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Raymond Lester, LICSW, MSW

Introduction: Why Everything Feels So Hard

Most people don’t feel exhausted because they’re doing something wrong.

They feel exhausted because they are living inside a world that asks for more than it gives back.

The problem isn’t just busy schedules or poor time management. It’s a deeper, quieter exhaustion, the kind that settles into your body, dulls your patience, and makes even small tasks feel heavy.

People describe it in different ways:

	“I’m tired all the time.”

	“I don’t have the energy I used to.”

	“Everything feels harder than it should.”

	“I don’t know why I can’t keep up.”


And almost always, they follow it with blame.

The Modern Problem of Constant Exhaustion

We live in an age of constant demand.

We are reachable at all times.
We are expected to respond quickly.
We are asked to perform emotionally, cognitively, and socially, often without pause.
We carry work, relationships, parenting, and identity all at once.
Rest has become conditional.
Recovery is treated like a reward.
Exhaustion is normalized.
And when exhaustion doesn’t lift, people assume the problem is personal.

But widespread exhaustion is not an individual failure.
It’s a systems-level outcome.

Why “Try Harder” and Productivity Advice Fail

When people feel overwhelmed, they’re often given the same advice:

	Be more disciplined

	Optimize your schedule

	Manage your time better

	Push through resistance

	Build better habits


This advice assumes something crucial, that energy is unlimited.

It assumes that if you just organize yourself correctly, you’ll be able to meet every demand without cost.

But energy doesn’t work that way.

You can’t optimize your way out of exhaustion when the underlying issue is depletion.
You can’t motivate your way out of burnout.
And you can’t “try harder” when the resource you’re relying on is already overdrawn.
Productivity advice fails because it treats humans like machines and machines don’t get tired for emotional reasons.

Humans do.

Introducing the Energy Economy

The Energy Economy offers a different starting point.

Instead of asking “How do I do more?” it asks:

	How much energy do I actually have?

	Where is it going?

	What is costing more than it used to?

	What helps things feel easier afterward?

	What kind of life is sustainable for me?


In the Energy Economy, energy is treated like a finite resource.
Each day, you wake up with a limited amount of mental, emotional, and physical capacity.
Everything you do costs energy even the things no one sees.
This isn’t pessimistic.
It’s honest.
And honesty is what makes change possible.

Energy Is Not Infinite, Moral, or Equally Distributed

One of the most damaging myths people carry is the idea that energy reflects character.

That if you’re tired, it means you’re lazy.
If you struggle, it means you’re weak.
If you can’t keep up, it means you’re failing.
None of that is true.

Energy is not infinite.
Energy is not a measure of worth.
And energy is not distributed equally.
Stress, trauma, illness, anxiety, depression, caregiving, poverty, and systemic pressures all affect how much energy someone has and how much things cost.

Comparing your energy to someone else’s will always lead to shame.

The Energy Economy replaces comparison with context.

From Shame to Clarity

When people don’t understand energy, they personalize depletion.

They ask:

	“What’s wrong with me?”

	“Why can’t I handle this?”

	“Why am I falling behind?”


The Energy Economy changes the question.

It invites you to ask:

	“What am I spending energy on?”

	“What has become more expensive?”

	“Where am I borrowing instead of recovering?”

	“What would help life cost less?”


These are not questions of failure.
They are questions of strategy.
Clarity replaces self-attack.
Understanding replaces guilt.
Planning replaces panic.

A Different Way Forward

This book is not about doing less for the sake of doing less.
It’s about doing what fits.
It’s about learning how to live inside your limits without shame.
It’s about building a life that doesn’t require constant recovery from itself.
And it’s about recognizing that exhaustion is often a signal, not a flaw.
If everything feels hard right now, this book is not here to push you.

It’s here to help you understand why and show you how to live differently.
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Chapter 1: The 100 Energy Bucks
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When this model talks about energy, it’s not just about motivation or willpower. It’s a shorthand for the combined effort of thinking, feeling, regulating the nervous system, managing tasks, processing sensory input, and navigating social expectations, all treated together as one usable resource. 

Most people don’t come into therapy saying,
“I don’t understand my energy.”
They say things like:

	“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

	“I used to be able to handle this.”

	“I feel lazy.”

	“I’m exhausted all the time.”

	“I’m doing everything I’m supposed to be doing, and it still feels like too much.”


