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‘‘It is not enough to be busy. So are the ants. The question
is: What are we busy about?’’

–—Henry David Thoreau

‘‘There is more to life than increasing its speed.’’

–—Mahatma Gandhi

One executive running a large organization in the educa-
tional field, when asked about the number of e-mails she
received each day, responded: ‘‘Five hundred.’’ She then
continued in a rather upbeat manner, ‘‘But frankly, I don’t
read any of them. If I did, I wouldn’t really be doing my job.
My job is to think about the future of education in my
country.’’ She added, ‘‘These days, given the work I do, it
isn’t a question of obtaining information. The more impor-
tant question is how to push information away so that I don’t
suffer from information overload. I need to have time to
think.’’

Once she elaborated on her information strategy, her way
of dealing with it turned out to be less dramatic than seemed
to be the case. She had an assistant who slogged his way
through all her e-mails, and she spent a few hours every week
discussing the more problematic ones with him. She realized,
however, that she needed plenty of time to reflect. She
didn’t want to get caught up in the manic behavior so many
executives share, frantically processing e-mail after e-mail.
As she said, ‘‘I’m not paid to do that kind of work. If I’m so
busy doing what people expect me to do, there will be no
time left for what I ought to do. You can’t do creative work at
a cyber pace. Creative work has its traditional rhythms. To be
creative, you need a more serene state of mind. Over the
years I have learned the hard way that technology sometimes
encourages people to confuse busyness with effectiveness.
I need quiet time to be able to function.’’
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.orgdyn.2015.05.002
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As a matter of fact, many people would be better off if
they did less and reflected more. Perhaps the biggest pro-
blem we have today is not doing too little but trying to do too
much. It isn’t difficult to get stuck in that rut. Contemporary
society provides ample opportunities to be busy, but a lot of
this busyness, if we take a closer look at it, has little sub-
stance. When it comes down to it, we are often prisoners of
busyness rather than productively occupied.

With pressure in the workplace and in the general social
domain to collaborate, speak up, step forward, lean in–—do
practically anything to be noticed–—there is very little said,
other than negatively, about doing nothing. This is unfortu-
nate, as doing nothing can be the prelude to bursts of
creativity. The ability to balance activity and solitude, noise
and quietness, is an excellent means to tap our inner creative
resources. The secret of truly successful, creative people
may well be that they learned very early in life how not to be
busy

The executive in the example is not alone in realizing the
value of doing nothing. More than 500 years ago, we find
another story about the perceived inactivity of Renaissance
sculptor and painter Michelangelo. In 1466, Agostino di Duc-
cio was commissioned to sculpt a figure of David for the
cathedral in Florence. He began work on a large marble block
from the famous quarries at Carrara in Tuscany but only
managed to mark out the shape of the legs, feet, and drapery
before he abandoned the project for reasons that remain
unclear. For the next 25 years, the block of marble was left
exposed to the weather in the courtyard of the cathedral
workshop, until Michelangelo was asked to revive the aban-
doned project. Although the marble had deteriorated,
Michelangelo accepted.

According to the story, rumors began to circulate soon
after that Michelangelo was making very little progress. It
was said that he stared at the marble for hours on end, doing
nothing. When a friend saw him and asked the obvious
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question–—‘‘What are you doing?’’–—Michelangelo replied,
‘‘Sto lavorando.’’ (‘‘I’m working.’’) Years later, after the
block of marble had become the great statue of David, he
said, ‘‘I saw the angel in the marble and carved until I set him
free.’’

As these examples show, it can be beneficial to do nothing
and make an effort to fit quiet time into our daily lives. But it
is becoming increasingly difficult to find space to enjoy quiet
time in our high-tech cyber world. It is not encouraged. In
fact, people don’t like it when someone is apparently doing
nothing. They see it as a provocation.

