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To my teachers—the scientists, educators, monks, and mentors—who nurtured in me a sense of self-direction.
 This book is for you.
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A Quick AI Statement

The other day, I was chatting with a friendly new acquaintance when he said something that took me aback: that he doesn’t read books anymore. He used to love them but feels as though he now can’t trust them in this age of artificial intelligence. After all, how can he be sure that a book was written by a human and not by some algorithm?

As an author of three books (and now four—welcome!), what he said surprised me. But on some level, I also agreed with him. As a reader, I want to know that an author didn’t “phone it in”—that they wrote a book themselves. Hence, this short statement before we jump into the book.

The fundamental premise of this book is that the key to goal attainment is doubling down on how intentional we are. In this way, human intentionality is not only beautiful but also profoundly powerful. By turning our intentions into actions, we can go our own way to accomplish the things we truly want to get out of life. There is nothing wrong with automatic behavior—habits are extraordinarily powerful too, for example. But to attain many of our goals, we must act deliberately, with intention. That is what this book is about. While we perform around half of our actions out of habit (40 to 45 percent of them), this book is about the other half of our actions—the intentional half.1

As such, it felt plain wrong to use AI at all in writing this book. I stubbornly didn’t even run the manuscript through my grammar checker of choice, once I saw that it had introduced features powered by artificial intelligence. At the end of the day, I wanted to be able to say that I wrote this book, as I can with the others.

So, here’s my quick AI statement: Every part of this book was written by me, Chris. (Except where it was edited by my lovely editors at Penguin Random House!)

The only exception is the notes section at the very back, which cites the research articles I read and referenced while writing this book. I love reading these papers, but I can’t stand formatting the references for them. I didn’t use AI to format these references because I got a hand with them from a colleague. (Thanks, Dana!) But if it weren’t for her help, I honestly probably would have used AI. In the past, I couldn’t stand this part of the writing process and would have been more than comfortable with its covering for me here.

This is, in my view, the rightful place that AI should have in our workflows. It should do the drudgery, not the art.

As this book goes to print, the dust is still settling with how these new technologies will affect books and, more broadly, the publishing industry. Not to mention other forms of art. My personal hope is that a book remains something that is handcrafted, not generated; that there is general repulsion for and rejection of art generated by AI that is passed off as being created by a human. Time will tell whether this will be the case, and a lot of dust still has to settle—but I have hope. For now, though, I’ll do my best to keep creating work that you will find practically useful and interesting. I’ll be doing this work myself, standing not on the shoulders of machines but of researchers, scientists, and those who helped me along the way, who are thanked in the acknowledgments.

The humans.
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Elusive Goals

When I was growing up, much to my chagrin, my parents always made me do one extracurricular sports-related activity. Honestly, they probably just wanted me to get out of the house. If I had things my way, I would have much preferred to stay home to read or program on the computer. But alas, I had to choose a sport. For a while, my sport of choice was karate—largely because the sensei who operated the local studio frequently canceled classes. After putting a bit more thought into it, though, I eventually took up golf.

I still remember the golf instructor I had. A middle-aged man with a notably gentle voice—which, for whatever reason, everyone in the game of golf seems to have—Bob taught me a lot about how to swing a club. Starting out, I could hardly hit the ball, even if I took a run at it Happy Gilmore–style. But by the end of my lessons with Bob, I’m glad to report that I could not only hit the ball every time I swung the club, I could hit it well! And far, and straight. (Thank you, Bob.)

The most interesting lesson Bob taught me was also the technique that improved my swing the most. Prior to taking lessons, when swinging the club, I considered my work done once I hit the ball. (Frankly, I was just relieved to have hit the damn thing.) But what Bob taught me was that the art of swinging a club is in focusing on what happens after I hit the ball, just as much as before. Prior to Bob, I had believed that the post-swing quarter pirouette, where you turn forward to look at your glorious shot, was a needless flourish that served only to make you look good. It turns out, the opposite is the case.

