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INTRODUCTION

I DIDN’T SET out to write a book this year.

ere was just too much going on. Besides, being holed away in your

Baltimore rowhome because of a global pandemic isn’t typically considered

conducive for creativity. And yet, here I am, putting on the finishing touches

to a book I didn’t intend to write about a topic I didn’t foresee myself latching

onto this year.

Contentment.

It’s almost cliché to talk about how cliché it is that 2020 is the year of

“unprecedented times.” With chaos running amok outside our doors and

across our television screens, “unprecedented” seems to be the most civil

descriptor of this year (I think we should be using “dumpster fire” or “turd

bomb” or even “cluster you-know-what”).

However, even with the world falling apart, I will always remember this year as

one of personal transformation. e year I found contentment in chaos.

Let me set the narrative. 2020 began with a bill, well, multiple bills totaling

$26,000 of debt. My web development business was floundering after

spending the previous year “recovering” from a traumatic client experience. I

was still adjusting to life as a stay-at-home dad. I was about to turn 30, an

arbitrary yet upsetting benchmark. And I still didn’t have a plan for what I

wanted to do with my life.

Even before 2020 became the turd bomb that it is now, I knew things weren’t

looking good. So, I made a decision. I decided 2020 was going to be my year.



I’d strip down my ambitions, I’d simplify my goals, I’d get into shape

(physically and financially), I’d find peace and simplicity in the chaos.

2020 was going to be the year I found contentment.

How exactly was I going to pull this off? I wasn’t entirely sure. But to steal a

lyric from Hamilton, I was going to write my way out. I began 2020 adjusting

to a new sleep routine so that I could wake up 2 hours before my kids and

write. Every morning, I would roll out of bed shortly after 6:00 AM, boot up

my computer, and see what words flowed out onto the page.

e words you are about to read were born out of my frustrations, anxieties,

fears, and hopes for 2020. ese words have made me smile at times, they’ve

made me think, they’ve made me face difficult truths about myself.

ese words represent a transformation.

If you asked me in 2017 what I wanted out of life, my answer was simple: an

exit from my full-time job of sitting at a cubicle and staring at Excel

spreadsheets. If you asked in 2018, I wanted to chase an ambitious goal of

creating a YouTube vlog every day for a year (I lasted 40 weeks). If you asked in

2019, I wouldn’t have had an answer. I didn’t know anymore.

Hence all the writing this year.

2020 forced us all to slow down. To spend time indoors with those we care

about the most. To reflect on life and shave away the frivolous distractions that

keep us from our true desires. And it’s this true desire that I’ve questioned.

What exactly is it that I want? What am I pursuing?

is book is for those who struggle to find contentment among the chaos

around them. Contentment is a superpower, it flies in the face of our

evolutionary wiring which programs us to gather more, want more, desire

more, because the more we have, our DNA says, the greater chance of survival



we have. Contentment, however, says the opposite, “I have enough. Let me

enjoy this in peace.”

at’s what I hope to achieve with this book. It’s not a how-to guide, it won’t

make you rich, nor does it make outlandish promises. In 23 curated essays, my

hope is that you’ll be inspired by the simple things in your life and pursue

contentment before ambition.

I want to call this book a hodgepodge of self-help articles, but that would be

unfair (and a bit cruel to myself ). Collectively, they represent an entire year’s

worth of re-thinking how I wanted to live. I’ve organized them to flow versus

any type of significant order or theme. I’ve altered the text in format only (and

fixed a few typos). And I’ve made way too many references to the day I decided

to drop to the floor and do 10 pushups.

Whether you bite off a chapter a night or binge your way from cover to cover,

I’m grateful you are here. I hope you find and appreciate the simplicity all

around you, no matter how unprecedented the times are.



CHAPTER 1

DON’T MISTAKE ENVY FOR AMBITION

I ALWAYS THOUGHT I was an ambitious person. I did more than was

expected. I worked late nights outside of my 9-to-5. I took risks. I wanted to

build something, something big, something more than what I already had.

at’s what ambitious people do.

Or at least, that’s what I saw other ambitious people doing. You see, there’s a

fine line between ambition and envy. ey effectively want the same things in

life but for completely different reasons.

Envy wants what others want. Ambition wants what you want. If you’re

constantly chasing an unknown target, working your butt off, and causing

unduly amounts of stress and anxiety, it might be because you don’t have

ambition. You have envy.