Boredom and doing nothing–—seemingly non productive
activities–—can be invaluable in nurturing our creativity. Our
lives have become defined by busyness. Look around while
being at a rail station, in a café, even walking down the
street: most people will be glued to a mobile handset or
tablet. We are in danger of becoming victims of informational
overload, with very little time left for excursions into our
inner world. In our networked age, introspection and reflec-
tion are becoming lost arts, and the balance between activity
and inactivity is becoming seriously out of sync. Yet it can be
well worth our while to make efforts to be ‘‘not busy.’’ Doing
nothing, having nothing to do, and even being bored may be
good for our mental health.

This is because busyness can be a very effective defense
mechanism, deployed to ward off disturbing thoughts and
feelings. But what we lose sight of in this process is the truth
about how we’re really feeling and what troubles us. Busy-
ness allows no periods of uninterrupted, free-associative
thinking, creativity, and insight. However, allowing uncon-
scious thought processes to surface can be more productive
than consciously focusing on problem solving.

We all know that the compulsion to be busy starts very
early in life. How often did our parents or teachers ever
suggest we sit still and do nothing? And how often do our
bosses say the same? Doing nothing has never really been
acceptable. We’re usually told to work harder, be diligent,
and stay on the ball. We associate doing nothing with
irresponsibility, being on the wrong track, or even worse,
wasting our life. Most of us feel guilty if we’re not busy
doing something and get a buzz when we feel really busy. In
a world dedicated to distraction, silence and stillness ter-
rify us. We protect ourselves from such situations by creat-
ing noise and frantic activity. Busyness can become a
developmental trap.

But what are we really busy about? Jane Austen once
observed, ‘‘Life seems but a quick succession of busy noth-
ings.’’ Perhaps, while we are so busy with ‘‘nothings,’’ things
that do not really matter, we leave no time for the things that
are important in life. Many of us delude ourselves that
busyness is synonymous with productivity, but this is fre-
quently not the case. A lot of our busyness is ultimately
meaningless, which can be a hard fact to face.

BOREDOM

‘‘My mind,’’ [Holmes] said, ‘‘rebels at stagnation. Give me
problems, give me work, give me the most abstruse
cryptogram or the most intricate analysis, and I am in
my own proper place. I can dispense then with artificial
stimulants. But I abhor the dull routine of existence.
I crave for mental exaltation. That is why I have chosen
my own particular profession–—or rather created it.’’

— Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Sign of Four

Not many of us would volunteer to be bored. Most of us
want exactly the opposite and do what we can to push the
dark cloud of boredom away. Sherlock Holmes’s way out was
opium. Many of us prefer unrelenting busyness. But although
being busy may give us a temporary high, the danger of all
this busyness is that we may lose our connections not just
with one another but also with ourselves. We may become
strangers to our own feelings and needs. We may become
alienated from ourselves, and lose sight of who we are.

Doing nothing and boredom are closely intertwined, and
both get a bad press. Complaints of frequent and persistent
boredom are typically viewed as a sign of a flawed character.
But is there really something wrong with us if we’re bored?
Boredom, when we look at it more closely, has some unique
values.

When we are bored, we are subsumed by the feeling either
that there is nothing do to or that what we are doing is an
unrewarding non activity. We are swamped by the urge to
engage in something satisfying but are unable to do so.
Boredom is a real factor in many aspects of domestic life
and in jobs with limitations, e.g. highly repetitive service,
functional, and assembly line work, and we need to be able to
tolerate it. In fact, we are handicapped if we cannot deal
with boredom constructively. People who respond to bore-
dom reactively, with a continuous need for stimuli and thrills
and a paucity of inner resources, can wreak havoc in the
home and workplace.

In many instances, boredom can be a prelude to some-
thing. It can be a trigger for imagination and creativity and is
closely associated with expectation. It might indicate a
desire to seek out new and potentially more interesting
and stimulating avenues. Reframed differently, boredom
can be seen as a liminal space, a critical resource that pushes
us to seek the unfamiliar. Being bored can help us to develop a
rich inner life and become more creative.

However, most of us do find it hard to tolerate boredom,
especially as boredom is often associated with depression.
Instead, we keep busy, and push our troublesome demons
away–—busyness makes us feel better and even virtuous. But
what are we all busy about? Why are we running so hard?
We’re stressed, we’re exhausted and half the time we’re not
even sure we’re running in the right direction.

