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NOT EVERYTHING HAS TO BE SO HARD 3

INTRODUCTION

NOT EVERYTHING HAS 
TO BE SO HARD

Let me tell you the story of Patrick McGinnis.
He had done all the things he was supposed to do. He had 

checked all the boxes. He’d graduated from Georgetown University. 
Then from Harvard Business School. He’d joined the ranks of a top 
fi nance and insurance company.

He put in the long workdays he felt were expected of him: to the 
tune of eighty hours per week, even on vacations and holidays. He 
never left the offi  ce before his boss; sometimes it felt as though he 
never left the offi  ce at all.

He traveled so much for work that he earned the highest fre-
quent fl ier status on Delta, a level so high it didn’t even have a name. 
Meanwhile, he was on the boards of four companies on three conti-
nents. Once, when he refused to stay home sick, he had to leave a 
board meeting three times to throw up in the bathroom. When he 
returned, a colleague said he looked green. But, still, he powered 
through.
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4 EFFORTLESS

He had been taught that hard work is the key to everything you 
want in life. It was a part of the New England mindset: your work 
ethic was evidence of your character. And, ever the overachiever, 
he’d taken this to the next level. He didn’t just think that working 
endless hours would lead to success; he thought it was success. If 
you didn’t stay late at work, you must not have a very important job.

He assumed that in the end, his long hours would pay off . Then 
one day he woke up to fi nd himself working for a bankrupt com-
pany. That company was AIG and the year was 2008. His stock had 
fallen 97 percent. All the late nights at the offi  ce, all the countless 
red- eye fl ights to Europe, South America, and China, all the missed 
birthdays and celebrations, had been for naught.

In the months after the fi nancial crisis hit, McGinnis couldn’t 
get out of bed. He started having night sweats. His vision blurred, 
both literally and fi guratively. He couldn’t see clearly for months. He 
was fl oundering. Lost.

He was sick with stress. His doctor ran some tests. He felt like 
the tragic character Boxer the Horse in George Orwell’s Animal 
Farm, described as the farm’s most dedicated laborer whose answer 
to every problem, every setback, was “I will work harder”— that is, 
until he collapsed from overwork and was sent to the knackers’ yard.

So on the cab ride back from the doctor’s offi  ce McGinnis made 
what he called “a bargain with God.” He promised, “If I survive 
this, then I will really make some changes.”

“Working longer and harder had been the solution to every 
problem,” McGinnis said. But all of a sudden, he realized, “The 
marginal return of working harder was, in fact, negative.”

So what could he do? He had three options. He could carry on 
and likely work himself to death. He could aim lower and give up on 
his goals. Or he could fi nd an easier way to achieve the success he 
wanted.

NOT EVERYTHING HAS TO BE SO HARD 5

He chose the third option.
He stepped down from his role at AIG but stayed on as a consul-

tant. He stopped working eighty hours a week. He started going 
home at fi ve. He no longer emailed on the weekends.

He also stopped treating sleep like a necessary evil. He started 
walking, running, and eating better. He lost twenty- fi ve pounds. He 
started enjoying his life, and his work, again.

Around this time, he was inspired by a friend who was investing 
in start- ups— not a lot of money, just small checks here and there. It 
piqued Patrick’s interest.

He invested in a couple of companies. He has a twenty- fi ve- fold 
return on his portfolio of investments. Even during tough economic 
times he’s felt sanguine about his fi nances because he isn’t depen-
dent on a single source of income.

He has made more money in half the hours he used to work. 
And the type of work he is doing is more rewarding, less intrusive. 
He said, “It doesn’t even feel like work anymore.”

What he learned from this experience was this: When you sim-
ply can’t try any harder, it’s time to fi nd a diff erent path.

What about you? Do you ever feel as though

• you’re running faster but not moving any closer to your 
goals?

• you want to make a higher contribution but lack the en-
ergy?

• you’re teetering right on the edge of burnout?
• things are so much harder than they ought to be?

