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THE SIMPLIFY MASTER PLAN FOR YOUR LIFE
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Our promise to you: You’ll walk away from Simplify with a personal map to deeper meaning and greater success in an AI world.

You will Simplify . . .

• [image: ] Your aspirations for a life well-lived

• [image: ] Your career goals and job focus

• [image: ] Your personal priorities, time, and relationships

This Master Plan will be your new North Star, a personalized guide to getting what you want out of life and work.

Let’s Simplify!




INTRODUCTION

Your world is growing exponentially more complex, more confusing. That’s always been true—progress can be scary or bewildering. But AI is accelerating and exaggerating everything. You’re living it: AI isn’t simplifying your life—it’s mass-producing more options, more content, more decisions, more noise. Without a quick, substantial shift, you’ll end up exhausted and anxious, a prisoner to yet another new technological “wonder.”

Fear not: There’s a better, simpler, saner way to live and work. The people who thrive won’t be those who adopt the most AI tools. They’ll be those who master radical simplicity—knowing what to ignore, what to delete, what to say no to, and what to build their days around. This is as true at work as at home.

That’s the magic of this book, Simplify. It helps you do 50 percent more with 50 percent less wasted energy and time. It will reveal who you are and how to find clarity, freedom, and success during your finite time on Earth.

Simplify is a modern survival guide for our AI times. Our new AI reality is fusing the real and virtual, humans and machines, speed and stress.

Simplify will turbocharge you.

Machines can execute. Only you can decide what’s worth executing.

Ironically, simplifying is hard. It requires you to confront uncomfortable questions: Why am I doing this? Does this actually matter? What am I afraid of letting go?

Many of us hide in complexity because it feels safer than facing those questions. This book will help you face them—and emerge lighter on the other side.

Admit it: Right now, on most days, you feel frazzled by the sheer speed and complexity of work and life.

Too many options. Too many decisions. Too much noise. Too many distractions. Life moves so fast your speedometer feels haywire.

And here’s what makes it worse: You suspect you’re complicit.

You know you could say no more often. You could delete that app, skip that meeting, ignore that email. But you don’t. Something stops you.

Maybe it’s fear—fear of missing out, fear of looking uncommitted, fear of what you’d face if you actually had free time. Maybe it’s identity— you’ve built a self-image around being busy, being needed, being overwhelmed. Maybe it’s just a crappy habit.

Whatever the reason, complexity has become our crutch. This book is about choosing a different, better one.

We’re all worried we’re wasting our dwindling time on Earth doing things we don’t like, don’t want to do, don’t need to do, or don’t even understand.

So we should worry. But you can’t fix it with wishes or small changes.

The costs of complexity are staggering:

Microsoft found that today’s worker gets hit with 153 messages and 117 emails per day. The average worker loses 10 hours per week—25 percent of their workweek—on wasted time, useless meetings, or worthless tasks, according to a Dropbox-funded study for The Economist.

And that was before AI flooded our world. AI tools, getting more powerful and ubiquitous by the day, are already generating summaries, drafts, reports, and “helpful suggestions” at a pace no human can process. The irony is brutal: Tools designed to save us time are creating new mountains of content we feel obligated to review.

AI is the greatest complexity-generation machine ever invented.

• Every AI tool creates new decisions: Which AI should I use? How should I prompt it? Should I review this output or trust it?

• Every AI output creates new options: Here are ten versions of that email . . . Here are five strategies . . . Here are twenty articles summarized for your review.

• Every AI capability creates new expectations: If AI can do this instantly, why aren’t you doing more?

The people who thrive in the AI age won’t be those who use the most AI. They’ll be those who use it with the most discipline—who deploy it to erase complexity rather than add to it.

Think of AI as a power tool. In the hands of someone who knows what they’re building, it’s transformative. In the hands of someone without a clear vision, it just makes a bigger mess, faster.

Your job is to have the vision.

Your salvation: Simplify isn’t just a book. It’s your new Operating System for work and life.

We’ll lower your anxiety by showing you’re not alone—and that your situation isn’t hopeless. Then we’ll give you clear, actionable, memorable ways to do more with less.

What you’ll get from Simplify:

1. Step-by-step tools you can start in minutes, not months— tested by individual contributors, managers, CEOs, and entrepreneurs.

2. A framework for the AI age—how to make AI serve your simplicity, not add to your chaos.

3. Permission to let go—and the courage to ask the hard questions:

What do I actually want? What am I afraid of? What would I do if I weren’t so busy?