THE STRESS OF BUSYNESS

Busyness and stress disorders are familiar companions in
contemporary society. The danger of burnout has become
increasingly imminent in our cyber age, with its constant
onslaught of stimulation. Mobile technology alone means that
we are never out of others’ reach and have an almost limit-
less selection of entertainment and distraction literally to
hand. The new reality is that too many of us run around doing
things that are counter-productive and in the process burn
ourselves out. Often, being busy can be a poor excuse for
living an unhealthy life. Busyness can be as addictive as a
drug.

Our e-efforts at productivity may have a very dark side. To
be able to function well psychologically and physically, we
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need periods of calm. Our frenetic activities in cyberspace–—
a world of multitasking and hyperactivity–—help us to delude
ourselves, however, that we are both virtuous and produc-
tive. Although such delusionary thinking may have its place,
being a work addict leaves very little time for the things that
really matter–—such as making love, making conversation
(especially listening to others), listening to music, playing
sport, seeing a play or film, taking a leisurely stroll in the
country, or simply doing nothing.

There’s a time to work and a time to play. Balance is
crucially important in our lives. If we don’t know how to
calibrate the balance between action and reflection, we may
become a casualty of psychological burnout. We can be so
busy making a living that we forget to make a life. Perhaps
our motto should be ‘‘better lazy than crazy.’’

Generation Z (the generation born just before the millen-
nium), may find it hard to conceive that there was once a
time when we had to do without smartphones, tablets, or
computers, and that not so very long before that most
communication was done by post. Once upon a time there
was no such thing as instant replay, instant response, or the
ability to pause. There were no interruptions from e-mails or
conference calls. Multi-tasking was rare. We lived at a more
leisurely rhythm and had the luxury of periods of uninter-
rupted time in which to reflect and think. We could even be
bored.

Now, most executives spend a large percentage of their
time responding to e-mails, taking and making calls, and
networking. All this activity takes more and more mental
space. Sometimes, watching a member of generation Z
migrating simultaneously between a television set, computer
game, and texting and searching on a mobile phone, we may
wonder if they ever think to look away from their screens and
simply up at the sky. Do they ever play for real, rather than in
cyberspace? Can they ever just do nothing for a few minutes?
This incessant flow of our compulsive communication can
even be considered as a kind of manic defense.

THE MANIC DEFENSE

The key question is whether our frenetic activities in cyber-
space are really good for us. It is debatable whether all this
activity adds to our creativity and productivity or actually
constricts them. All the innovations that we are so familiar
with may have made it easier to bother each other rather
than developing our own resources, an ineffective way of
dealing with our loneliness.

Busyness can become a manic defense. Typically, people
who use this defensive strategy spend all of their time rushing
from one task to the next, unable to tolerate even short
periods of inactivity. Even their leisure time is a series of
‘‘shoulds’’ and ‘‘have tos,’’ things to be ticked off an actual or
mental list. These people distract their conscious mind with
either a flurry of activity or feelings of euphoria, purposeful-
ness, and the illusion of control.

Being busy is a great way to ward off disturbing thoughts
and feelings. But busyness suppresses the truth of how
we’re really feeling and what really troubles us. Keeping
busy allows us to push away feelings of helplessness, des-
pair, and depression by drawing on opposite feelings. Peo-
ple resorting to the manic defense search out busyness to
ward off the demons of loneliness, separation, depression
and (above all) death anxiety. For these people, inaction
breeds doubt and fear. From this perspective, cyberspace
has been a boon for the manic defense. But such denial of
the vicissitudes of our existence will only work for a limited
period of time. As is often the case, what we push out of the
door may come back through the window. Increased anxiety
leads to increased activity, which instead of having an
anxiety-reducing effect, leads to even more activity,
enslaving the individual to some unhealthy behavior pat-
terns.