Underneath all of those statements is the same problem:
no one taught them how energy actually works.

A Simple Starting Point

Here’s the framework I use.

Every day, you wake up with 100 energy bucks.

That’s it.
Not infinite.
Not renewable on demand.
Not something you earn by being good or disciplined.
Just 100.

Those energy bucks represent all of your mental, emotional, and physical capacity for the day.

You spend them on everything.

What Costs Energy?

Some things obviously cost energy:

	Getting out of bed

	Going to work

	Taking care of kids

	Making meals

	Driving

	Sitting in meetings


But many of the most expensive things don’t look like work at all:

	Thinking

	Deciding

	Worrying

	Managing emotions

	Being “on”

	Holding it together

	Talking yourself out of spirals

	Pretending you’re fine


All of that costs energy.

And most people are spending energy all day long without ever realizing it.

Why This Matters

If you don’t know how much energy you have, or where it’s going, you’ll default to one of two conclusions:

	“I should be able to do more.”

	“There must be something wrong with me.”


The energy economy gives us a third option:

“Maybe I’m out of energy.”

That sounds simple, but it’s radical.

Energy Is Not a Moral Trait

One of the most damaging ideas people carry is the belief that energy equals character.

That if you’re tired, it means:

	You’re lazy

	You’re weak

	You’re unmotivated

	You’re not trying hard enough


None of that is true.

Energy is not a reflection of who you are.
It’s a limited resource.
And limited resources require management, not judgment.

A Normal Day Through the Energy Lens

Let’s say you wake up with 100 energy bucks.

	Getting out of bed: 5

	Getting ready: 10

	Commuting: 10

	Working: 40

	Interacting with people: 15

	Making dinner: 10


You’re already at 90.

That doesn’t leave much room for:

	Exercise

	Big conversations

	Creative work

	Emotional processing

	Helping with homework

	Being patient


So, when someone gets to the end of the day and says,
“I just don’t have it in me,”
they’re usually right.
They’re not failing.
They’re spent.

Invisible Energy Costs

The tricky part is that many energy costs are invisible.

Two people can do the same task and spend very different amounts of energy.

For one person, getting dressed costs 3 energy bucks.
For another, it costs 20.
Why?

Because energy costs are affected by:

	Anxiety

	Depression

	Anger

	Trauma

	Illness

	Sleep

	Stress

	Context


This is where people get stuck comparing themselves to others—or to past versions of themselves.

And comparison always leads to shame.

The Point of the Energy Economy

The point of this model is not to limit your life.

It’s to help you stop fighting reality.

When you understand that:

	You start the day with a finite amount

	You are spending energy constantly

	Some days cost more than others


You can start by asking better questions:

	Where is my energy actually going?

	What is costing more than it used to?

	What can wait?

	What actually helps?


These are practical questions.
Compassionate questions.
Honest questions.

A New Way to Look at Yourself

The energy economy replaces self-criticism with clarity.

Instead of:

“Why can’t I handle this?”

You can ask:

“Do I have the energy for this today?”

Instead of:

“I should be better than this.”

You can say:

“This is expensive, and I’m allowed to notice that.”

That shift alone changes how people live.

What Comes Next

In the next chapters, we’ll talk about:

	Why tasks suddenly get more expensive (energy inflation)

	Why some experiences make life feel easier afterward (energy deflation)

	How people unknowingly go into energy debt

	How burnout actually happens

	And how to budget energy so your life stops collapsing at the edges


For now, all you need to remember is this:

You are not broken.
You are not lazy.
You are living inside an energy economy you were never taught how to manage.
And that can be learned.

Chapter 1 Exercises: Understanding Your 100 Energy Bucks

Exercise 1: A Rough Energy Map

Purpose: Build awareness, not precision.

Think about a recent “normal” day.

List the main things you did:

	






	






	






	






Next to each, estimate how expensive it felt:

	Low / Medium / High


Now answer:

	Which costs surprised you?

	Which did you never think about as energy expenses?


Exercise 2: Where Did My Energy Actually Go?

Finish these sentences:

	“I thought I was tired because __________________.”

	“I might actually be tired because __________________.”


Let both be true if needed.

Exercise 3: Reframing the End of the Day

At the end of a day when you feel disappointed, ask:

	“If I had started the day knowing what I know now, would my expectations have been realistic?”


This question replaces blame with clarity.
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