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Praise for Big Time Off


“In our work-obsessed culture, grabbing even a few days off is hard—let alone taking a real sabbatical. But it can be done, and it might be the most important career move you ever make. Read this book to see why—and how to do it.”

—Arthur C. Brooks, Harvard professor and #1 New York Times bestselling author

“Sabbaticals of various types have played a major role in my life. So, I was thrilled to read DJ DiDonna’s compelling and nuanced take on this often overlooked yet undeniably powerful strategy.”

—Cal Newport, New York Times bestselling author of Slow Productivity and Deep Work

“This book is a long-overdue challenge to the way we’ve been taught to think about work. Backed by original research and compelling stories, DJ DiDonna elegantly makes the case that stepping away from your job could be the most important thing you can do for your success and your happiness. A practical yet empowering guide, this book is essential reading for reclaiming your direction and your life.”

—Laurie Santos, professor of psychology at Yale University and host of The Happiness Lab podcast

“Could our best life be the one we step back from? An insightful and convincing call to take the time to live the examined life.”

—Daniel Gilbert, Edgar Pierce Professor of Psychology at Harvard University and New York Times bestselling author of Stumbling on Happiness

“I read DJ DiDonna’s beautifully written book with admiration—and, admittedly, a touch of envy. Big Time Off is filled with compelling stories that reveal the surprising power of taking extended time away from work to rediscover meaning and vitality. And if you anticipate thinking, ‘That sounds wonderful, but there’s no way I could do it,’ don’t worry—DiDonna offers a thoughtful, practical guide to help you make big time off possible in your own life.”

—Amy C. Edmondson, Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management at Harvard Business School and author of Right Kind of Wrong

“The clearest and most persuasive case I’ve seen for why stepping away from work can change a life. DiDonna shows that sabbaticals aren’t indulgences—they’re powerful engines of renewal, creativity, and reinvention. If you’ve ever wondered whether time off could really matter, read this book.”

—Herminia Ibarra, Charles Handy Professor of Organisational Behaviour at London Business School and author of Working Identity

“DiDonna shares groundbreaking work on sabbaticals with expertise and vulnerability. I riddled my copy with notes, highlights, and exclamation marks as I considered his challenge that we carve out time to be fully human. This practical guide is both an existential call to action and a life-affirming offering of hope.”

—Dolly Chugh, professor of management at NYU Stern School of Business and author of The Person You Mean to Be

“Many of us secretly sense that our lives are moving faster than our souls can follow. This book names that truth and offers something rare: permission. DJ DiDonna shows that the modern quest for a sabbatical is really a rediscovery of the ancient human need for a Sabbath—a rhythm of stepping away in order to return whole. This is not a book about escaping your life; it’s about reentering it more fully, with clarity, intention, and heart.”

—Jerry Colonna, CEO and cofounder of Reboot.io and author of Reboot and Reunion
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Introduction

I grew up terrified of having a midlife crisis. The whole scenario was seared into my imagination from a young age: a guy in a red convertible flying down a coastal highway, tie flapping in the wind with reckless abandon.

I absorbed this story about midlife through osmosis, from the countless movies, TV shows, and books that warned of the possibility of burning out or, worse, spending a life heading down the wrong path. When it came time to choose my own career, I was determined to avoid this fate, and I knew exactly how I’d do it. Unlike my red-convertible-driving protagonist, who I assumed was some corporate drone, I’d pursue work with Meaning and Purpose. I was going to figure out what was authentic to me at an early age and grab it by the horns.

It all seemed so obvious: you can’t have a midlife crisis if your life is crafted intentionally, if it’s authentically yours.

You can’t burn out from your dream job.

Or so I thought.

Twenty years later, I felt I’d escaped my fate. Together with two academics, I cofounded a company called EFL Global that created a new, more inclusive credit score that helped entrepreneurs in emerging markets grow their small businesses. The product impacted millions of lives and created jobs all over the world. Plus, it was fun work. We had a great company culture comprising talented employees and good humans. My life was exciting. I traveled to dozens of countries and spent weekends exploring fascinating corners of the world, all while doing something that helped people. I was thirty-three years old, and professional life was as much of an adventure as my childhood self could’ve hoped for.