Unfortunately, in contemporary organizations, work
addicts are highly encouraged, supported and even
rewarded. Often, the insidious development of the manic
defense is difficult to counter because such behavior is useful
to organizations. Ironically, many people seek out this manic
defense, behaving like the proverbial rats on a treadmill,
while an entire management industry exists to spin the
treadmill ever faster. This dynamic can ultimately create
tension and chaos in the workplace.

Many work addicts fail to realize that more work doesn’t
translate into more productivity. There isn’t necessarily a
relationship between working hard and working smart. And a
workaholic environment may contribute to serious personal
and mental health problems, including low morale, depres-
sion, substance abuse, workplace harassment, relationship
breakdown, and above average absenteeism.

Of course, all of us use the manic defense to some degree,
but work addicts go a step too far, finding it difficult to cope
with even short periods of unstructured time. When the
manic defense predominates, the action-reflection balance
becomes strained. But what’s really important can’t be
pushed away forever, and these defensive maneuvers take
up an enormous amount of energy. Eventually, something has
to give.

The most effective executives are those who can both act
and reflect–—which means making time to do nothing. Doing
nothing involves unplugging ourselves from the compulsion to
keep busy, the habit of shielding ourselves from certain
feelings, the tension of trying to manipulate our experience
before we fully acknowledge what that experience is. Doing
nothing gives us the opportunity to look at the dark side of our
nature, a domain of great energy and passion. But it takes
courage to go to the regions of our mind that we’re usually
busy avoiding.

DOING NOTHING AND CREATIVITY

What explains our reluctance to do nothing–—to make the
effort to rely on our inner resources, rather than technology
of one kind or another, to pass the time–—when we know that
doing nothing could be good for our intellectual and physical
health and creativity?

In an age when we can watch a movie, download music,
bid in an auction, and buy any type of goods with just a few
clicks of a mouse, the one commodity we either can’t or
won’t conjure up instantly is quietness, and the inner still-
ness beneath it. For many of us, being alone with ourselves
can be scary. Journeying to regions of the mind that we don’t
always like entering will bring our existential anxieties to the
fore. And yet taking a journey into our own interior is more
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important for our mental, physical and spiritual health than
almost anything else.

Many people fear the consequences of silencing the noises
that bombard them. Distraction-inducing behaviors, like
constantly checking e-mail, stimulate the brain to shoot
dopamine into the bloodstream, giving us a rush that can
make stopping so much harder. But if we don’t allow our-
selves periods of uninterrupted, freely associative thought,
personal growth, insight, and creativity are less likely to
emerge. If we never permit ourselves to be bored, we will
never have those periods of reflective thought that are the
preparation for creative processes.

LEFT- VERSUS RIGHT-BRAIN ACTIVITY

Consideration of distraction and boredom brings us to left-
and right-brain activity. Neuroscientists have noted that
‘‘left-brained’’ people tend to be more logical, analytical,
and objective, while ‘‘right-brained’’ people are more intui-
tive and reflective. The left side of the brain appears to be
the seat of language and logical and sequential information
processing. The right side tends to be more visual, and
processes information intuitively, holistically, and randomly.
And although the right hemisphere lacks the major elements
of verbal language (processes controlled by the left brain), it
uses the ‘‘language’’ of pictures, music, and emotions, which
plays an important role in the creative process. The two sides
of the brain need to work together, however, to perform
tasks.

Keeping in mind this left-right brain division of labor, our
more humdrum, daily activities are more dominated by the
left side of our brain. Busyness and left-brain activities are
closely allied. Going though our usual routines in our waking
hours (and under most circumstances), the more cognitive
processes of the generally dominant left hemisphere will
overrule right hemisphere processes. This doesn’t mean that
there is no simultaneous right-brain activity. However, it’s
particularly during periods of inactivity (when we are doing
nothing or are being bored) that the right hemisphere seizes
the opportunity to express itself. It really gets to work in
situations of relaxation, meditation, hypnosis, fantasy indu-
cement, or daydreaming (similar to what happens during the
night while we dream). Thus, although right hemisphere
processes are always hovering about, these do not have much
opportunity to assert themselves when we keep ourselves
busy. Doing nothing, or having nothing to do, are valuable
opportunities for stimulating unconscious thought processes.

