialization, imperialism, and slavery. It has permeated almost every piece of media we consume, from the largest blockbuster films to the most intimate-seeming YouTube channels. Since we were children, most of us have been told constantly about the value of hard work and the dangers of not being ambitious and driven. This kind of intense cultural programming cannot easily be undone.
Unlearning the Laziness Lie isn’t really about trying to scrub every sign of its influence from our minds. No matter how carefully we reexamine our thought patterns and question our old assumptions, its influence will always be there. Over time, though, we can get better at dismissing the parts of ourselves that have been conditioned to letting go of and judging, and start observing with compassion instead.
It’s ironic, but learning to resist the Laziness Lie takes a lot of ongoing, internal work. Continue to practice self-compassion and gentleness, and know that change doesn’t come instantly. The path forward is not linear, and there’s no trophy to be won by being the best at fighting it. You’re still learning. You’ll never be perfect, and that’s okay. You’re fine exactly the way you are. So is everyone else.
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