One late fall day, I had just left the recording studio at WGBH, NPR’s Boston chapter, where I’d been interviewed for a segment. It was the latest in a string of public-facing victories, and while the thrill of being on NPR was enough to boost my mood that afternoon, like so many other accolades, after it was over, I returned to what had become my new normal: all-consuming dissatisfaction.

Despite all the marquee news on the job front, my personal life was in shambles. I felt chronically disengaged, was increasingly snappy with my colleagues, and presided over an unfortunate and wispy beard. Our company spanned more than a dozen countries, and the travel had taken a toll on my sleeping habits. My most promising romantic relationship in five years had failed. My lifestyle was great for grand gestures and vacations to far-flung places, but it was incompatible with the rhythms of a healthy relationship. That same fall, my parents had worked up the courage to tell me I’d become increasingly unreliable. They’d given up casually reaching out to me, intimidated by time zone math and worried they’d catch me in a bad mood. The culmination of this dynamic hit when a last-minute acquisition deal pulled me from a dinner table in New Hampshire celebrating my father’s seventieth birthday to a boardroom in South Africa. The company had gotten my time and attention, while my family got short shrift.

It made no sense. The gap between how I felt and how I was doing on paper felt vast. Which inevitably led me to wonder: If all this doesn’t satisfy me, what will?

Something—maybe everything—had to change.

Calling this realization a product of burnout and overwork alone doesn’t fully do justice to my motivations at the time. I wasn’t just feeling burdened by the work I had to do, though the voice telling me to ramp down was increasingly difficult to ignore. There was also a growing sense welling up in me that there were some things I’d like to do in my life that would never fit neatly inside the bounds of my allotted vacation days. I wanted to spend time developing my spiritual side, immersing myself in nature, and investigating the hobbies and curiosities that always seemed to get overlooked on the list of life priorities. In other words, I wanted to spend more time on the important things in life instead of just the urgent ones.

In a middle seat on my flight back from Johannesburg, I began to hatch a plan while most of the cabin was asleep. I started by looking back at the past seven years of my life since graduation: What had I accomplished, what was I proudest of, and what were my regrets? I then tried to channel my older self: What would I regret not doing before I turned forty? What life would I want to tell my grandkids I’d lived? While I had a lot of ideas for my future, the prompts mostly served to underline the reality of the situation. There were so many things I wanted to do that would require me to set down my current life, at least for a while, to explore.

Before the plane touched down in Boston, I’d decided to give it a shot. I didn’t have much of a plan, only an invitation to join a two-week tour around New Zealand with a small group of friends in a few months. But it was enough activation energy to get me unstuck. I also knew of a Buddhist pilgrimage in Japan that would give me ample time for spiritual exploration. Between these two activities, I figured a few months would be sufficient.

After some logistical conversations with my leadership team, I announced my departure to the team and our investors. I’d be back in four months, I told everyone. I sublet my apartment, spent entirely too much time researching the latest lightweight backpacking gear, and bought a one-way ticket to New Zealand.



Changing Views on Time Off

When people hear that I took extended leave from my job, they think of it as a luxury, something only a rare few can afford to do. Most people don’t have easy access to a long break. I know that. But in my journey to write this book, I was surprised to find many more examples of sabbatical takers of varying means, from teachers to journalists to nonprofit employees and students. Some people could take only six weeks off, others a year. They were able to make it work either due to an employer offering the benefit, through advance planning, or because they simply had no other choice.

Increasingly, extended leave is no longer a privilege reserved for the lucky few. More and more companies, individuals, and societies take sabbaticals as a matter of course. Intel, for example, has had a sabbatical policy in place for more than thirty years. Even McDonald’s has been offering managers a paid sabbatical since 1977. Blue-chip companies and unicorns like Adobe, Automattic, and Genentech have used sabbaticals to attract talent for decades. And a rotating cast of tech giants and even staid Wall Street banks such as Citigroup have rolled out multi-month paid leave in recent years. Swedish citizens are entitled to six months’ leave to work on an entrepreneurial project, while, by law, all Australian civil servants receive long service leave after seven to ten years of employment. Sabbaticals not only exist but are standard issue in many unexpected places already, available to more than just those who can afford to quit their jobs.