Compared to conscious thought, unconscious thought
excels at integrating and associating information and is cap-
able of carrying out associative searches across a broad
database of knowledge. In this region of the mind, we are
less constrained by conventional associations and more likely
to generate novel ideas than when we consciously focus on
problem solving.

INCUBATION

Although the unconscious may be better at associative
search, the outcomes of these unconscious thought pro-
cesses might not always enter our consciousness immedi-
ately. Initially, they may incubate in the unconscious. They
may remain unconscious and dissipate, or emerge later into
consciousness in the form of sudden insights, surfacing as
tacit cognitive or affective recognition of patterns, coher-
ences, or themes.

The suggestion here is that doing nothing might turn out to
be the best way to resolve complex issues. Slacking off–—
making a valiant effort not to be busy and letting our mind
wander–—might be the best thing we can do for our mental
health. To make a case for laziness is counterintuitive, how-
ever. It doesn’t fit contemporary life and from an impression
management perspective looks pretty negative. But ‘‘doing
nothing’’–—just sitting in a café, strolling in the park, lying on
the beach, or even staring into space while everyone else is
running busily about–—may be one of the most creative things
we can do.

Incubation–—the unconscious recombination of thought
elements, associated with doing nothing and boredom–—has
not been a popular topic of research and has been largely
ignored. But letting go of a problem for some time helps
dissolve whatever is blocking the solution. Subsequently, and
seemingly miraculously, the solution will come ‘‘out of the
blue,’’ when we are thinking about something completely
different. Many of us have discovered that passive, unfocused
moments are necessary for these ‘‘Eureka’’ experiences to
occur.

Associative processes do not thrive under conscious direc-
tion. In fact, conscious thought can actually subvert the
search for creative solutions. Novel connections or ideas
often insinuate themselves into the conscious mind when
our attention is directed elsewhere. The mathematician and
philosopher of science Henri Poincaré described this process
very well:

I turned my attention to the study of some arithmetical
questions, apparently without a suspicion of any connec-
tion with my preceding researches. Disgusted with my
failure, I went to spend a few days at the seaside, and
thought of something else. One morning, walking on the
bluff, the idea came to me: the arithmetic transforma-
tions of indeterminate ternary quadratic forms were
identical to those of non-Euclidean geometry.

Most striking at first is this appearance of sudden illu-
mination, a manifest sign of long, unconscious prior
work. The role of this unconscious work in mathematical
invention appears to me incontestable, and traces of it
would be found in other cases where it is less evident.
Often when one works at a hard question, nothing good
is accomplished at the first attack. Then one takes a
rest, longer or shorter, and sits down anew to the work.
During the first half-hour, as before, nothing is found,
and then all of a sudden the decisive idea presents itself
to the mind. It might be said that the conscious work has
been more fruitful because it has been interrupted and
the rest has given back to the mind its force and
freshness.

According to Poincaré, during creative thought proces-
sing, ideas are combined in novel ways, and this combination
is performed largely unconsciously, by what he calls the
subliminal self. The problem solver continues to work uncon-
sciously on the problem after abandoning conscious work. A
creative solution is found by working intermittently on the
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problem while attending to mundane activities (such as
taking a shower, or driving).

Because switching attention from doing nothing to the
incubated problem is very rapid, we forget episodes of work
on incubated problems, and only remember the final step. Of
course, the preparation phase in real-world situations can be
very long and tedious–—including getting bored. We might
feel drained, having been unable to solve the problem and
hitting a number of dead ends. The best strategy, when this
happens, is not to make matters worse by forcing a solution
but to focus our attention elsewhere, including trying to do
nothing.

An incubation period provides room and space that allow
us to be creative, pursue less likely solutions and respond to
details and hints that might have gone unnoticed without
priming from the unsolved problem in our long-term memory.

