
Leisure, some degree of it, is necessary
to the health of every man’s spirit.

~ Harriet Martineau

Ask some people what they would do if they won the lottery and 
their answers mostly sound like leisure—shopping in exotic locations, 
driving fast cars to happening nightclubs, and basically living like a 
rock star. For others, “leisure” is a weekend time-share or a cookie-
cutter vacation, or some other pre-packaged pricey getaway that’s 
too short to truly refresh. Yet quick-fix vacations and lottery dreams 
that focus on the cost-intensive, media-driven image of leisure—with 
its misleading promise of sex appeal, status and fulfillment through 
spending—aren’t particularly realistic or satisfying in the long run. In 
fact, they miss the mark completely.

Consider, for a moment, leisure as a grander concept, one more ho-
listic in nature. Just imagine the feeling of having all the time and 
money in the world—even though you don’t. The consumer-economy 
version of leisure is fine for what it is and at times can hit the spot as 
conveniently as an all-inclusive resort or a double latte, but true lei-
sure has little to do with how much money you spend, and everything 
to do with how you spend your time.

CHaPTER 1
the art of leisure
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Researchers confirm what we already know—most leisure takes 
place in and around the home, and what’s most important to the ma-
jority of us are interactions with our loved ones and activities we’ve 
invested in. You don’t need big bucks in order to get together with 
your family and friends, learn a musical instrument, or improve your 
basketball game. Just like love, many of your greatest moments will be 
experiences that money just can’t buy.

While leisure doesn’t depend on money, it does depend on time. It 
may sound like the same thing, but that’s only because we’re used to 
hearing the “time is money” mantra. Taking a break can be crucial if 
you find yourself needing a new direction or even needing to learn 
how to live.

Leisure means much more than just being out of the office. It means 
enjoying life and living richly. It means living life in balance, both 
at work and at play. With the right mindset, a little planning, and a 
healthy splash of creativity, leisure turns mere day-to-day existence 
into a life worth living.

WHaT IS L EiSURE

Anthropologists have observed tribes that mix work and leisure 
across every aspect of life, but most societies sharply distinguish the 
two: work is what we must do, leisure is what we want to do. Scholars 
believe that leisure did not exist until we humans, as a species, were 
able to meet our basic survival needs.

Well, are we there yet? We’re way beyond gathering our basic scratch 
yet our concept of leisure hasn’t changed much since the times of the 
ancient Greeks when philosophers expounded that only the elite were 
entitled to downtime, often gained at others’ expense. The Romans 
“democratized” leisure with the Circus Maximus but it turned out 
that “bread and circuses” was designed by the politicos to divert so-
cial protest and sedate the masses with entertainment. Today’s mass 
entertainment diversions—television, shopping, video games—have 
the same potential for sedation: sapping energy from endeavors that 
can be more satisfying and significant, such as working on that fast 
ball with your kid or putting in your two cents at the city council 
meeting. After all, you have only so much room in your closet for 
“bargains” from the television shopping channels, don’t you?
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SiZE YOURSE lF UP
You’re not alone if you identify closely 
with your job or feel guilty when 
you’re not working. Americans have 
always been wary of leisure.

Almost a hundred years ago, the 
German sociologist Max Weber 
identified the link between capi-
talism and the self-denying 
ethos of Protestantism, and 
dubbed it the Protestant Work 
Ethic. This conviction tells us 
that wasting time is evil and 
the grindstone clears the 
path to salvation. The con-
cept of “nose to the grind-
stone” has been ingrained 
into the American psyche 
ever since.

Yet, the average American 
workplace runs rampant 
with depression, chronic 
fatigue and burnout. Most 
workers don’t get the pro-
verbial two-week vacation, 
much less use all the vaca-
tion days they do get. Peo-
ple are volunteering to get 
laid off just to get a break 
from the grind. Despite the 
evidence all around us, our 
culture continues to cling to 
the notion that material suc-
cess symbolizes divine fa-
vor and that our purpose 
on earth is to work for 
work’s sake.

What’s wrong with 
this picture?

identity checkIf any of these statements have passed your lips, take them as a sign to get yourself to Leisure School, pronto!