You don’t have to be more. You only need to be who you want to be. Let’s dive

into this deeper.

What do you want?

I sat in my friends’ dining room last August. My two boys were watching T.V.

on the couch. We had just moved in temporarily with our friends before

moving permanently to Baltimore where my wife was to begin a new job.

Everyone was at work, except me. I didn’t even know what my work was. Was I

a vlogger? Was I a web developer? After a few failed stints at different careers, I



didn’t know who I wanted to be anymore.

I sat in the dining room with my laptop open and for the first time in years

didn’t know what to do. Actually, I did know what I wanted to do, but the

feeling was unsetting. Is this what I want? I asked myself.

I closed my laptop and moved from the dining room to the couch to sit with

my boys. is is nice. I thought. It was so simple. I didn’t need the prestige or

the money or the cool solopreneur lifestyle, all I wanted was to be a dad.

at August was a transformative month for me. I shed away all the

unnecessary desires to do more and just say to myself: I’m doing enough.

Be honest with yourself, what exactly is it that you want? If that question is

difficult to answer, start small, what unexpected things bring you joy? Do

morning walks in the park change your day? Does time with friends?

For me, it was spending time with my boys without the guilty feeling of

needing to work. at’s when I made a conscientious decision to prioritize my

dad responsibilities over everything else. Don’t answer what you think others

want to hear. is is about you now.

It’s okay to stay small

Here’s a radical idea: growth for growth’s sake isn’t for everyone. Trying to

become more simply because that’s what everyone else is doing is a recipe for

failure.

When I still worked in my full-time cubicle job, I thought the only way out is

for me to make lots and lots of money. “Passive income” became a popular

search term on Google for me.

I was under the impression that you had to grow big, then grow bigger, then

10x everything until you were really BIG. at’s when you’ve officially “made

it” I thought.



No. Sitting on that couch with my two boys I realized I had made it. I had

everything I wanted. ere was no need for me to grow.

Like Paul Jarvis says in Company of One:

“ere’s nothing wrong with �nding the right size and then focusing on being better. Small can be a

long-term plan, not just a stepping-stone.”

Staying small has its benefits: More manageable, focus on being better, enjoy

the nuances of your work, it’s enough of a challenge without feeling

overwhelmed.

Someone else once said the best situation you can be is wealthy but not

famous. Fame comes at a cost. You probably aren’t looking for Hollywood level

fame but being internet famous is a thing.

You might have also heard of 1,000 true fans. How about aiming for 100?

Having 100 true fans is a nice life too.

Don’t just ask yourself what you want, also look at how much do you want to

grow. It doesn’t have to be exponential. Sometimes focusing on being better is

more than enough.

Still unsure what you want? It’s time to detox

I lied. It’s not as simple as asking yourself what you want? Because how do you

really know that what you want hasn’t been tainted by the ambitions of other

people?

You might think you want a dropshipping business that earns you $10k a

month from the comfort of your own couch. Or you might have seen a post

on Facebook about starting your own ad agency and thought: Hey, that seems

pretty cool.

If that’s the case, let’s dial things back. Here’s an analogy to help you with the

detox process.



Austin Kleon is an artist known for his blackout art. e premise is simple. He

takes a page of a book and crosses out the majority of the words, leaving

behind only a few select words. ose few words end up saying something

much more deep and profound than the original text.

ey were there, all along, hidden among the jumble of text. But once the

superfluous text on the page was removed, what we are left with is something

better.

at’s how I look at detoxing. It’s blacking out all the unnecessary desires and

leaving behind the few that actually mean something to us.

But what does a detox look like in practice? Well, it depends on the person.

For me, it took 6 weeks of hiding away in the suburbs and unplugging online

to find what I really wanted. For you, it might look completely different.

Do you hang out with a specific group of friends? Do they set too high of

ambitions? Too low? Do you an avid listener of podcasts? If so, could you take

a break for a month? How often do you check social media? Maybe consider

deactivating your accounts temporarily and check out some library books

instead.

Going back to Austin Kleon’s blackout art, how much of your day to day can

you strip away so that all that’s left is the bare minimum? at’s the essence of

a detox: temporarily setting aside what you consider to be normal in order to

look at your life and ambitions with a clearer focus.