But Americans are notoriously bad at taking time off, even when it’s given: we habitually leave a third of our paid vacation days unused.1 In the early twentieth century, economist John Maynard Keynes predicted that advancements in technology would shrink the workweek to fifteen hours.2 Instead, the highest-paid Americans work more than ever, and significantly more than their peers in other advanced countries.3

It’s hard not to feel that most everything has been centered around productivity, as if we’ve lost the plot around how to measure our lives with any other yardstick. Call it the Protestant work ethic, as German sociologist Max Weber did, or Workism, as journalist Derek Thompson has.4 Either way, productivity is often framed in opposition to leisure, as opposed to time off enabling and enriching our work. If you’ve ever felt guilty for not checking your work email on a hard-earned vacation, you know what I’m talking about.

But if you look past the headlines where our society lionizes CEOs who sleep under their desks and run multiple companies, a vastly different story explains the early success and creation of companies like Apple, Salesforce, and Impossible Foods, one where leaders used retreat and recovery to spur innovation and regain energy to excel on the next leg of their journey.

Attitudes around the cost of working so hard have been undergoing a seismic shift. The youngest generation of workers are willing to forgo raises for time off, flexibility, and meaning at work.5 Employers are beginning to realize that competing for the best talent means rewarding employees with something other than money—for example, continuing education stipends or flexibility. There’s evidence this employer-led shift is underway around sabbaticals too, as organizations offering corporate sabbatical policies have nearly doubled between 2019 and 2024.6



Stepping Away

In the decade since my moment of surrender, everything has shifted for me. And all because I stepped away from work for a few months.

While my marquee accomplishment on sabbatical was walking nine hundred miles through Japan on pilgrimage, a much more important transformation occurred in mundane environments but required something even more foreign: time. I spent weeks back at home with my mother, cooking her meals as she recovered from a serious illness. I helped my cousin rebuild a three-story deck, remodeled my kitchen, and learned how to cut tile with my dad. I sat with a close friend in the waiting room of the children’s hospital as he fielded devastating news about his newborn daughter.

Much to the surprise of everyone watching from afar, my time off was also difficult. As my sabbatical unfolded, I came to understand that I could not return to my own company. I was doubt-ridden, lonely, and scared of the prospect of an uncertain future. Did this mean I failed to achieve something, or that I’d chosen the wrong path in the first place? But as my time off progressed, I grew more confident. I got stronger—physically, mentally, spiritually. I also felt lighter, more creative, less anxious. I wrote songs, journaled prodigiously, took photos. My mindset shifted from scarcity and fear to abundance and joy. Looking back, it was the most memory-dense period of my life, but also somehow only 121 days. It would alter how I viewed myself forever.

In the wake of my sabbatical, I exchanged a public-facing version of success for one that felt more authentic to me and who I wanted to become. I decided to give my time away through the end of the year as I contemplated my next steps by volunteering at my alma mater in Indiana to help lead a poverty lab. Doing so took the pressure off of finding the next thing right away and gave me the space and perspective to imagine a new path for myself. My sabbatical had reenergized me with the personal resources to make a change. And it gave me the courage and permission to quit the life that no longer fulfilled me and set out on an unknown journey to understand what had happened to me, and so many others, on sabbatical.

In a strange way, the timing of my search couldn’t have been better. Work and life ground to a halt just a few years later, in early 2020. Uncertainty reigned. With surprisingly few exceptions, work was severed from the workplace. But it still got done. A year later we saw the highest quit rates in more than twenty years, a trend economists called the Great Resignation.7 Faced with the prospect of returning to work as it had always been, employees demanded more flexibility and benefits than ever before, and people chose to take a beat or two outside of work, for themselves and their families. And for the first time on record, more people were quitting en masse without concrete plans for their next jobs.

The pandemic didn’t create workplace dissatisfaction, but when our work and home lives collided, it enabled a unique moment to reevaluate the appropriate role each should play going forward. Something had shifted in our work culture. Not some incremental change in work-life balance but a drastic departure in how we take time off and view our lives. How would we choose to spend our time if we fully reckoned with both its fragility and its value? As I dug into the practice of people leaving their jobs for uncertain shores, I realized there was more to the story. Sabbaticals were part of a larger pattern over decades, perhaps even on the precipice of a movement instead of an aberration.



