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TIME-less principles: RESeT 4 an overwhelmed world 

Have you noticed how “freekin-netic” (freekin-out 

whilst being overly kinetic) people have become? We 

are running ourselves to a standstill. It’s time for a RESeT, 

to embrace and appreciate this beautiful life we are 

afforded… 

A couple of years back, I spent a magical holiday on 

a tropical Mozambiquan island. Gasp: there was no 

cell-phone reception or internet!  For two weeks I was 

oblivious to the outside world, but deeply immersed in 

a host of meaningful moments. In this deeply 

restorative state, I acquired profoundly new 

perspectives. This watershed experience redefined my 

definition of true time-off: it’s no watch, no shoes and 

just a pair of boardshorts with people I love..it’s now about paradoxically doing less but 

appreciating more what’s directly in front of me.  

For some the need to rest is seen as a sign of weakness. For others work is a convenient escape 

from answering those hard life questions e.g., am I fulfilled, am I spending my time on things I 

value, what is the health of my relationships etc?  By only focussing on the here and now 

“realities” of paying the bills, or a multitude of other Quadrant 1 (urgent and important 

activities) we avoid rest which is in Quadrant 2 (not urgent but very important).  We start to 

appreciate the importance of rest and relaxation when we reframe it through the lens of 1) 

the misunderstood relationship between time-effort and outcomes, 2) the necessity of 3-D time 

travel 3) our self-inflicted time poverty habits.  

1) Misunderstood relationship between time-effort and outcomes: As I have wracked-up 

milestone birthdays, I have become acutely aware of the inverse relationship between my 

remaining time and its value. But is that a prompt to frantically work harder and longer, or 

rather to savour the things that really matter? A friend of mine, who served as a Captain in 

the SAS (Special Forces UK), 2 years ago year “died “on the family couch from a suspected 

heart attack. His wife luckily resuscitated him. I questioned him after the experience to 

understand what goes through a person’s mind in those last seconds, and how it changes 

your world view. His second last thought before he flatlined was that he hoped his wife 

would find someone that loved her, and that his children would be happy. For the 

inquisitive, his last thought was: “I wonder if I can restart my heart?” Post his recuperation 

phase, he became very intentional in how he spent his time and with whom. But why do 

we have to wait for a near death experience to appreciate that’s which is most valuable?  
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Our society is predicated on a diet of hard work and practice as the cornerstones of success. 

Does science support this assumption that there is a continuous linear line of increased effort 

leading to greater success? It would seem not. A 2014 study, showed that productivity and 

creativity tended to plateau after a certain number of hours worked. Pencavel (an Economist 

at Stanford University) and his colleagues found that productivity per hour falls after a person 

works more than 50 hours a week. After 55hrs, productivity drops so much that it’s pointless to 

keep working. In fact, working 70hrs or 55hrs would result in pretty much the same level of 

productiveness. In a separate, more recent quantitative study of 5000 people conducted by 

Prof Morten Hansen, University of California, Berkeley explored what constitutes individual 

performance. In a podcast relating to his findings, he noted that working beyond 50 hrs is a 

waste of time ito productivity gains versus the impact on work-life balance. 

The health cost of our long hrs obsession is immense, with 745,000 people dying in 2016 from 

stroke and heart disease due to long hours, according to the first of its kind global study by the 

World Health Organization’s (WHO). Their research found that working 55hrs or more a week 

was associated with a 35% higher risk of stroke and a 17% higher risk of dying from heart disease, 

compared with a working week of 35 - 40hrs. "We have some evidence that shows that when 

countries go into national lockdown, the number of hours worked increase by about 10%," said 

WHO technical officer, Frank Pega. The researchers noted that there were two ways longer 

working hours led to poor health outcomes:1) through direct physiological responses to stress;  

2) because longer hours meant workers were more likely to adopt health-harming behaviours 

such as tobacco and alcohol use, less sleep and exercise, and an unhealthy diet. And when 

we take this work hours obsession further, the results are deeply concerning. A study by 

Andreassen et al., (2016), found that workaholics are two to three times more likely to have 

depression or anxiety. Results also show that workaholism is related to other outcomes such as 

burnout. A comprehensive meta-analysis by Asst. Prof Malissa Clark, in 2014 found workaholism 

was related to lower job, family and life satisfaction, as well as worse physical and mental 

health. Ironically, in the same study workaholics performance vs. non-workaholics was 

assessed, and they found no difference between performance levels. Given that many work 

cultures encourage a face-time, not necessarily an outcomes-based mentality, one can see 

how this undermines both productivity and sustainability. 