When you swing a club and it connects with the ball, your swing is not done—it’s only half over. Focusing on what happened after my club made contact with the ball—and making sure my club moved in one uniform arc the whole way through—improved my swing dramatically. In focusing not on the windup but on the follow-through, I found myself actually hitting the ball more consistently.

The windup matters—but the follow-through matters just as much.

MY GOAL GRAVEYARD

A few years ago, I was impatient with my progress to achieve my goal of learning to play the piano. I found myself looking back at the graveyard of goals I had tried and failed to achieve. A curious pattern seemed to emerge. While I’d had no problem starting and even maintaining my progress, what I hadn’t managed to do was follow through—especially on my long-term goals.

I can’t count the number of times I have set a goal to lose a certain number of pounds, only to fall back into the same habits and routines, gaining it back again. Or the number of times I’ve carved out a wonderful daily running ritual, only to have it fade over time. On the floor of our basement are numerous home gym contraptions that I bought once and used religiously—for a month or two before stopping forever.

Setting goals? No problem. Making detailed plans for how to achieve my goals and being productive with them on a regular basis? Also not a problem. But caring about them over a long period of time? And consistently actioning them so I could make decent progress over the long term? As far as I can look back, that has proven much more difficult.

In the last decade of studying and writing about personal productivity, I’ve read too many books and research articles on productivity to count. Yet, despite all this research, over time, my graveyard of forgotten goals has only gotten more crowded.

And so, I started to ask why.

Why do some goals feel effortless, while others feel like a chore?

Why do certain goals feel continually and stubbornly beyond our reach, no matter how hard we try?

How does goal setting—and, more important, goal attainment—even work? How should it work?

What does the research say about how we can follow through with our goals more often?

How can we make our goals more meaningful—so much so that they feel completely natural, an extension of who we are?

What does it take for us to actually follow through with the goals and intentions we set?

THE KEY TO FOLLOWING THROUGH

As I started digging into these questions, I chatted with researchers, scientists, and even Buddhist monks, and found these answers and more. I’ll share a rather large spoiler right now: The key to finishing what you start is becoming more intentional. For this reason, intentionality is a primary focus of this book—alongside goal attainment.

Becoming more intentional—deciding what to do before doing it—sometimes gets a bad rap, and for a good reason. We don’t always follow through with the intentions that we set. Much as some of us who have a graveyard of exercise equipment that we aspirationally keep in the basement, we have a similar wasteland of failed intentions that collect dust in our mind.

Here’s a bit of weight off your shoulders, though: This is normal. To be expected, even. It’s simply human to set intentions but not follow through to reach the goals we set. Fortunately for us all, however, there is concrete science behind how we can follow through on our intentions every day, week, or year, and throughout our lives. In the process, intention remains central to attaining our goals because when we do follow through, an intention always came first. For example, we don’t always go for a morning run after we plan to—sometimes life gets in the way, other times, we can’t muster up the motivation. But when we do go for a run, it’s because we had originally set an intention to do so.

In other words, intention is the mental process that precedes our actually doing anything, including making progress on our goals. It’s integral to goal attainment because it creates action.

There is a fascinating magic to the idea and practice of intentionality. We all have things we desire to accomplish—whether that’s drinking more water throughout the day, running a marathon, or writing a book. Each of us has intentions of every shape and size and intensity: large and small, difficult and easy, and meaningful and shallow.

To borrow a sports reference that you’ve likely heard one too many times before, intention is a kind of Wayne Gretzky you miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take situation. You won’t always follow through with your intentions. But if you never set any intentions, you won’t achieve any of what you want.

Generally, the more intentions you set, the better you’ll do. The longer, extended Gretzky quote is “You miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take, even though there’s only a 1 to 5 percent [probability] of scoring.”1 Luckily for us, intentions provide us with a far higher probability of success—and it’s possible to set stronger intentions that lead us to follow through with our goals far more often.

We’ll cover how to do this over the course of this book.

THIS BOOK FROM TEN THOUSAND FEET

I write about the subject of personal productivity in my previous books—a topic that goal attainment is tangentially related to. For many, the topic of personal productivity conjures up cold, corporate imagery. But if you’re familiar with my previous work, you know I approach things differently. To me, productivity is all about becoming more deliberate and intentional in how we work and live our lives.