If you answered yes to any or all of these, this book is for you.
These people are disciplined and focused. They are engaged 

and motivated. And yet, they are utterly exhausted.
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6 EFFORTLESS

The Effortless Way
There is an ebb and fl ow to life. Rhythms are in everything we do. 
There are times to push hard and times to rest and recuperate. But 
these days many of us are pushing harder and harder all the time. 
There is no cadence, only grinding eff ort.

We live in a time of great opportunity. But there is something 
about modern life that’s like trying to hike at high altitude. Our 
brains are foggy. The ground beneath our feet seems unsteady. The 
air is thin and it can feel surprisingly exhausting to make even an 
inch of progress. Perhaps it’s the endless fear and uncertainty about 
the future. Perhaps it’s the loneliness and isolation. Perhaps it’s fi -
nancial worries or hardships. Perhaps it’s all the responsibilities, all 
the pressures that can suff ocate us on a daily basis. Whatever the 
cause, the result is that we’re often working twice as hard only to 
achieve half as much.

Life is hard, really hard, in all sorts of ways, ranging from the 
complicated to the weighty, the sad to the exhausting. Disappoint-
ments are hard. Paying the bills is hard. Strained relationships are 
hard. Raising children is hard. Losing a loved one is hard. There are 
periods in our lives when every day can be hard.

To try to pretend that a book can eliminate these hardships 
would be fanciful. I didn’t write this book to downplay these bur-
dens; I wrote it to help you lighten them. This book may not make 
every hard thing easy to approach and carry, but I believe it can 
make many hard things easier.

It’s normal to feel overwhelmed and exhausted by the big, 
weighty challenges. And it’s equally normal to feel overwhelmed 
and exhausted by the everyday frustrations and annoyances. It hap-
pens to us all. And these days it seems like it’s happening to more of 
us, more often than it used to.

NOT EVERYTHING HAS TO BE SO HARD 7

Strangely, some of us respond to feeling exhausted and over-
whelmed by vowing to work even harder and longer. It doesn’t help 
that our culture glorifi es burnout as a measure of success and self- 
worth. The implicit message is that if we aren’t perpetually ex-
hausted, we must not be doing enough. That great things are 
reserved for those who bleed, for those who almost break. Crushing 
volume is somehow now the goal.

Burnout is 
not a badge 

of honor.
It is true that hard work can equal better results. But this is true 

only to a point. After all, there’s an upper limit to how much time 
and eff ort we can invest. And the more depleted we get, the more 
our return on that eff ort dwindles. This cycle can continue until we 
are burned out and exhausted, and still haven’t produced the results 
we really want. You probably know this. You may be experiencing it 
right now.

But what if, instead, we took the opposite approach? If instead 
of pushing ourselves to, and in some cases well past, our limit, we 
sought out an easier path?
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8 EFFORTLESS

The Dilemma
After my fi rst book, Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit of Less,* 
was published, I hit the speaking circuit. I had the opportunity to 
travel the country giving keynotes, signing books, and sharing a 
message that was close to my heart. My wife, Anna, loved that I 
often took one of the children with me on these adventures, and so 
did I. On one such trip, I arrived at my book signing at the  scheduled 
time to fi nd that three hundred people had lined up around the cor-
ner and the store had run out of books— which had never happened 
before at an event. That year was a blur of airport lounges, Ubers, 
and hotel rooms, to which I would return in the evenings, exhila-
rated and exhausted, and call down for room service. The success of 
Essentialism had changed everything.

People who had read or listened to the book three, fi ve, or sev-
enteen times wrote to tell me about how the book had changed 
their life, or in some cases even saved it. Each of them wanted to 
share their stories with me— and I wanted to hear them.

I wanted to speak in front of rooms full of people who were 
eager to become Essentialists. I wanted to respond to every email I 
received from readers. I wanted to write personalized messages to 
everyone who asked me to sign copies of the book. I wanted to be 
present and gracious with every person who had a story to tell about 
their experience with Essentialism.

Even better than being the “Father of Essentialism,” was being 
a father, now to four children. My family epitomizes everything 
that’s essential to me, so I wanted to invest in it fully. I wanted to be 
a true partner to Anna and to make space for her to pursue her own 
goals and dreams. To really listen to the children whenever they 

* I invite you to design a more essential and eff ortless lifestyle by going to the Essen-
tialism Academy at essentialism.com.