I’m not at the top of my game.I can’t balance work and family.I never have enough time.I am so tired I can’t think straight.I’ve become someone I don’t like.
self-worth ≠ net worthSelf-worth does not equal net worth, promotion does not equal success, and life really isn’t a competition to see who can climb highest on the corporate ladder.

you ≠ your jobTaking time off makes you no less smart, attractive, funny, kind, or any of the other things that define you. You’re still the same person—maybe even a better person—if you’re on sabbatical or under-employed. Saying no to more work allows you to renew relationships and become a better citizen of your community. Non-employment presents an ideal opportunity to rediscover your best self.
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Not enough downtime, 
that’s what. Every hour of overtime is an 

hour that you don’t spend playing, singing, dancing, learning, or en-
joying the company of others. It’s an hour that you’re not spending on 
an experience that you choose purely for its own sake, whether or not 
anyone rewards you for it. All work and no play, as the saying goes, 
makes Jack a dull boy. Well, Jack needs mental space to create and 
grow. Jack needs a break.

If overwork has turned you into someone you don’t like—you don’t 
want to know yourself and no one else does either—take a deep breath 
and repeat this mantra: “I am not my job. I am not my job.” Then re-
member that you can’t reminisce with the friend you never had, you 
won’t be telling fish tales about the adventure you never found, you 
can’t enjoy the satisfaction of volunteer work that you never did. Trust 
us, you will not be on your deathbed wishing you had spent more 

Thou shalt enjoy at least one sustained period 

of unemployment during thy career.

Thou shalt switch careers to do something thou 

really enjoyest, even if it means taking a pay 

cut.

Thou shalt pursue one secret childhood dream 

without regard to status or the judgment of 

others.

Thou shalt party until dawn on at least one 

weeknight.

Thou shalt lounge around thy house in thy 

pajamas.

Thou shalt create, experiment, and ponder.

Thou shalt reconnect with thy community.

Thou shalt partake of the great outdoors.

Thou shalt travel and explore, beginning 

with thine own hometown.

the leisure c
ommandments
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GAME AFTER GAME AFTER GAME
During the Depression of the early 1930s, 

an unemployed salesman living in Pennsylvania 
developed a strange new board game while struggling with 

odd jobs to support his family. The inventor? Charles Darrow. 
The game? None other than Monopoly. Parker Brothers bought the 

rights to Monopoly in 1936, but Darrow shrewdly negotiated a royalty 
payment for every game sold. Darrow’s entrepreneurial instinct and 

refusal to buckle despite being out of steady work made him a millionaire, 
the first game developer ever to have made as much money. • • • Unemployed 
Michael Wurstlin created the layout, design and logo for the iconic board game 
Trivial Pursuit. His payment? Five shares in the company. By 1986, those five 
shares were valued at two-and-a-half million dollars. • • • Alfred M. Butts, an 
unemployed architect looking to play a game that required equal amounts 
of skill and chance, created the predecessor to Scrabble in 1931. It would 

take until 1948 for him and his business partner to get the word out and 
begin manufacturing Scrabble in its modern form. The game has 

since become an international phenomenon—over 100 million 
sets have been sold in 121 countries—and early royalties to 

Butts allowed him to retire. Although Butts enjoyed 
playing the popular board game until his death in 

1993, he wasn’t a particularly good player. 
The reason? Por speling.

GR
EAT M

OMENTS IN UNEMPLOYMENT

time in the office. When you think in terms of what you might have 
lived or done, leisure becomes nothing less than crucial. The art of liv-
ing will never be perfected without practicing the Art of Leisure.

L EiSURE REDUX
When we say “leisure” we mean more than unoccupied time. We 
mean the freedom to pursue whatever activity it is that revitalizes 
you. If you lack autonomy in your day job, take matters into your own 
hands by launching your own business. If you’re tired of navel-gazing, 
step outside yourself and volunteer to help others. Not happy with 
where you’re at in life? Take off on a personal journey of self-discovery 
and contemplation. Got cabin fever? Feeling just plain lifeless? Hop 
on a jet plane and start a torrid international love affair.
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Out of 168 countries surveyed,
a healthy number guarantee family-friendly benefits:

Paid leave for new mothers 163

Paid leave for new fathers 45

Paid sick leave 139

Paid annual vacation leave 96

A maximum limit on the workweek 84

Paid time off for parents when children are sick 37

But the U.S. guarantees none of the above to any worker.