The benefit: You will spend far more time doing what you want to do—and what you do best. You will vastly reduce the years frittered away on things you shouldn’t be doing at all.

But the deepest benefit is harder to measure: clarity. Clarity about what matters. Clarity about who you are when you’re not buried by busyness.

In a world where AI can do more and more of the “doing,” that clarity becomes your greatest asset.

OUR SIMPLIFY STORY

We’ve spent two decades killing complexity—in our companies, in our communication, and in our own lives. We made every mistake first, so you don’t have to.

We (Jim, Roy, and Mike) worked together for a decade at Politico, helping build a dominant media business focused on politics and government. By 2016, a bigger problem smacked us in the face: How do powerful, time-starved people get smarter, faster across every consequential topic?

Enter Axios (Greek for “worthy”). We dug into mountains of consumption data and ran surveys with some of the busiest people on the planet. The pattern was unmistakable: Everyone was skimming. Time was scarce. Attention was fractured. People needed to know more in less time.

So we set a simple mission: Decomplexify the world’s most vital topics—politics, tech, media, business—and deliver intelligence in the most efficient, memorable format possible.

We studied cognitive science, decision research, and consumer habits—then forged a new delivery system: Smart Brevity. It’s both a format and a mindset and it all starts with simplicity in mind:

1. Lead with the point—one muscular sentence that says the most important thing. And, most important, know what that most important thing is.

2. Explain why it matters. Connect to stakes, impact, action.

3. Cut the crap. Structure language that makes recall easy, not exhausting.

This last point unlocked a universal magic trick: The more unimportant stuff you make disappear, the better you do and feel.

We didn’t stop at words. We attacked the screen experience. Most media sites felt like Atlantic City casinos—noisy, disorienting, slow. We stripped away everything that slowed comprehension, especially on the phone (where ~80 percent of people read). Fewer decisions. Less friction. Faster learning. Your eyes strain just like your brain does when overwhelmed.

Axios rocketed to national prominence in five years. Millions of readers—including top political leaders, CEOs, and investors—made it a daily habit. Internally and externally, we repeated one simple purpose until it became muscle memory: Get people smarter, faster on what matters.

Then something unexpected happened. JPMorgan Chase, United-Health Group, and others called. Their leaders said: “Our people read Axios. They don’t read our memos, emails, and other critical updates. Teach us to write like that.” We realized that the crisis wasn’t just media clutter. Complexity was crippling the inside of companies.

So we built Axios HQ to help teams communicate and operate with Smart Brevity—clearly, consistently, credibly. Today, 1,000+ organizations use it to keep employees informed, aligned, and energized.

Roy runs Axios HQ like a doctor hunting the root cause of complexity. With a consulting background (unlike Jim and Mike, who came up as reporters), he leads deep-dive sessions with executives across industries. That microscope revealed the same pathologies again and again:

1. Poor communication: Long emails, mushy decks, and vague memos are the norm. The right information doesn’t reach the right people at the right time.

2. Whiplash as the norm: Goals are not clearly communicated and don’t roll into each part of the business. Priorities change without context or instructions. Confusion compounds.

3. Clarity is nobody’s job: Scan a typical org chart—there’s no owner for “make this simple and understood.”

These insights led to our first book, Smart Brevity: The Power of Saying More with Less. It hit a nerve—selling more than 400,000 copies and spreading into companies, law firms, and schools.

• While writing it and running our companies, we saw the deeper truth: The same Complexity Trap suffocates work and home. We all needed a broader simplicity system.

The Mantra: Simplify became our operating system—a way to set priorities; to design teams; to write, meet, and decide. It’s our filter for every choice: Does this make the important thing faster and clearer—or slower and fuzzier? Does it even need to exist?

• This mantra and mindset spilled into our personal lives. We applied it to trivial things (organizing our homes) and to the hundreds of distractions that pulled us away from what mattered. Technology has made distraction and complexity the norm—you can’t fix it at work without first fixing it in your personal life.

The bottom line: We learned this the slow, painful way, so you don’t have to. This book gives you the faster path: the mindset, tools, and habits to strip out complexity, create clarity, and move with speed.

HOW WE ALL GOT HERE

Most of us are prisoners to culture, bureaucracy, or habits built over years. Some of these habits are logical. Most aren’t.

Almost no one asks: Should this be done differently? Or not at all?

And here’s the uncomfortable part: We’re not just victims of complexity. We’re often its authors. We say yes when we should say no. We add when we should subtract. We keep when we should delete. We do this for understandable reasons—to feel important, to avoid conflict, to hedge against uncertainty.