Finding a Path Forward

With this as background, I started delving deeply into the benefits of sabbaticals for both individuals and companies. On the surface, sabbaticals look just like really long vacations, so of course they’d feel a bit better than your most recent week or two off from work. We’ve all taken a vacation, but it’s the sabbatical takers who insist there’s something incredibly distinct and powerful about Big Time Off. (We’ll talk about what constitutes a sabbatical in chapter 2.)

After returning from my sabbatical, I began interviewing people about these profound experiences in their lives. Having spent much of my career with two organizations based on academic research—my credit scoring company and the nonprofit I co-led during my sabbatical, the University of Notre Dame’s Lab for Economic Opportunities—I was surprised that there was no rigorous research on sabbaticals outside of academia. So I partnered with academics to launch the first study of sabbaticals for the rest of us.

Our research was groundbreaking and clear. The study participants consistently described their sabbaticals as “peak life experiences”—that is, moments of euphoria and self-understanding that remain instructive for your entire life. Sabbatical alums considered their time off to have been as significant as the birth of their child or their wedding day. We found that taking a few months off from work addresses burnout, increases creativity, improves relationships, and helps folks reinvent themselves.8 People return from their sabbatical with improved confidence to make changes in their lives, and fresh ideas for what to do next, either at their existing job or a new one.

The positive outcomes for people who take sabbaticals are nearly universal. Access, unfortunately, is not. That’s why this book is more than a practical guide. It is a call to action. It goes beyond surveying the sabbatical ecosystem to offer a vision of a better world—one in which access to time away is not dictated by income or job type, and where its costs are understood in proportion to a lifetime of work. After all, what is six months off over the course of a forty-year career?

Those of you who are feeling stuck in your life, called to explore the world, or simply wondering if there’s another way to structure your working life have landed in the right place. The stories and strategies in this book will show you how others have navigated this path—and how you might find your own way forward. What you’ll discover here is that taking a sabbatical isn’t about having all the answers before you begin; it’s about creating enough time and space to ask the right questions.



But before we proceed, I’d like to recalibrate. I’ve been intentionally appealing to the rational, practical side of your brain. That’s the part of you I need to work hardest to convince in order to entertain the idea of a sabbatical.

The other part of you relished the long summers of your childhood and never feels satisfied with your allotted vacation days. It lusts over the travel section of the newspaper or an unwritten bucket list. It’s the inner child who wants to experiment, and play, and throw caution to the wind and get the fuck out of Dodge. This side of you doesn’t need convincing. It just needs help cajoling the other part of you, the one that holds the checkbook, monitors your reputation, and metes out permission.

I’ve spent almost a decade working with people looking to take a sabbatical, as well as those coming back from one. There’s a convincing case to be made around productivity increases and health improvements and career enhancements, for sure. You’ll come away from this book with all the relevant research and case studies to support this conclusion. But the strongest case for sabbaticals lies in one of the most common phrases in my research: feeling human again. Not like a machine whose habits and schedule revolve around work but a living, loving, sensitive individual seeking meaning, fulfillment, and joy in the day-to-day.

There’s obviously intrinsic value in feeling this way, but it’s hard to put a statistic on it, let alone write about it in a way that doesn’t scare off those wearing the armor of their practical self. If we can’t be open to the possibility of returning to something essential in ourselves, to pursue our dreams for a little while… what is it that we’re all doing here?



How to Use This Book

This book is arranged in two parts. The first part aims to equip you with inspiration and permission for taking a sabbatical. We’ll define a sabbatical and explore a textbook example. The heart of the book follows some of my favorite sabbatical takers on journeys. These stories illustrate the possibilities and evidence for sabbaticals, as well as the best practices, common difficulties, and anticipated outcomes from a successful sabbatical.

Don’t worry—you’re not just trailing someone on their vacation. Interwoven with alumni stories is research from academic fields like psychology, as well as examples from companies, cultures, and religions that consider extended leave essential to a good life.