Leisure activities that demand intense attention and effort, such as 
taking an art class or playing a competitive game of racquetball, can 
provide the feeling of accomplishment and rigor that might be miss-
ing in your lackluster McJob. On the other hand, playing, relaxing, 
socializing, entertaining, taking in the sensual pleasures of life—ac-
tivities that you choose for their own sake—can provide the release 
from mental or physical tension that overwork spawns.

We strongly support lounging around—in fact, it’s one of our com-
mandments. Moreover, downshifting while the world rushes around 
you is hardly unproductive. Research has repeatedly found that peo-
ple who spend less time at the office are more productive than those 
who spend extra hours at work. Even pure loafing can relax the body 
and mind to a state where new ideas blitz you from all directions. 
Bring that creativity to the boardroom, why don’t you?

Be it childlike and light or serious and competitive, as short-lived 
as an amiable conversation or intense enough to send you into that 
frame of mind where you’re so absorbed in what you’re doing, you 
don’t think about anything else—leisure means doing what comes 
naturally, and engaging in intrinsically rewarding activities.

The best work is work you want to do; the best leisure involves a 
conscious decision to improve your life or at least your state of mind. 
Leisure and work can be one and the same if you choose what fulfills 
you and then pursue it for all you’re worth—and that’s self-worth, not 
net worth.

You’ll Get Nothing And Like It
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WHO HaS L EiSURE?
Workers around the world today have 
less free time than our ancestors did. In 
fact, no group enjoys less leisure than 
today’s Americans. Ancient Romans, 
by contrast, designated over a hundred 
days a year “unlawful for judicial and 
political business” and medieval Euro-
peans took off three to five months every 
year, including long vacations for Christ-
mas and Easter and weeks-long “ales” to 
celebrate marriages, deaths, harvests and 
other special occasions. Pre-industrial 
societies might have been less wealthy 
but they were far more relaxed.

The year-round workweek is a rela-
tively modern invention, introduced 
during the Industrial Revolution, which 
saw American work-hours balloon to 
nearly 80 per week. The workweek con-
tracted through the Great Depression, 
but the end of the World War II created a 
new boom in the standard of living and 
consequently a new boom in the work-
ing hours required to achieve it. Between 
1969 and 1987, the average employee 
added almost a month’s worth of hours 
to the working-year. Most Americans  
today work more than 55 hours a week, 
not counting housework or childcare.

In Japan, a society that takes its work 
ethic to the extreme, the literal Eng-
lish translation for “I work for Nissan” 
is “I am Nissan.” Never mind getting 
too caught up in your work—in Japan,  
apparently you are your work! Yet Amer-
icans now work longer than even the Jap-
anese, by almost two weeks a year.

we’re number one! 
(but do we want to be?)

Americans have longer 
workweeks and less vaca-
tion time than workers in 
any other industrialized 
country, according to the 
United Nations’ Internation-
al Labour Organization.

American workers average 
almost 2,000 hours a year. 
This substantially exceeds 
the workweeks of industrial 
Europe: the British work 
1,731 hours a year, the 
French 1,656, the famously 
industrious Germans only 
1,560 hours, and those lucky 
Norwegians—1,399 hours.

The countries with 
workweeks most similar 
to ours are the developing 
nations—Sri Lanka, 
Thailand, Malaysia—where 
underpaid workers are 
scrambling to improve their 
quality of life.

We, on the other hand, have 
no such excuse. So much for 
“first world” evolution!
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Long hours aren’t America’s only burden. Family-friendly work 
policies barely exist in the U.S., even though 61% of young families say 
they spend too much time at work. Today, fewer than half of Ameri-
cans can take advantage of the 12 weeks of unpaid leave provided by 
the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993. About a third of female 
employees earning less than $40,000 a year receive no paid vacation at 
all. The only bright spot is that American employers are more likely 
to offer flex-time than are employers in other advanced industrialized 
nations, although part-time workers generally don’t receive pro-rated 
benefits.