NOT EVERYTHING HAS TO BE SO HARD 9

wanted to talk, however inconvenient those times often seemed. I 
wanted to be there to celebrate their successes. I wanted to coach 
them and encourage them to achieve whatever goals felt most es-
sential to them, whether that was to direct a movie or become an 
Eagle Scout. I wanted to play board games together, to wrestle, to 
swim together, to play tennis, to go to the beach, to do movie night 
with popcorn and treats.

To make time for such things, I had already stripped away many 
nonessentials: I’d resisted writing a new book even though I’d been 
told I was “supposed to” do so every eighteen months. I’d taken a 
break from teaching my class at Stanford. I’d set aside my plans to 
build a workshop business.

I’d never been more selective in my life. The problem was, it still 
felt like too much. And not only that: I felt a call to increase my 
contribution even while I had run out of space.

I was striving to model Essentialism. To live what I teach. But it 
wasn’t enough. I could feel the cracks in an assumption I had al-
ways held to: that to achieve everything we want without becoming 
impossibly busy or overextended, we simply need to discipline our-
selves to only say “yes” to essential activities and “no” to everything 
else. But now I found myself wondering: what does one do when 
they’ve stripped life down to the essentials and it’s still too much?

Around that time, I was teaching a group of extremely thought-
ful entrepreneurs when someone had referenced the “big rocks 
 theory.”

It’s the well- known story of a teacher who picks up a large 
empty jar. She pours in some small pebbles at the bottom. Then she 
tries to place some larger rocks on top. The problem is that they 
don’t fi t.

The teacher then gets a new empty container of the same size. 
This time she puts the large rocks in fi rst. Then the small pebbles in 
second. This time they fi t.
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This is, of course, a metaphor. The big rocks represent the most 
essential responsibilities like health, family, and relationships. The 
small pebbles are less important things like work and career. The 
sand are things like social media and doom swiping.

The lesson is similar to the one I’d always ascribed to: if you 
prioritize the most important things fi rst, then there will be room in 
your life not only for what matters most but also for other things 
too. But do the reverse, and you’ll get the trivial things done but run 
out of space for the things that really matter.

But as I sat in my hotel room that night, I wondered: What 
do you do if there are too many big rocks? What if the absolutely es-
sential work simply does not fit within the limits of the con-
tainer?

As I pondered this, I got a video call. It was my son Jack calling 
from my wife’s phone. That was unusual and immediately got my 
attention. I noticed that his face was drained of its color. His tone 
was urgent. He looked scared. I could hear my wife’s voice in the 
background instructing Jack to “turn the phone around” so I could 
see what was going on.

He tried to explain: “Eve . . .  something really wrong. . . . She 

How it’s supposed 
to work

But what if there are too 
many big rocks?

NOT EVERYTHING HAS TO BE SO HARD 11

was just eating and then her head started moving. . . . Mom . . .  told 
me to call you.”

Eve was having a massive tonic- clonic seizure.
The adrenaline got me through what I did next: hastily packing 

and taking the red- eye fl ight back to my family. But what would fol-
low in the days and weeks ahead left me emotionally drained. There 
were the hospital visits. The consultations with medical experts. 
The endless phone calls from friends and family who wanted to 
know how we were holding up and how they could help. Mean-
while, I discovered that all my other responsibilities didn’t miracu-
lously disappear just because I was in the middle of a crisis. There 
were still keynotes to reschedule. Flights to cancel. Essential emails 
to answer.

The walls closed in around me. I was burdened beyond belief. It 
was suff ocating at times. I wanted to collapse under it all. It was 
torture.

This went on for many weeks. Eventually, I recognized the situ-
ation for what it was: I was burned out. I had literally written the 
book on how to be an Essentialist, and here I was, overwhelmed and 
spread far too thin. I felt self- imposed pressure to be the perfect Es-
sentialist, but there were no nonessentials left to eliminate. It all 
mattered. Finally I said to Anna: “I’m not well.”