Perhaps the Italian painter Giorgio Vasari was thinking of
his friend Michelangelo and the genesis of his David when he
wrote, ‘‘Men of genius sometimes accomplish most when
they work the least.’’ There are many well-known examples
of brilliant ideas that came to people ‘‘out of nowhere’’ while
they were doing something entirely unrelated or indeed
nothing much at all, from Archimedes in his bath, and Newton
in his Lincolnshire garden to Paul McCartney, who woke up
one morning having composed the tune for ‘‘Yesterday’’ in his
sleep. Sometimes, a link is made between the creative
process and bed, bath, and bus, an idea allegedly from the
philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. The point is that we often
get ideas or solutions to problems when we are taking a
shower, lying in bed, or traveling, periods of time when we
are removed from the constraints of routine activities. In all
these situations, our attention tends to be unfocused, or even
semi-conscious–—and we rarely have access to pen, paper, or
computer.

Doing nothing is often a welcome release from overload
of one kind or another. In this state of mind the brain can
turn down the volume, switch off the screen and recast the
outside world in productive and creative ways. It’s essen-
tial, when we have been wrestling with an idea or problem
for a long time, to consider relaxing, and letting the sub-
conscious take over. Creating inactive periods and deliber-
ate distractions (such as day-dreaming, making music,
having a drink, having sex) can actually make us smarter
and more focused in the long term. So to a certain extent,
susceptibility to distraction can be a real plus. When we are
not busy being busy, we are more open to associative
thinking.

STIMULATING CREATIVE INACTIVITY AT WORK

The time may have come for more organizations to recognize
the power of doing nothing and the positive value of bore-
dom. To be more effective, we need to allow others and
ourselves regular disconnection from busyness and schedule
times in our days when we are completely free to reflect and
think. Any activity that takes our mind off the problem at
hand, that allows our thoughts to roam freely or helps us
focus on an entirely different activity, might do the trick.
Incubation time isn’t just for the specially gifted. It’s for all of
us. Only by ‘‘unthinking’’ can we really arrive at new, crea-
tive ideas.
Incubation time can be introduced in many ways. For
example, a number of companies have turned to mindfulness
and meditation practices to help their employees tap into
their creative potential. Companies such as 3M, Pixar, Goo-
gle, Twitter and Facebook have made disconnected time, or
contemplative practices, key aspects of their way of working.
The objective is to increase their employees’ self-awareness,
self-management and creativity. They want them to work
smarter.

WORKING HARD, OR WORKING SMART?

How do we recognize that we could do more nothing in our
life? Often, the main give-away that we are working hard but
not working smart is when we find ourselves in a place where
there’s always more to do, never enough time to do it, and no
time to relax. Ironically, once we are in this trap, we fool
ourselves by thinking that if we do just one more thing, we
will finally be able to relax. However, this thinking is delu-
sional. Either our to-do list will continue to lengthen with
new additions or we are left feeling we could do things just a
little bit better. If we get stuck in this mindset, it’s high time
to stop the treadmill. Feeling stuck is a good indicator that
we are not doing the right thing and not operating at optimum
capacity.

The best thing we can do at this point is to take a break.
And surprisingly, very often after a period of disconnection,
the problem will look quite different. In fact, we might
discover that the answer was there right along, staring us
in the face.

Carpe diem

Although most of us would prefer not to overwhelm our lives
with work, we frequently push ourselves because we have our
eyes on a long-term goal. Of course, there’s nothing wrong
with having a dream and working toward it; but if we’re going
to sacrifice much of our present well-being for a later good,
we need to be sure that we’re really headed where we want
to go. Are our aims aligned with what we really want from
life? For example, if having a family is one of our top
priorities, but achieving our long-term goal might compro-
mise that, all our busyness might lead to a place where we
will not be truly happy.

We also run the risk of becoming too fixated on the way
things would, should, or will be. It’s very easy to get caught
up in a race toward a fantasy tomorrow that will inevitably
fall short of our expectations. Dreams may disappoint, and
may in any case have more to do with avoiding the present
than building the future. We need to remember that–—regard-
less of how things might be once our efforts pay off–—life
always takes place in the present. We never know what
the future holds, whether we’ll still be in good health, or
the people we love will still be around. The opportunity to
enjoy what we cherish is in the here and now, so we need to
seize the day and engage with them while we can, even if it
can only be in small doses.