If productivity is about intention, then by this definition we’re perfectly productive when we do what we set out to do—whether that’s being deeply present in a coffee shop conversation with a friend, settling into a beach lounge chair with a good book, or clawing our way back to “inbox zero” by the end of a busy week. In a way, productivity can be seen as the process of following through with the tiny, short-term goals we set on a daily basis.

As you know, following through with our intentions is far easier said than done. If our intentions and goals suddenly became easy, this book would not need to exist. Productivity books—or at least the helpful ones!—would also vanish into a poof of smoke. Yet as you have already found, there is something about our goals and sticking with our intentions that proves fundamentally elusive. At any one time, we all have a set of things we want to accomplish: whether that’s meeting work deadlines, losing weight, or even finishing this book. There are many reasons we don’t finish what we start. Some tasks and goals may prove too aversive (difficult and ugly) and others too time-consuming, while others get crowded out by the throes of everyday life. If you’ve gotten distracted from this book, you may also know that we often don’t even notice intentions to do new and different things as they form—even when they completely derail our attention. It’s no wonder, as the saying goes, that the “road to hell is paved with good intentions.”

The good news is that it doesn’t have to be this way. So let’s get on a different road and actually follow through with the goals and intentions that we set.

We’ll cover significant ground throughout this book, so let me show you the book from ten thousand feet, to give you a loose framework to keep in mind as you read. Some of the ideas we’ll discuss include:


•	Where intentions come from. We’ll break down the differences between our “default” intentions and “deliberate” intentions. Anyone can follow through with the intentions they set by default—and as you’ll see, it’s also often a nice break to “go with the flow.” But we unlock more of what intention has to offer us when we take charge of our actions to go our own way. In the process, our time becomes significantly more productive and meaningful.

•	Human values. Simply put, our values are the motivational bedrock that also drives everything we do. By understanding our values, we can craft intentions that feel like a natural extension of who we are. According to the latest research, there are twelve basic, fundamental human values that we all share to some extent—and the science behind them has been validated across hundreds of thousands of study participants, cross-culturally in more than eighty countries. Using these twelve basic values as a starting point, we can construct intentions in a way that leads us to significantly greater goal attainment and meaning. I’ll share some values rituals that I personally use that can help us all live more in accordance with what we value every day, including practicing what I call “intentional indulgence,” knowing what your “opposing values” are, and measuring how you spend your time relative to your innermost values. Values may sound like a mushy topic, but as you’ll quickly see, they’re central to the science of goal attainment—assuming you follow the science.

•	Why and when we should drop (or “edit”) the goals we have already set. Over time, the more goals we abandon, the more other goals we get to try on for size. Some goals are worth sticking with, while others are worth dropping. Chapter 3 will help you distinguish between them.

•	What makes some goals and intentions downright aversive. It turns out there are specific attributes that make some goals, and the actions we must take to achieve them, aversive. The six attributes of aversion also lead us to procrastination, a phenomenon we can overcome by understanding and compensating for the aversion that is embedded within our goals.

•	The “antecedents of desire” and how to cultivate them. These are the attributes a goal or action can have that make us significantly more likely to follow through with it. Just as there are attributes of aversion, there are characteristics of a goal that make it more desirable. Every goal has some combination of both aversion and desire. By cultivating desire, the things we wish to accomplish become more attractive to do—which naturally makes us more likely to do them.

•	“Intention rituals.” These are the rituals we can invest in that lead us to follow through on our goals more often: carving out “islands of intentions” throughout our day, the technique of “mental contrasting,” adding structured accountability habits into our day, and more. Practicing forethought through rituals like these is akin to building a moat around your intentions—the process fortifies what you wish to accomplish so you’ll actually follow through with it.



By the end of this book, my goal is to provide you with the ideas and techniques that you need to do the things that you set out to do. In the process, you’ll learn to craft smarter goals and intentions that are personalized to who you are, which will make you follow through on them more often.