 

So how can we become more productive? The answer lies not in becoming more efficient 

(doing things faster and longer as illustrated above), nor multi-tasking (which by the way really 

doesn’t work), but rather being more effective through focussing on the right things AND 

creating time to rest. Spoiler alert: those of you that measure work success by your 

management of your email inbox (unless in client services) will be perpetually swimming in the 

shallow end of effectiveness. Many organisations exhort their people to be creative and 

http://ftp.iza.org/dp8129.pdf
https://bregmanpartners.com/podcast/morten-hansen-great-at-work/
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-57139434
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0152978
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0149206314522301?casa_token=CiqpdiddD9MAAAAA%3ASVf9Iauyb5bpoBFh6VrH1QOKfT5lzA8GqnMt2cxKCW3f1hOQZkbTVx2jGo8HFl0HTstnXk5qJjE0uA&
https://hbr.org/2010/05/how-and-why-to-stop-multitaski
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innovative, but then force them to work insanely long hours..it’s a gross misunderstanding of 

the neuroscience of creativity. There are 4 creative stages according to Graham Wallas 

(renowned psychologist and co-founder of London School of Economics):  

• Stage 1: Preparation - where you formulate the problem, read, sketch, write, tinker, and 

think and try navigating your way to a solution.  

• Stage 2: Incubation, or as I like to call it percolation. Depending on the size of the challenge 

it can range from minutes to months (like writing your life’s Purpose, but the key is not trying 

to force a solution. You need time).  

• Stage 3: Illumination - is where the idea bursts through from the sub-conscious into your 

conscious mind. It feels like a Eureka moment, but is anything but.. 

• Stage 4: Verification - you stress test the quality of the idea, looking at its strengths and 

weakness, and where it might unlock new opportunities in the future.  

• Stage 5: Vacation: I would add one final stage to Wallas 4 stages, and that is Vacation, 

which creates the sustainability of creativity. Vacation ensures novel perspectives by 

allowing us to step away, exposing ourselves to new experiences, collecting dots, so that 

when we need to connect new dots, we have a greater variety of ingredients with which 

to dazzle.  

Stages 1 and 4 are very analytical and deliberate, whilst stages 3 - 4 are creative and 

freewheeling in their nature. All 4 phases are crucial, and they separate the vanilla ideas 

from the game-changers. Time though is the crucial incubator. Without the right amount 

of time, we end up with half-baked thinking, due to unrealistic time constraints. And then 

we need to replenish with stage 5, which also requires time.  

2) Necessity of 3 D - time travel:  

Time is best navigated 3 dimensionally - past, present, and future.  Many issues we struggle with 

are as result of: 

1. avoiding our past (not addressing and learning from our past experiences);  

2. our inability to stay in the present moment which leads to fragmented attention and 

shallow thinking;  

3. and/or lack of hope or planning for our future e.g., retirement funding, not identifying our 

Purpose which can precipitate higher levels of depression. We need to be able to navigate 

all three-time frames and know when we have an unhealthy disposition to one of them 

relative to the others.  

Focus is required for dealing with stimulating, complex work, and reflection. There is an interplay 

between the present (reflection) and the past (experiences). The two (stimulus-reflection) 

complement one another but require rest and relaxation to move beyond the superficial. Do 

https://www.designreview.byu.edu/collections/graham-wallas-the-creative-process
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not mistake rest for inactivity. The brain only uses 5% less energy than it does when focussed on 

a task (Do nothing, Celeste Headlee, pg.127). 

When you are not directing your brain to do a specific task (present tense), your mind activates 

the default mode network (DMN). This network becomes active when we allow it to wander. 

It works on our memories, putting past events into context and making moral evaluations about 

things that have happened. It also imagines the future, tries to understand the emotions of 

others, and reflects on own emotions and decisions. This DMN is crucial for empathy and self-

reflection, and by extension EQ.  It also impacts our creativity, as it reshuffles the puzzle pieces 

of our memories and emotions when it’s not busy solving problems. In practise, your brain will 

only switch to this mode if it’s allowed to ramble without purpose. But it’s not idleness, these 

moments often happen to me when I am exercising, driving, reading etc.  