Tim E KEEPS On SliPPing…

As unemployment has gone up, so has 
overwork. Survey respondents recently 
told Expedia.com that they’ll be taking 
10% less vacation than in the year past—
they have too much work to get away. 
Many Americans take no more than a 
long weekend. Five years ago, all but 5% 
of U.S. companies offered at least some 
paid vacation. Today, almost 15% of-
fer none. American employers offer the 
most miserly vacation allotment in the 
industrialized world—just 8.1 days off 
after one year on the job and 10.2 days 
after three years.

Yet, most Americans say they would 
trade money for more free time. It’s not 
hard to see why. Email, instant messaging 
and cell-phone calls pervade our lives, 
nagging us at all hours with unfinished 
business. We hurry everywhere and 
begrudge anyone who intrudes into our 
space. The more we work, the less likely 
we are to eat dinner with our family, 
spend enough time with our pets or even 
vote. Our short vacations leave us more 
stressed-out than before, and we use 
up the rest of our paid time off taking 

wasted leisure time

Too often, the burned-out 
ooze home, spend four 
unproductive hours in front 
of the television, and drag 
themselves back to the  
office the next morning. 
Work becomes an escape 
from home and home an 
escape from work.

“I kept going for more 
money,” former work-junkie 
Mary Mangold told us. “I 
got a really nice apartment, 
lived in a good neighbor-
hood, bought designer 
clothes, with no energy to 
do anything. When I came 
home it was time to sleep. 
I might as well have been 
living in a closet.”

This is not a minor problem. 
This is a tragedy, and the 
underlying syndrome has 
been dubbed Wasted Leisure 
Time. Inoculate yourself!
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“mental health days.” The Chinese 
word for busy has two characters—
one means heart and the other 
means killer—and indeed, the 
perpetual time crunch can 
cause weight gain, weight loss, 
insomnia or anxiety attacks. “I 
can see the difference between 
me and my co-workers,” says 
Bob, a computer programmer 
who takes regular sabbaticals. 
“They have lots more gray hair.”

The laid-back Australians get four 
weeks a year guaranteed by law; Americans are guaranteed zilch, 
zero, the big goose egg.

And it’s not even a golden goose egg. Overtime is now the norm, 
frequently without any extra pay. Subtract from your pay the costs of 
your commute, the professional clothes you have to buy, your lunches 
at the deli downtown, and the childcare bill you pay each week. Add 
to your work-hours the hours you spend every week getting ready for 
work, going to and from work, and then winding down after work. 
Divide one by the other. How much is your true hourly wage? Over-
work doesn’t benefit business, either. American business loses $300 
billion a year in job stress-related costs, not including the billions 
spent replacing absent workers.

WHaT HaS HaPPEnED TO L EiSURE?
Working long hours and being plugged into the office at all times 
(cell phone implant, anyone?) blurs the division between work and 
personal time. Some people work longer hours on weekdays and try 
to squeeze in the rest of their life on Saturday and Sunday. But by 
Friday night the weekend warriors are so exhausted that it’s all they 
can do to get ready for work again by Monday. Others toil away their 
whole youth in a misguided attempt to save their leisure for retire-
ment. Somehow a gargantuan mortgage slips in, medical bills from 
a premature stress-related disease, college tuition for kids who you 
don’t really even know, and you’re too far in debt to retire in luxury 
like you planned. What kind of leisure savings account is that?

��

��

�

wake up call

One survey in the U.K. (where 
workers log in more hours than 
anywhere else in the European 
Union) revealed that given an 

extra hour in the day in bed, most 
respondents would rather sleep 

than make love. Now that’s 
just not right!
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WE NEED MORE L EiSURE!
We are bombarded with thousands of messages a day telling us first 
to spend, then to consume, then to spend again. We can’t sustain that 
kind of consumption without then going to work, work, work to pay 
all the bills, and loans, and…and… . ENOUGH!!!!!!!!

Whew! The work-spend-consume cycle is exhausting. It’s time to get 
Jane off that crazy train and onto the leisure locomotive.

If working too much causes all that harm, what happens when you 
get more leisure? Is it like playing a country song backwards—you get 
your dog back, you get your friends back…?