SCIENCE HELP

Before we jump in, just a few more quick notes for you to keep in mind.

First, a word of advice on . . . advice. As this book explores the subject of personal productivity (among other topics), it’s worth mentioning that personal productivity is just that: personal. As such, not all the ideas in this book will resonate with you.

In my opinion, this is a good thing. But for this reason, be sure to take the ideas in this book that work for you and leave the rest. Try as many of the ideas here as you can. They have made it into the book because according to the latest science—and a little personal experience—they work. Be prepared to be surprised by what works and what doesn’t. And experiment, experiment, experiment.

Wherever possible, this book is based on scientific evidence. There is a literal treasure trove of research that has been conducted on the subject of goal attainment—and as I discovered reading through it, it’s as fascinating as it is inspiring. Productivity advice that isn’t rooted in research has always confused me: What is it rooted in? Wishful thinking? Hopes and dreams? Unicorn dust? (That last one doesn’t sound too bad, actually.) It just makes sense to me that any advice on how we should live our life should be grounded in evidence—or, at the bare minimum, personal experience of what works. A lot of advice that sounds good on the surface doesn’t hold water in practice (I’ll share a story or two about this later in the book).

I am not a scientist by training. That said, one of my weird passions is devouring journal articles about productivity and other interesting topics—to connect disparate ideas from research, experts, and, in this book, even Buddhist monks. While writing this book, I pored over thousands and read hundreds of studies related to topics like goal attainment, intentionality, aversion, desire, and values, all to filter through the prevailing evidence about what actually works. I simply find productivity techniques grounded in scientific research to be more worthy of our time—and more interesting. As you read this, I hope you do, too. I’ve done my best to do as much work as possible on your behalf.

The research that I reference in this book is cited in the notes chapter at the back of the book. If you find an idea in this book compelling, I encourage you to flip to this section to see where the idea comes from. (I’ve left the endnote references formatted as superscript in case you’re curious to check any of them out.) This way, you can learn more about the research papers that I cite—if an idea interests you, the original research paper may also interest you. (Though reading research papers is obviously not for everyone!)

There are exercises sprinkled throughout these pages—isolated activities you can try that reinforce many of the concepts in this book. You don’t have to do any of them if you don’t want to, but I’ve designed each to allow you to extract more value from the ideas I will talk about. If doing them will interrupt your flow of reading, don’t worry: The very last chapter of the book will provide you with a roadmap for putting all the tactics in the book into practice. Feel free to “choose your own adventure” in reading the book: I’ve done my best to structure it to be helpful to you, regardless of how you want to read it. Most of the exercises will help you earn back time, just like the tactics will.

Real work is more complicated than what can take place inside a laboratory. My hope is that by keeping one foot in the research, and one foot in the tactical implementations of it, this book will serve as an effective bridge between both for you.

Okay, that’s enough preamble. Now that you have both the lay of the land with the chapters to come, as well as a general idea of my approach to writing this book, let’s dig in.

We’ll start by exploring a subject I find absolutely fascinating: where intention comes from.


A Note on Accomplishment

An unfortunate truth about productivity advice is that it often makes you feel as though you’re not doing enough. In trying to become more productive, we tend to focus on our deficiencies—like how little we’re getting done every day and how many goals we have yet to achieve. Focusing on achieving more, it’s easy to feel like we’re not achieving enough.

For this reason, in striving to become more productive, we should remind ourselves of all the fruits our efforts have led to in the past.

My favorite way to do this is to keep an “accomplishments list.” The definition is in the name: It’s a list of everything you’ve accomplished. You can keep the list across whatever timeline you’d like. If you find yourself dragging your heels to get things done throughout the week, capture the things, large and small, that you accomplish throughout that week to review alongside your intentions. If you instead prefer to reflect on the larger results of your labor, update a list of the results your efforts have led to—at work and at home—throughout the year. I prefer to keep the yearly list, and often also keep a weekly list when I’m feeling especially unmotivated. Like a well-structured goal, both lists are great motivational propellant.