The first step in simplifying isn’t changing your tools or your schedule. It’s changing your relationship with complexity itself. You have to stop seeing it as inevitable and start seeing it as a choice.

Complexity lurks everywhere: cupboards, closets, offices, phones. Open an app, check a text, scroll a feed—and you’ve added ten new decisions before breakfast.

The Simple Life—or at least a Simpler Life—is only attainable with a new, modern way of attacking chaos and complexity head-on, on your terms, on your schedule.

The hard truth is life will only get more complex—and technology a lot faster. As humans, we have no choice but to master the skill of simplicity.

WHAT YOU’LL SIMPLIFY

At work:

• Your career planning

• Your daily tasks

• Your communication with people above, beside, and below you

• Your team and strategy

• Your meetings and metrics

• Your relationship with AI tools

Away from work:

• Your aspirations and daily struggles

• Your relationships—with partners, family, friends, and yourself

• Your thinking and decision-making

• Your digital life—your phone, apps, and endless scroll

• Your finances and health decisions

The best way to use this book: Read this introduction and first section closely to understand the need and theory. Then pick one or two simplicity tools in the remaining sections each week. Put ten minutes into applying them. Measure the gain. Then try the next ones.

A word of warning: You’ll backslide. Everyone does. Simplifying is not a onetime event—it’s a practice, like exercise. You’ll delete an app and reinstall it. You’ll say no to a meeting and feel guilty and say yes to the next three.

That’s OK. The goal isn’t perfection. It’s direction. Every time you catch yourself adding complexity, you have a new opportunity to simplify. This book is designed to be revisited—not read once and shelved.

Behind the curtain: With a simple mindset shift, you discover almost everything can be simplified—even the title of this book. It was initially Scaling Simplicity. Too corporate. Then Just Simplify! Then we dropped the “just.” Then our editor dropped the exclamation point— leaving a lean, clean Simplify.

This is a small but telling example. Even the people writing about simplicity fall into the complexity trap.

The ideas in these pages are being tested in our businesses today. We also leveraged our access, as reporters, to bring you real-time learnings from companies different and often much bigger than ours: John Stankey at AT&T, Mark Zuckerberg at Meta, Brian Chesky at Airbnb, Alex Karp at Palantir, Liz Mach at American Airlines.

We found individual contributors, managers, and executives who simplified even just one aspect of their work and gained massive outcomes. These aren’t loose theoretical musings. They’re tight, tested, real-world tools for you to use regardless of your seniority, age, or occupation.

Our dream: You finish with your own Simplify Plan—small shifts that make you smile and free you to laugh at your previously overcomplicated self.

But our deeper dream is this: that you put down this book knowing not just what to do, but who you are; that simplifying your life reveals the life you actually want to live; that clearing away the noise lets you hear your own voice again.

Because here’s the secret that took us twenty years to learn: Simplicity isn’t really about productivity. It’s about clarity. It’s about freedom. It’s about spending your finite days on Earth doing things that matter, with people you love, in ways that feel true to who you are.

That’s the promise. Let’s plunge in.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

We will teach you a very clear and easy three-word, three-step system to ease you into simplifying work and life.

• The three words in the following list work in almost every situation, regardless of age or profession.

THE THREE SIMPLICITY TOOLS: LEARN ’EM. LIVE ’EM. UNLEASH ’EM.

1. Confront. We do an astonishing amount out of habit or blind agreement. Stop. Reflect. Why am I doing this? Will it matter even if I do it well? These two questions will erase years of wasted energy.

2. Delete. Your two most powerful words and weapons: no and delete. Ruthlessly search for things to erase, big and small. Less is more. You’re hunting for things to kill.

3. Amplify. Once you delete stuff, you have way more time for meaningful, fun, and invigorating activity. You amplify the good stuff by subtracting the bad.

By the end of the book, you’ll look at everything through the lens of Confront, Delete, Amplify. Remember, only when you’re mocked for repetition are you actually breaking through.

HOW TO PUT THIS INTO PRACTICE

You can’t just read about this. You have to do it. Here is a helpful protocol for the rest of the book:

The 10-minute rule: Don’t try to overhaul your entire life this weekend. That fails 100 percent of the time. Instead, pick one tool or idea from each chapter. Apply it in ten minutes or less.

• Example: Spend ten minutes deleting apps you don’t use.

• Result: You save attention every single day thereafter.

Simplicity scales only when you start small.

YOUR SIMPLIFY PLAN

At the end of each section, open your Notes app and write down your action items.