Here is what I learned: I was doing all the right things for the 
right reasons. But I was doing them in the wrong way.

I was like a weightlifter trying to lift using the muscles in my 
lower back. A swimmer who hadn’t learned to breathe properly. A 
baker who was painstakingly kneading each loaf of bread by hand.

I suspect you know exactly what I’m talking about. I’m guess-
ing you know what it’s like to feel highly engaged by your work but 
on the edge of exhaustion. To be doing the best you can but still feel 
it isn’t enough. To have more essentials than you can fi t into your 
day. To want to do more but simply don’t have the space. To be mak-
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ing progress on things that matter but too weary to derive any joy 
from your successes.

For you who gives so much, I say this: there is another way.
Not everything has to be so hard. Getting to the next level 

doesn’t have to mean chronic exhaustion. Making a contribution 
doesn’t have to come at the expense of your mental and physical 
health.

When the essentials become too hard to handle, you can either 
give up on them or you can fi nd an easier way.

Essentialism was about doing the right things; E� ortless is about 
doing them in the right way.

Since writing Essentialism, I have had a rare opportunity to talk 
with thousands of people, some in person, some via social media, 
and some of them on my podcast, about the challenges they face in 
trying to live a life that really matters. It has been a multiyear listen-
ing tour. Never in my life have I had an opportunity to listen to so 
many people sharing, so vulnerably, how they struggle to do what 
matters most.

What I learned is this: we all want to do what matters. We want 
to get in shape, save for a home or for retirement, be fulfi lled in our 
careers, and build closer relationships with people we work and live 
with. The problem isn’t a lack of motivation; if it were, we would all 
already be at our ideal weight, live within our means, have our dream 
job, and enjoy deep and meaningful relationships with all the people 
who matter most to us.

Motivation is not enough because it is a limited resource. To 
truly make progress on the things that matter, we need a whole new 
way to work and live.

Instead of trying to get better results by pushing ever harder, we 
can make the most essential activities the easiest ones.

NOT EVERYTHING HAS TO BE SO HARD 13

For some, the idea of working less hard feels uncomfortable. We 
feel lazy. We fear we’ll fall behind. We feel guilty for not “going the 
extra mile” each time. This mindset, conscious or not, may have its 
roots in the Puritan idea that the act of doing hard things always has 
an inherent value. Puritanism went beyond embracing the hard; it 
extended to also distrusting the easy. But achieving our goals effi  -
ciently isn’t unambitious. It’s smart. It’s a liberating alternative to 
both hard work and laziness: one that allows us to preserve our san-
ity while still accomplishing everything we want.

What could 
happen in your life 

if the easy but 
 pointless things 

 became harder and 
 the essential things 

 became easier?
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What could happen in your life if the easy but pointless things 
became harder and the essential things became easier? If the essen-
tial projects you’ve been putting off  became enjoyable, while the 
pointless distractions lost their appeal completely? Such a shift 
would stack the deck in our favor. It would change everything. It 
does change everything.

That’s the value proposition of E� ortless. It’s about a whole 
new way to work and live. A way to achieve more with ease— to 
achieve more because you are at ease. A way to lighten life’s inevi-
table burdens, and get the right results without burning out.

Nothing but Net
This book is organized into three simple parts:

Part I reintroduces you to your Eff ortless State.
Part II shows how to take Eff ortless Action.
Part III is about achieving Eff ortless Results.

Each of these builds upon the last.
Think of an NBA player stepping up to take a free throw.
First, they get into “the zone.” They fi nd the “dot” on the free 

throw line, dribble the ball a few times: a ritual to help them get 
completely focused. You can almost see them clearing their heads— 
letting go of all emotions, blocking out the noise of the crowd. This 
is what I call the E� ortless State.

Second, they bend their knees, bring their front elbow to the 
right angle, and then “lift, fl ick, and pop.” They have practiced this 
precise, fl owing movement until it has sunk deep into their muscle 
memory. They try without trying, fl uid and smooth in their execu-
tion. This is E� ortless Action.