Often in the journey to become more productive, our negative self-talk goes through the roof as we try to change how we work and live. In considering what you have yet to achieve, remember all that you have achieved already—this counterbalances negative self-talk, while letting you remind yourself of all the great things you’ve done so far.
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The Intention Stack


“We look at the world once, in childhood. The rest is memory.”

—Louise Glück1



There is always a reason why we act the way we do. This reason—whether it is deliberate or automatic—is intentionality.

An intention is simply a mental plan to do something. It doesn’t have to be deliberate or even conscious. As researchers have put it, “Environmental features can activate automatic [intentions] that affect goal-directed cognition and behavior without conscious awareness.” These intentions “produce similar performance outcomes as conscious” goals.2

In other words: We set intentions with and without meaning to, based on conditions in our environment and in our mind.

THE SOURCES OF INTENTION

One day, while working on this book, I attended a talk by a Buddhist monk.* At the time, I was knee-deep in the research about where intention arises from. I obviously didn’t expect that the monk would have brushed up on this particular topic, and he probably hadn’t. Monks tend to look within to find answers—to the causes and effects within the mind—rather than outward to research papers. But as both approaches study causes and effects, it’s no surprise that they sometimes arrive at the same results. So, on a whim, I decided to ask him the question I had been pondering: Where do our intentions come from?

On the surface, Buddhism and productivity have nothing in common. But at their core, both are about our relationship with intentionality—becoming more deliberate about our actions lives at the heart of both. This is not a book about Buddhism, of course, though the practice does give us a peek into how we can observe the intentions we set—including through meditative practices, many of which investigate the inner workings of the mind.

His answer coincided perfectly with what the research on intentionality has found. Actually, in some ways, he provided a better summary than the research currently can. According to the monk—and researchers—intentions arise from the following:


•	our biology (e.g., when we set an intention to make a pit stop at the very next restroom we find while on a road trip),

•	the social environments that we’re a part of (e.g., when we set an intention to join our friends for a drink after work on Friday night—especially after a stressful week),

•	our conditioning by family or culture (e.g., when we scarf down meals around the dinner table as quickly as our parents used to when we were growing up),

•	our desire to find happiness and avoid pain (e.g., when we set an intention to ask someone out on a first date when we feel the need for companionship in our life),

•	the lessons we have learned in the past (e.g., when we set an intention to have a frank conversation with a colleague after we took a workshop about more skillful conversation techniques), and

•	our “self-reflective capacity.” This is our ability to look within ourselves to consider the best way to proceed (e.g., when we stop to reflect on exactly what we want to get out of a busy week).



As you can see, we decide to do things—whether consciously or subconsciously—for a whole host of reasons.

On top of the sources of intention within us, there are also characteristics we can have that affect what kinds of intentions (and goals) we set. For example, those of us who are highly conscientious tend to make more ambitious plans. The more positively you regard yourself, the more competitive you are, and the better your general mood, the more challenging your intentions tend to be as well.3

While becoming more intentional is the key to goal attainment, it is remarkable how elusive our intentions can be. Examining where our intentions come from is tricky—but fascinating and informative. We set intentions constantly—to do everything from tying our shoelaces to starting a business. But a great number of these intentions slip by our notice.


Slippery Intentions

Here’s a quick challenge for you. It won’t take any time, though it may consume a bit of your attention. The next time your mind forms an intention to put down this book and do something else, try to notice that it has done so.

Often the new intention will take the form of an urge to do something else. Imagine sitting down in your favorite chair and luxuriating in the sounds of your favorite playlist. If you were to pause the playlist midway through and sit in silence for a moment or two, you would eventually feel a new intention form—the next song you want to listen to. Your mind is forming new intentions like these all the time—you’re just not always aware that it is doing so.

If you do manage to catch your next intention forming, try asking a simple question: What led your new intention to form? Try to examine the chain of events that led to the new intention. This might prove to be nearly impossible in the moment. But try.

For example:



•	Was a certain passage of the book boring, which made you restless and want to do something else? (If so, apologies!)