Maintaining relationships
Sometimes while we’re working toward something, we forget
that we’re part of something larger than ourselves–—family,
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friends, or the community. We need meaningful contact with
other people to feel fully alive. The quality of our relation-
ships correlates directly with our overall sense of happiness.
We are social animals and relationships stand central to a
successful life. If we accomplish all our material goals but do
not attend carefully to our relationships, we are likely to end
up miserable and alone. Family reminds us what is truly
important in our lives, in particular our children. But main-
taining our relationships needs interaction, engagement, and
time out.

Saying no
None of us wants to disappoint other people, and on some
level we all want approval. Saying no is hard when we want to
please, but if we are going to maintain a modicum of private
space we have to learn to do so. Being able to saying no is one
of the most useful skills we can develop. Saying no to unim-
portant requests can free up time for more important things;
and resisting daily distractions can give us the space we need
to focus on what really matters.

Saying no is not necessarily selfish and by the same token,
saying yes to every request is not healthy. When we say no to a
new commitment, we’re honoring our existing obligations
and ensuring that we’ll be able to devote high-quality time to
them. If we are unable to say no, everyone ends up fru-
strated, ourselves in particular. We need to take care of our
own needs before we can begin to be helpful to others. When
we’re overcommitted and under too much stress, we’re more
likely to feel run-down and may even get sick.

Managing sleep habits
In a perfect world, we should all sleep eight hours a night.
Sleep is essential for personal growth and creativity and
clearly we’re not best equipped to handle life’s challenges
when we’re dropping with fatigue. When we sleep, our brains
are actively trying to make sense of what we’ve been working
on during the day. Lack of sleep impairs creativity.

Most of us have probably experienced some form of
sleeplessness at some stage in our life, but chronic and
prolonged sleeplessness leads to mental and physical health
issues. More usually we experience poor sleep, rather than
insomnia–—difficulty getting to sleep, waking earlier than
usual, prolonged periods of wakefulness, and feeling tired
on waking in the morning. However, poor sleep is has been
linked to high blood pressure, atherosclerosis, heart failure,
heart attack and stroke, diabetes, and obesity. If that were
not bad enough, poor sleeping habits also inhibit the creative
process. They are proof we haven’t stepped off the treadmill
of busyness.

MAKING TIME FOR NOTHING TO DO

For reasons of mental health, it is important to make time in
our daily life to do nothing–—even be bored–—and indulge in
some quiet reflection. For busy people, that idea may seem
worthy of only a very hollow laugh. So many of us are so
action-oriented, or action-addicted, that time for reflection
is no longer part of our make-up. Each day, we are carried
away by yet another project, yet another activity, and allow
little or no time to stop and look at what is happening to us
and the people around us. Yet our compulsive and relentless
communication and our obsessive activity may be the emo-
tional and intellectual equivalent of fast food and just as bad
for our health.

It may seem counterintuitive, but stopping for a while and
stepping off the treadmill can actually help us progress more
quickly and effectively. Confucius once said, ‘‘Learning with-
out reflection is a waste, reflection without learning is
dangerous.’’ There should be nothing laughable in getting
away from it all and asking ourselves who we are, where we
have come from and where we are going. The answers might
reveal that we have been so concerned with an idea of what
we ought to be that we have failed to take into account the
things that make us who we really are. We may realize that if
we just go forward blindly, creating more unintended con-
sequences, in the end we may fail to achieve anything
substantial.

There’s a terrible price to be paid when our exterior life is
not an honest reflection of our interior life–—when we are out
of sync with what really matters. And when we turn away
from that inner exploration and look outside ourselves for
answers, it becomes very hard to avoid or correct that
disconnect. Taking time to do nothing, however, will make
us more productive and creative. As the saying goes, some-
times we need to fall from the mountain to realize what we
have been climbing for.
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