In the second part of the book, I share my blueprint for taking a sabbatical—what I call the Field Guide. Here, you’ll put the learnings into practice. First, I’ll scold you for immediately flipping to the end of the book (only partly kidding). Then, I’ll walk you through the most important considerations for the three phases of your sabbatical: planning, execution, and integration. After that, I’ll help you think about a sabbatical for your work self and for your company. Finally, we’ll explore returning to normal life and prepare you for the tough parts of sabbaticals—mismatched expectations, loneliness, and fear of what’s on the other side. This isn’t a vacation we’re talking about—it’s much more important.

We all know deep down that many things worth doing are difficult. But sabbaticals pose a different challenge than a hard project at work. A sabbatical isn’t a specific or tangible thing; it’s the lack of a task to accomplish or a specific level to attain. It’s an empty space for you to experiment with the wishes, dreams, and aspirations for your life, whether or not they are “productive.” It prompts you to consider who you are when you’re not working, and, once you’re there, to ask if this is still who you want to become. Taking off is a subversive act in our society that requires the moral courage to prioritize your personal growth. It also asks us to transcend from inward-focused self-care to identifying and nurturing how our gifts can be used in service to others.

I am confident that your sabbatical will be one of the most significant periods of time in your life. The highest-order purpose of this book is to give you license to view time off not as an optional luxury but rather as an investment in a life well lived. To do so, I must equip you with the inspiration, the permission, and a blueprint to get there. Our first story illustrates some of the best practices, common difficulties, and anticipated outcomes from a successful sabbatical.

Now let’s get to work, so to speak.






1 Setting a Good Example


What will be the good of the conquest of leisure and health if no one remembers how to use them?

—Bertrand Russell, Education and the Good Life



There was no dramatic moment at work that pushed Winston Chen over the edge from a comfortable life in Boston to an island above the Arctic Circle. No heated meeting with management, no threat of the business going under. It was less a tsunami from the outside than a rising tide from within, a culmination of things he and his wife, Kristin, wanted to do with their lives and a growing awareness that the window for acting on them as a family was closing.

Winston had worked in tech for both decades of his career, but he felt a clear difference in how he worked in his thirties compared to his twenties. Fresh out of college, he had capitalized on the tech boom to create a flexible life as an independent tech-consultant-for-hire. He got paid well enough, but to him, the real reward was the flexibility it offered. Winston traveled so frequently that he kept no permanent address and took long periods off between projects. The life of a nomad had its perks: Winston met Kristin on a backpacking trip in her native Norway. After the two were married, Winston settled into a more stable and traditional role in management, working for a major tech company in Boston.

A decade in, the company’s prospects had plateaued, and somewhere along the line, Winston’s career became progressively more stressful. Like the proverbial frog in the pot, Winston had only a passing realization that something was wrong on the way toward boiling. At the same time, life on the home front was pleasant and stable. The couple had two children and a great community. They loved their house, which was biking distance to Winston’s office. They had a routine that worked. Nothing was wrong.

Winston’s story is about finding inspiration to take a sabbatical. It also illustrates how to navigate the inevitable vacuum left behind when we step away from work, and the unexpected role of play in getting ourselves back into it. Like all the stories in this book, Winston and Kristin’s sabbatical experience provides a case study to help you envision your own sabbatical and structure your time off. But what makes Winston’s story particularly important in the exploration of sabbaticals is precisely that it wasn’t precipitated by some emergency or irrepressible desire to transform his life. To quote Michael Pollan’s examination of psychedelics, it should be enough to use sabbaticals just for the “betterment of well people.” An act to deepen and enrich your future, and the sign of a healthy life instead of one in dire need of a change.


Finding Permission to Take the Leap

One day at work, a friend sent Winston a trending TED Talk about taking a sabbatical called “The Power of Time Off.” In the talk, Austrian-born designer Stefan Sagmeister outlines his decision to shut down his eponymous New York−based design firm for a full twelve months, once every seven years. Not just for him but for his entire staff. His core message is this: What if we borrowed a few years from retirement and sprinkled them across our working life?

Sagmeister retreated to Bali on sabbatical to heal from a decade of hard-charging work and find inspiration by creating art for art’s sake. At least, that’s what he assumed he was doing. But after returning to work, he was surprised how many design ideas his seemingly frivolous experiments on sabbatical had given him. For example, spending months living next to Ubud’s famed monkey forest inspired Sagmeister to create a campaign using bananas at various stages of ripeness to spell out a client’s advertising slogan. Sagmeister claims that the contracts derived from his ideas in Bali more than recouped the money spent paying staff to not work for a year.