•	Did the sudden urge to do something else erupt in your mind—whether because you wanted to distract and stimulate your mind, or to get something else done apart from reading this book?

•	Did your mind wander to other things as you were reading—despite your original intention to read this book—and this led you to think of something else to do?

•	Did someone come into the room and interrupt your reading or ask you for help with something?

•	Did a telemarketer call, leading you to forget about the book and start mindlessly scrolling through apps on your phone?



Intentions are fascinating, yet slippery. We set them all day, often without even noticing. Every time we take action in the service of some goal, we are acting out an intention that we have set. Sometimes intentions form as a result of previous conditioning. Other times, we construct them more deliberately, through conscious deliberation and selection. They come in all shapes and sizes.

Pay attention to the next intention you form—the next intention that derails your current intention, to follow through with reading this book.

Because so many of our intentions are formed automatically—beneath what we can notice with conscious awareness—this exercise can be far trickier than you might think.



THE TWO TYPES OF INTENTIONS

By default, we’re happiness-seeking beings who want to find greater pleasure and avoid discomfort and pain. As we make decisions over time that get us to a place of greater comfort and happiness, our mind becomes conditioned—by ourselves and others—to respond in a certain way to events around us. Feeling lonely, we ask our future spouse out on a first date; seeing a delicious meal in front of us, we scarf it down quickly; feeling the urge to go to the bathroom on a road trip, we eagerly try to find the next possible stop.

Researchers have found that this conditioning typically springs forward out of our “neural autopilot mode”—the mental mode we deploy whenever we simply respond automatically to what comes our way. This mode runs our behavior when we don’t take active control over our intentions.4 Without conditions, nothing can arise at all.

The intentions we set because of this conditioning are our default intentions. Think about it. If you woke up one morning and didn’t think through any of your actions, you’d still find yourself doing, well . . . things! They might not be the ideal things, and you may not find greater meaning, accomplishment, or happiness because of them. But you’d still spend your time in some way or another. (You would have to—even if you just lay in bed all day! An intention to do nothing all day is still an intention, albeit one that takes place over an entire day.)

In fact, research describes an interesting split between how much of our daily behavior is automatic and deliberate. Our default intentions drive much of what we do throughout the day: A whopping 40 to 45 percent of our daily actions are automatic. (Intentional activity rooted in volition makes up the other 55 to 60 percent of our behavior.) Default intentions not only prove immensely powerful—they also illustrate the broader place that intention has in our days and in our life.

Another way to understand default intentions: They make up our habits. Habits outsource the act of setting intentions to automatic processes within our brain. This means we don’t have to think about them while our brain follows through with them on its neural autopilot mode. This is precisely what makes them so powerful.

If you have a habit of drinking a delicious, piping hot cup of coffee every morning right after you wake up, and you encounter the familiar conditions that trigger this habit (that is, you just got out of bed, your energy is low, and the day of the week ends with the letter y), your brain will form a plan to make a cup of coffee—all on your behalf! It’s not as good as having a barista at home, but it gets you close. You don’t even have to be awake enough to notice.

With enough awareness (and maybe also coffee), we can even observe our brain setting an intention to do the things we do without much thought. Twenty minutes into lying in bed bouncing between apps, we can observe that there is an urge that comes from within us to spring out of bed, get off our phone, and make our morning cup. (Buddhist monks often refer to this specific brand of motivation as “habit energy.”)

Every habit is triggered by some default intention that we have formed in response to one of the five “habit cues” that have been identified by researchers: a certain time, place, preceding event, emotional state, or presence of certain people.5 These environmental cues are what draw out our default intentions: Just as our default intentions lead us to act on autopilot, the conditions we encounter across these five categories trigger our intentions in the first place.

There is nothing wrong with our default intentions, and, in fact, relying on them can serve us quite well. Habits are remarkably powerful when we deploy them strategically, like when we develop focus routines to work more deeply throughout the day. It’s also nice not to have to think too much about other habits, like the fact that we need to brush our teeth as part of our nightly wind-down ritual.