Yes! Leisure will bring you all that and more.
Playing and dabbling are not only hedonistic and relaxing, but can 

also generate new ideas. All the major arts and sciences, especially the 
humanities, developed from the creative use of leisure. Constructively 
used, free time leads to cultural, societal and individual enrichment, 
all crucial to the evolution of advanced society. Just take a look at 
the Great Moments in Unemployment throughout this book for 

Take regular breaks.

Schedule downtime.

Do it now.
Make a list.

screen calls.

Tackle the hard stuff first.

Break a challenging task into small pieces.

Measure twice, cut only once.

Clean up as you go.

speed cleaning

express checkout

Be selective.

Stay focused.

Set goals.

Prioritize.

Log on for a specific purpose.

Plan your route.

Have a place for things.

just one junk drawer
Get rid of things you don't use.

Keep an overnight bag packed.

Freeze the leftovers.

You gottaY clogs.

no-phone zones

Speed Dial

Use a headset.

One subject per email.

ten minutes a day

smartertravel.com

* junkbusters.com

DoNotCall.org

off-peak driving

Turn commute into exercise.

FREE YOUR TIME



the art of leisure • 21 

some examples. Goofing around can be serendipitous, the source of 
accidental discovery and spontaneous invention.

Bill Coleman, a CEO who grew his software company to a billion-
dollar run rate after just five years in business, shared one of his most 
important management secrets with us. “I ask all my employees to 
take off at least two weeks in a row each year,” he told us. “I get my 
best ideas during time off, including the idea for this company.” If it 
worked for him, it can work for you. Bring on the Art of Leisure!

Taking a “time out” can help you to re-create yourself after a lengthy 
tour of duty in corporate America. Working hard may or may not have 
swelled your bank account. It may or may not have advanced you up 
the proverbial ladder. But there is no maybe in the effect your tour has 
had on your family, your neighborhood, and your community. They 
want you back! The energy you have diverted toward work will be a 
tremendous gift when directed toward them.

Free time allows you to figure out who you are and how you re-
late to the people around you, whether they’re former colleagues or 
family members, and to give more thought to where your efforts will 
be most productive in the long term. The skills you have learned in 
the workplace can be put to use in many other aspects of your life.  
Management and organizational skills can help you run a civic league, 
coach a softball team, even run for local office. Negotiating skills can 
help you start your own business, raise money for a local non-profit, 
or serve as a Big Brother or Big Sister.

Leisure isn’t a luxury to squeeze in after taking care of your basic 
needs. Leisure is a basic need. You need to get away from it all and 
recharge yourself in order to handle life’s many obligations.

L EiSURE SCHOOl
If you’re starting to burn out, you need to enroll in Leisure School!

The first lesson is all about attitude. Convince yourself that you 
truly need and deserve leisure, and that you and everyone around 
you will be better off for it.  You’re on your way to becoming an honor 
student once you begin to adopt this mindset, since leisure is as much 
a state of mind as it is a function of free time.

Freeing your time is important, though—one unhurried step at a 
time. Life is about making memories. Are most of your memories 
packaged in a gray cube and tagged with a sticky note?
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Take this simple quiz: Have you taken a significant break from work 
in the last several years? Do you make yourself available by cell phone 
at all hours of the day? If you’re looking for work, should you really 
spend every waking hour searching for a job?

If your answers are “yes,” don’t worry—this is the most enjoyable 
course of study that you’ll ever take! Start small by remembering that 
you don’t have to be “scheduled” every minute of the day. Decide 
which goals are most important and let the least-pressing ones go. 
Don’t rush around just for speed’s sake. Take a risk—unplug from the 
World Wide Web and get out to see the wide wonderful world! It’s 
time to launch your very own Leisure Odyssey.

The rest of this book is full of ways to free up time and make the 
most of it. These ideas can work whether your sabbatical is by choice 
or circumstance; whether you’re working full-time, part-time, or no-
time.

Don’t worry if you can’t just snap your fingers and be leisurely. Re-
member, you’re fighting the tide of culture and history, and change 
takes time (oh the irony). Leisure is a process that most of us need to 
adjust to slowly and in stages.

So get out your number two pencil and start taking notes—right 
after your siesta!