Don’t skip this. This is where you translate the theory into your reality.

• For early-career readers: This is your career map to becoming indispensable.

• For CEOs: This is your strategic plan to make your company faster and leaner.

THE “INFECTION” STRATEGY

Complexity often comes from other people. The best defense is to spread the system you use to fight it.

• Share one hack with your partner to kill a chaotic household routine.

• Share one principle with your team to kill a painful work process.

The Simplify mindset multiplies when others adopt it.

Let’s dig a bit deeper into these tools before we explain why complexity is so dangerous—and deflating.




SECTION 1

YOUR POWER TOOLS



INTRODUCTION

THINK IN THREES
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It is not a mistake that we are pushing a three-step method throughout this book.

• Our aim is to show you that most difficult moments or choices or plans can be nicely and neatly distilled into a few priorities. Three is your sweet spot.

Why it matters: There’s lots of solid research that most minds struggle balancing, remembering, or even acting when facing too many options.

• A study published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology exposed the “performance dilution” phenomenon, where the more goals you set, the less likely you are to achieve any of them.

The human brain, on average, can hold three to five pieces of information in short-term memory. Miller’s Law, formulated by a Princeton psychologist in the 1950s, posited that seven things are stored in working memory (plus or minus two). But recent research shows the actual number is probably much lower.

Alex Karp—billionaire co-founder and CEO of Palantir, which makes AI-driven software for governments and companies—told us one trick to growing so fast, so quick, was thinking in threes.

“At Palantir,” Karp told us, “I’m very focused on certain things. If you come to me with something else, unless you’re totally blowing it up, I don’t want to hear it. . . . I’m interested in two or three things for real. . . . To get this business to work, every single person has to say: I can work on these three things.”

• When one of his aides brings up something that’s off his top-three topics, he’ll blurt out: “Bracket that!” Translation: “Put a sock in it”—save it to the side, and we’ll come back to it later if it’s important.

There you have it: One of the world’s top tech moguls is obsessed with . . . deleting options and sticking to three.

This helps explain why three is such a common number throughout work and decision-making psychology.

1. Greg McKeown (Essentialism) and Stephen Covey (The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People) both emphasize narrowing focus to what’s essential—often boiling it down to three top priorities.

2. McKinsey, the global consulting firm, uses the “Rule of Three” to structure presentations, strategy pillars, and priorities.

3. Three is also the most natural grouping of information for presentations and storytelling. When Jim and Mike were at The Washington Post covering the president and politics, there was an unwritten rule that three similar data points equaled a trend—and often a front-page story.

This is a delicate balance. But we’ll frequently distill our Simplify instructions for life and business into three questions or action items. We do this at Axios and find people tune out or forget if we go beyond three. So we feel confident it’s the correct paradigm for you. It’s why many of the steps and actions we ask you to take throughout this book are broken down into three.

The bottom line: If you’re trying to set team goals, strategic priorities, or even your personal to-do list, stick to three. It’s backed by brain science, behavior research, and real-world effectiveness.




CHAPTER 1

SIMPLIFY RULE #1: CONFRONT
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Annie Dillard, a Pulitzer Prize–winning writer and poet, nailed it: How we spend our days is how we spend our lives.

The danger isn’t chaos. It’s inertia. Just keepin’ on keepin’ on. Habits that feel harmless quietly steal time, energy, and intention.

Why it matters: Most wasted hours—at work and at home—come from doing things without asking why. You need to confront this hourly, daily, forever.

Question . . .

• Why this task?

• Why this meeting?

• Why this report? Will anyone read it, act on it, care?

• Why this fight, this grudge, this conversation, this overflowing drawer?

Too often, the answer is: “I dunno.” Because you never bothered to ask. Or it’s “because it’s essential.” Yet you never bothered to ask if it actually is.

The fix is intentionality. Pause. Ask why. Confront everything. It takes seconds but saves hours, months, years.

Answer honestly: Is this even worth it?

Do this, and you’ll cut out the invisible clutter killing your focus and joy.

THE POWER OF INTENTIONALITY

Mike obsesses over intentionality. He’s ruthless about why before he spends time on what.

He noticed his instinct to please others was draining his ability to focus on the people and work he loved most. It was exhausting. So he developed new habits:

• Spot waste in real time. The moment you feel dread or frustration, stop and ask: Why am I doing this?

• Simplify fast. If the answer is thin, stop the task, shorten the meeting, or cut the pattern.

• Shift





















YOUR SIMPLIFY PLAN
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