But when it comes to the attainment of most goals, our default intentions are not enough. We still need some level of deliberateness to chart our own way in work and life. It is through becoming more deliberate with the intentions we set that we take greater control of our actions—which provides us with room to do things differently—and in the process, grow and break out of the mold of our conditioning. Doing this, we can separate ourselves from habits that are no longer serving us and act in a way that makes us more productive. We can spend our time in a way that gives our days more meaning.

To create meaningful change, we can’t simply rely on the same default intentions we always have relied on in the past. We must also set deliberate intentions.

SETTING DELIBERATE INTENTIONS

For a second, visualize some captivating movie montage of a protagonist going through the same dull, humdrum motions of their everyday life until they reach some critical tipping point and overhaul their entire life in some dramatic fit of awakening. They decide to quit their dead-end job and spend every hour of the day making music. Or they turn off the TV to sell their belongings and live in the Himalayas. Or they revamp their entire fitness regimen (which, of course, may even lead to a second, even more badass montage).

These are dramatic examples, but you get the point. Though our daily fits of awakening are typically far less dramatic, by a certain point, we all desire to search within ourselves to determine what we should do next—and differently. In that moment, we snap out of our default intentions to craft intentions that jibe more with who we are and who we wish to become. We remember something we’ve learned and set an intention to change the way we’ve always done things. Or we search within ourselves to find the motivation that will let us rise to the level of what is called for in the moment. Or we set goals for other choices we wish to make in our life.

This is where deliberate intentions come in. Unlike default intentions, deliberate intentions are ones we construct ourselves, rather than ones that arise because of our environment and previous conditioning.6

While good habits provide the foundation for a good life, intentionality allows us to remain in control and course correct along the way, so we can extract greater productivity and meaning out of our days—while following through more often. (Going forward, when I refer to intention, I’ll be referring to our deliberate intentions.)

As I mentioned, intention lives at the heart of productivity. It is through setting deliberate intentions that we can reorient ourselves toward what’s truly important as we work, rather than just being hyperefficient at responding to email or attending to whatever task is in front of us.

There is a great return to be found in becoming more intentional in our work. At work, not all our activities are created equal: We accomplish an inordinate amount through some of them, while we get very little done through others. For example, compare training an intern you’ve hired to help you with your workload with sitting through a meeting that’s a complete and utter waste of everyone’s time. For every minute you spend training and mentoring your new employee, you’ll make several back, because they’ll be able to do your work for you. Conversely, you’ll make zero minutes back with the pointless meeting.

When much of our work is cognitively complex, it requires a thoughtful approach as much as it does speed. For example, how can you write that research paper in a way that it gets published in a reputable journal? Or how can you structure that briefing in a way that saves everyone time? Becoming more intentional in your approach to tasks like these makes you remarkably more productive. (At the same time, the habits you have formed provide you with the foundation of routines and rituals to help get the work done.)

This tendency and ability to look within to reflect on what we should do is our “self-reflective capacity” at work—a powerful and, frankly, quite beautiful capability of our mind. Our self-reflective capacity is our ability to look within ourselves so we can set different intentions from the ones we naturally feel inclined to set by default—while taking responsibility for and ownership of our actions.* 7

In setting intentions that diverge from our defaults, we are able to choose what we would like to do next. We then set goals for what we would like to change or do differently.

HOW PRODUCTIVITY, GOALS, AND PROJECTS FIT INTO THE PICTURE

Before we go on, let’s define a few terms we’ll use throughout the book. Because not all tasks are created equal, becoming more intentional is key to accomplishing our goals. Every time we choose to do one thing over another, we can make a decision, as the saying goes, to “work smarter instead of harder.” This lets us make back time and become more productive. This is why I view productivity as simply accomplishing what we intend to do.

Goals, on the other hand, are what our intentions have the potential to lead us to. I see a goal simply as something we are striving to accomplish. Setting a goal leads us to form smaller intentions. For example, a goal to lose five pounds of body fat may lead to intentions to drive to the gym, or an even smaller intention once we get there—to go for a run on the treadmill after we’re done lifting weights.

Projects are worth discussing briefly as well. A project is a goal that has
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