Winston’s heart raced at the idea, but his blood pressure also rose at the practicalities of a year off. How could his family afford it? What would his colleagues, investors, and peers think? He wasn’t in his twenties anymore, after all. The stakes of leaving his job as chief technology officer at a venture-backed company weren’t only financial—Winston had dedicated years of his career to building his reputation. It was a big part of who he was and not something he could easily discard. His work identity felt at times like an anchor preventing him from moving freely, but it was also undeniably a ballast supporting his family and a broader life he cherished.

Completely ejecting from his routine life seemed drastic for sure, but it wasn’t completely out of character for his and Kristin’s relationship. After meeting on Winston’s backpacking trip to Norway, the two adventured across multiple continents in their young relationship before Kristin followed Winston back to the States.

While Winston weighed the trade-offs of taking a sabbatical, Kristin was hatching her own return from a long career break from teaching. Five years into being a full-time primary caretaker to their two children, she worried that her professional skills as an educator were atrophying. She’d relished being able to be there for her kids at a young age but felt a bit restless, overeducated, and underutilized. With their kids finally at school during the day, life had developed a Groundhog Day feel.

In a moment of synchronicity, one of Kristin’s friends had recently recommended a reality show called Heavenly Blue, where a couple relocates to a small island in arctic Norway to take over the local bed-and-breakfast. The show follows the family trading their urban lifestyle for a completely new existence. Not normally one for daytime TV, let alone reality TV, Kristin nonetheless felt like the show spoke to her. A change of scenery, an adventure in her childhood country, and, yes, even hard work sounded tremendously appealing.

Describing the urge to a friend from home, Kristin learned about another island in the Norwegian sea, Rødøy, which reminded her of where she used to spend summers growing up. The coastal municipality on the Arctic Circle was big enough to have its own school and checked a lot of boxes on her wish list: she could get back into teaching, at a salary they could get by on, while at the same time immersing their children in her native culture and language. Moreover, she and Winston could spend quality time as a family, without the work travel and constant logistics that were consuming their lives back home. Kristin picked up the phone and called the principal. He had an opening for the upcoming school year and expected her application by Monday.



The Power of Examples

Both Winston and Kristin had found inspiration from the stories of complete strangers whose lives bore absolutely no resemblance to their own. It might seem incredible that Winston decided to uproot his entire life by watching a seventeen-minute video. Especially since he and Sagmeister, who’s famous enough to be on the TED mainstage, design album covers for the Rolling Stones, and run his own design firm, have almost nothing in common. But that’s how powerful these examples can be. I’ve found versions of these stories throughout my interviews on sabbatical takers. Witnessing someone living out their dreams helps you muster the courage to alter the trajectory of your own life.

This phenomenon is not unique to sabbaticals and has been studied extensively. University of North Carolina researchers Dale Schunk and Maria DiBenedetto have explored the crucial role so-called exemplars play in helping people change their lives. According to their work, by observing and comparing the successful actions of others, we can feel empowered and motivated.1 We seek psychological permission to undertake something that’s not currently part of our existing story. Especially something that appears to run at odds with the norm of success in society. And as the popularity of Sagmeister’s TED Talk makes clear, we don’t even have to know the people we are comparing ourselves to. But the effect is even more powerful for those we perceive as similar to us. A couple with kids is more likely to be inspired by how another couple with kids took a sabbatical, rather than how an unencumbered traveler found the time and resources to do so.

In our research, exemplars came in all shapes and sizes. The most common examples, tragically, were negative exemplars: People seeing their parents work themselves to the bone to save for a retirement that they never reached, due to poor health, the death of a partner, or some other exogenous event that clipped their dreams. Or people seeing someone their own age, long before retirement, become ill—or worse.

In addition to showing the power of examples, Winston and Kristin’s story also illustrates how the negative pressures of social norms make it incredibly hard to take a sabbatical. For most people, taking a sabbatical is fraught with risk. That’s mostly because it’s so out of the norm in our society, at least not normal the way that the weekend or vacations are. While not everybody takes weekends off, at least we all agree that there is a workweek and a weekend. We know when the weekend starts and when it ends. For salaried workers, it’s generally understood that you’re not in the office on the weekend. And for the most part, you know your job awaits you when you come back to the office on Monday. The same goes for vacations and, increasingly, parental leave. Speed of adoption within these movements can vary widely. For example, the concept of the weekend is relatively recent—hardly a century old.