Third, the ball arcs through the air and goes into the basket. It 

NOT EVERYTHING HAS TO BE SO HARD 15

makes that satisfying swish: the sound of a perfectly executed free 
throw. It’s not a fl uke. They can do it again and again. This is what it 
feels like to achieve E� ortless Results.

Part I: Effortless State

When our brains are at full capacity, everything feels harder. Fa-
tigue slows us down. Outdated assumptions and emotions make 
new information harder to process. The countless distractions of 
daily life make it diffi  cult to see what matters clearly.

So the fi rst step toward making things more eff ortless is to clear 
the clutter in our heads and our hearts. 

You have likely experienced this before. It’s when you feel 
rested, at peace, and focused. You’re fully present in the moment. 
You have a heightened awareness of what matters here and now. 
You feel capable of taking the right action.

This part of the book provides actionable ways to return to the 
Eff ortless State.

Essential

Easy

THIS
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Part II: Effortless Action
Once we are in the Eff ortless State, it becomes easier to take Eff ort-
less Action. But we may still encounter complexity that makes it 
hard to start or advance an essential project. Perfectionism makes 
essential projects hard to start, self- doubt makes them hard to fi n-

Think Anything worth doing 
takes tremendous effort

The Model

Exhausting Effortless

Do

Get

The most essential things
can be the easiest ones

Try too hard: overcomplicate, 
overengineer, overthink, 
and overdo

Find the easier path

Burnout and none of
the results you want

The right results
without burning out
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ish, and trying to do too much, too fast, makes it hard to sustain 
momentum.

This part of the book is all about simplifying the process to 
make the work itself easier to do.

Part III: Effortless Results
When we take Eff ortless Action, we make it easier to get the results 
we want.

There are two types of results: linear and residual.
Whenever your eff orts yield a one- time benefi t, you are getting 

a linear result. Every day you start from zero; if you don’t put in the 
eff ort today then you don’t get the result today. It’s a one- to- one 
ratio; the amount of eff ort you put in equals the results received. But 
what if those results could fl ow to us repeatedly, without further 
 eff ort on our part?

With residual results you put in the eff ort once and reap the 
benefi ts again and again. Results fl ow to you while you are sleeping. 
Results fl ow to you when you are taking the day off . Residual results 
can be virtually infi nite. 

Eff ortless Action alone produces linear results. But when we 
apply Eff ortless Action to high- leverage activities, the return on our 
eff ort compounds, like interest on a savings account. This is how we 
produce residual results.

Producing a great result is good. Producing a great result with 
ease is better. Producing a great result with ease again and again is 
best. That is what part III of the book shows how to do.

Anything Can Be Made Effortless, but Not Everything
Discovering the eff ortless way of living is like using special polar-
ized sunglasses while fl y- fi shing. Without them, the glare on the 
water makes it diffi  cult to see anything swimming below the sur-
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face. But as soon as you put them on, their angled surface fi lters out 
the horizontal light waves coming off  the water, blocking the glare. 
Suddenly, you can see all the fi sh underneath.

When we’re accustomed to doing things the hard way, it’s like 
being blinded by the glare coming off  the water. But once you start 
putting these ideas into practice you will start to see that the easier 
way was there all along, just hidden from your view.

We’ve all experienced how the eff ortless way can feel. For ex-
ample, have you ever

• been in a relaxed state and found it easier to get in “the 
zone”?

• stopped trying so hard and actually got better results? 
• done something once that has benefi ted you multiple 

times?

effortless
state 

effortless
action

effortless
results
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My motivation for writing this book is singular: to help you ex-
perience more of this, more of the time.

Of course, you can’t make everything in your life eff ortless. But 
you can make more of the right things less impossible— then easier, 
then easy, and ultimately eff ortless.

In writing this book, I have interviewed experts and read their 
research, drawing on learnings from behavioral economics, philos-
ophy, psychology, physics, and neuroscience. I made a disciplined 
pursuit of uncovering answers to the essential question “How can I 
make it easier to do what matters most?” Now I can’t wait to share 
all that I’ve learned with you— because, in the words of George 
Eliot, “What do we live for, if not to make life less diffi  cult for each 
other?”
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