3) Self-inflicted time poverty habits:  

According to Benjamin Franklin: “Time is money.” I saw the negative manifestation of this idiom 

as a young internal HR Consultant. We transitioned from outcomes-based metrics to being 

assessed on billable hours, just like professional consultancies. It proved to be a massive failure 

as it spawned a host of non-value-added activities, that boosted peoples “appearance of 

work” but didn’t move the needle ito impact. Benjamin was right on many things, but on time 

I believe he got it wrong. Time is something substantively more valuable than money.  Times 

value is a collection of unbankable, priceless memories. My father passed away recently, and 

I don’t think of lost income as result of time spent with him. Rather I remember our walks in the 

countryside, his funny anecdotes as a submariner and watching rugby games together with a 

couple of beers. Now that was time well spent… 

The number of vacation days we access has declined over the past three decades, even 

though those that utilise all their time off report being 20% happier in their relationships and 56% 

happier in general. The question that needs to be asked by employers is whether we are more 

productive and successful with fewer days, or whether work is getting in the way of our success. 

Statistically, taking more vacation results in greater success at work as well as lower stress and 

more happiness at work and home. People who took fewer than 10 of their vacation days per 

year had a 34.6% likelihood of receiving a raise or bonus in a three-year period. People who 

took more than 10 of their vacation days had nearly double (65.4%) chance of receiving a 

raise or bonus. In 2015, administrators were worried about burnout at one of the largest 

hospitals in Europe (Sahlgrenska University Hospital), and decided to cut work hours at the 

orthopaedic unit to 6 hrs per day. In a profession noted for their brutal work hours and sleeping 

in crash cots between incidents, this was revolutionary. The results were a more sustainable 

working situation, improved work–life balance, and better quality of care. Overall, reduced 

work hours appeared to have many, mainly positive effects, in both work and home life. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3553600/
https://hbr.org/2016/07/the-data-driven-case-for-vacation
https://bmcnurs.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12912-017-0210-x
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What is it that most of us yearn for? I suspect it’s enough time to spend on what we truly love 

doing and with those we care about, and research from Harvard Assistant Professor Ashley 

Whillans and others supports this. They have found that time affluence leads to greater 

happiness, socialising increases up to 18%, deeper romantic relationships are formed, and we 

have more rewarding careers . What are the greatest sanctions society can impose on a 

person? The first is execution, and then imprisonment. What do they both have in common? 

They decrease our available time we have to do what we want, especially when 

compounded by the unsavoury characters we must spend it with.   

Currently there is much talk about the Great Resignation, which in part has been fuelled by 

peoples stepping off the proverbial hamster wheel and re-evaluating what’s important. 

People have realised what they value and want to retain their new found freedoms, so they 

can meaningfully use their time.  To embrace leisure, we don’t have to let go of progress. 

Ironically, it’s our incessant, maniacal pushing which is impeding our progress. Overwork is 

literally a story of diminishing returns: keep overworking, and you’ll progressively work more 

stupidly on tasks that are increasingly meaningless.  

But here is the biggest irony, we skimp on our 

personal lives to have more time for our careers, 

but we don’t get the return we expect. Have 

we got work-life wrong, is it not life-work 

integration we should be seeking? 

Unfortunately, it’s not as simple as just getting 

more sleep.  Have you ever tried to overcome 

a perpetual lack of energy by getting more 

sleep, only to do so and still feel exhausted? If 

this resonates, here’s potentially why: Sleep and 

rest are not the same thing, although many of 

us incorrectly confuse the two. We need to 

understand rest as two uniquely different states, 

1) RESeT = re-calibration, integrated living that 

ensures mental, physical, socio-emotional and 

spiritual are aligned (state of being) or, 2) Rest-

or-active = active rest (state of doing). Once we 

understand which one is depleted, then we 

choose our path forward. Time out……… 

  

https://hbr.org/search?term=ashley%20whillans&search_type=search-all
https://hbr.org/search?term=ashley%20whillans&search_type=search-all
https://hbr.org/2019/01/time-for-happiness
https://hbr.org/2019/01/time-for-happiness
https://hbr.org/2019/01/time-for-happiness
https://fortune.com/2022/01/24/great-resignation-life-work-integration-thrive-global/
https://fortune.com/2022/01/24/great-resignation-life-work-integration-thrive-global/