As you know, sabbaticals are still far from the norm in the workplace. While the number of employers who offer official sabbatical leave is growing, the supermajority of those who embark on a sabbatical do so on their own dime, and between jobs. On top of this uncertainty, taking a sabbatical can introduce real negative consequences for those who take them. Some research suggests that taking time off, even if technically allowed by an employer, can negatively impact both future salary and promotions.2 This so-called work devotion bias especially impacts mothers like Kristin, whom extended leave can hit hard, often preventing them from reentering the workforce at their prior salary and position.3

Even in a country with progressive policies regarding time off, like Norway, fewer than 3 percent of fathers used their parental leave until it was required to be taken by both parents, instead of shared between the two.4 Now more than 70 percent of Norwegian fathers take the leave, although they’re more likely to take their mandated leave if their bosses already have.

In the case of sabbaticals, there are pockets of corporate America where it’s totally normalized—for example, journalism. NPR’s policy gives its reporters up to a year of unpaid leave to pursue personal projects that advance their work. One of our interviewees whose story you’ll encounter later, Aarti, credits this policy with enabling her to imagine taking a break. In the absence of this institutional permission, we need something—or someone—to prove that the risk is worth taking. Which is how a person like Stefan Sagmeister, or a reality TV show, comes to share an outsized role in the stories of complete strangers making one of the most risky-seeming decisions of their lives.

Stories can open the aperture for what we believe is possible. When you see someone who appears to successfully do something that everyone says isn’t possible, it gives you the courage to do it yourself.



The Process of Unwinding

Aflame with permission from a TED Talk and a TV show about a bed-and-breakfast in a lighthouse, Winston and Kristin decided to strike out in pursuit of a year to remember: a full twelve months away from their routine lives. Winston gave notice at his work, and they listed their house on a website called SabbaticalHomes.com, which matches (mostly) academics with people looking to swap or rent out their homes for the school year. The rent they earned would more than cover their mortgage over the course of their sabbatical. Within three months of making the decision, they boarded a plane to Kristin’s homeland, flush with bags and bursting with excitement.

The island of Rødøy is about three miles long by one and a half at its widest. The longest—and only—road on the island is a little over a mile long. There are about 150 year-round inhabitants, employed mostly in the local fishery. The island has one church and one school, which teaches kindergarten through ninth grade, and employs two teachers. Kristin would take over homeroom for one-third of the students. With their kids now attending the school, the size of the student body increased by 10 percent.

Their life on the island was simple, if sparse. The community was tight-knit and self-contained. Far from the American way of having overscheduled kids enrolled in various afterschool activities, the local children had little to do after school let out at 2:30. Kristin and Winston’s house became the de facto after-school youth club on the island.

Once they’d settled into some semblance of a routine, Winston set about making the most of his time off. He divided his days into the same three buckets he’d allotted for his sabbatical as a whole: time for himself, time for his family, and time investigating his work. On a typical day, Winston helped his family get off to school before heading off for a long hike to clear his mind. He would then spend hours on a collection of long-neglected hobbies, tinkering with art projects or learning the ukulele. He set aside an afternoon each week to spend one-on-one time with each of his kids, a tradition that they termed “daddy days.” He read books that had long festered on his shelf and dove into academic research on things that caught his imagination, like how vocal cords work, something his father had once studied.

But one of the chief appeals of island life for Winston was something completely unrelated to any sort of “productive” sabbatical whatsoever: fishing. A lifelong angler, he was excited to catch fish; learn how to smoke, dry, and salt fish; and, of course, cook and eat fish. Luckily for Winston, the nearby waters were so fertile that catching enough for dinner for the family during a thirty-minute fishing session with an unbaited jig was virtually guaranteed. Winston caught cod, haddock, some halibut, and his favorite, mackerel. Kristin says that “it got to the point where it was less of a concern that Winston would actually catch something for dinner, and more like choosing from a menu. If you wanted halibut, you went to this fishing spot. Mackerel? Over there.”
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