It might take you a week, a month, maybe even a year to realize your previous

ambitions were nothing more than jealous envy of what others have.

I can tell you, there’s nothing better than waking up and spending the day

doing the real things you love.

Where to go from here?



I’ve reinvented my career many times because I thought I knew what I wanted.

I hated my cubicle career, so I decided to become an entrepreneur. When

being an entrepreneur didn’t pan out, I decided to become a YouTuber. When

I flamed out from vlogging, I began to question: Is this what I really want?

If you take anything away from my words, I hope it is this: Don’t confuse envy

for ambition. It’s okay to stay small. Strikeout the unnecessary desires to find

what you truly want.

Once you learn to do all that, you keep going. Don’t let anyone tell you

otherwise.



CHAPTER 2

10 THINGS I WISH I KNEW WHEN I WAS 20 (NOW

THAT I’M 30)

I TURNED 30 last month. Unlike birthdays I’ve had in the past, this one felt

different. I woke up, looked at myself in the mirror, and thought: What does

this next decade hold?

e last time I asked that question I was unmarried, childless, and still in

college. I didn’t know a lot of things that I know now. And I couldn’t rent a car

in a foreign country.

I feel fortunate to be in the position I’m in now, however, a part of me wishes I

knew a few things about life when I was 20.

Maybe I’d have enough money saved up for a house by now. Maybe I’d be

more famous. Maybe, and this is a stretch, I’d know what the heck I’m doing.

Or maybe, in 10 years’ time, I’ll still wish I knew more about life now at 30—I

guess that’s the real takeaway here.

Hindsight is always twenty-twenty, as they say. I can’t go back in time and

relearn the following things, but for those who are newly minted 20-year-olds,

here is my birthday gift to you.

1. Stop trying to impress people



Nobody cares.

When you are 20 it sure as heck seems like everyone cares, but they don’t.

Maybe your parents care a bit more than most people do. But they have their

own lives to worry about too. It’s not all about you.

Nobody cares if you bought a new car.

Nobody cares if you landed you “dream” job.

Nobody cares if you vacationed in the Balkans.

Stop trying to impress people who don’t care. Instead, keep a few people

around who care about the seemingly less important things. e inside jokes.

e 2 AM phone calls. e impromptu game night and sushi.

Care about those people, not the ones you think care about you.

2. There are many ways to make

money

At 20 I thought the only way to make money was showing up to an office and

collecting a paycheck.

As it turns out, knowing people’s pain points and offering to solve them in a

timely manner also does the trick.

And many other things. So many other things.

Don’t ignore your potential.

3. Reading will change you

I wish when I was 20 that someone handed me a stack of the following books:



Factfulness: Ten Reasons We’re Wrong About the World—and Why

ings Are Better an You ink by Hans Rosling

Flow: e Psychology of Optimal Experience by Mihaly

Csikszentmihaly

Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind by Yuval Noah Harari

Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness by

Richard aler and Cass Sunstein

Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of

Everything by Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner

e Tipping Point: How Little ings Can Make a Big Difference by

Malcolm Gladwell

Purple Cow: Transform Your Business by Being Remarkable by Seth

Godin

 

ese are books I’ve read within the past few years—I can keep going. e

point is, you can walk into any public library, grab a random selection of 10

books, and chances are at least one of them will leave a lasting and positive

impression on you.

Reading can change the way you see the world. Reading can save you from

making costly decisions. Reading can rescue you from your darkest thoughts

4. Practice in the open (even if no one is watching)

Your digital footprint matters.

e easiest way to create your digital footprint is sharing everything you learn

and create. In other words, practice in the open, document your learning

experiences.

Only a few people might peruse your blog or scroll through your IG feed, but

don’t be discouraged, the goal is to build new skills and potentially connect



with others who want to do the same as you.

Eventually, having a well-documented and public portfolio will become one of

your greatest assets and might lead to more opportunities.

Start something and keep building. I guarantee there’s a 0% chance it won’t

amount to anything.

5. Stop thinking short-term

Ten years into the future may feel like a long time. It is. at’s 50% of your life

when you are 20 years old. But the next ten years will pass you by faster than

you think.

Stop thinking in monthly windows. Where do you want to be in the next year,

two years, five years? Chances are you probably don’t even know who you want

to be yet, that’s okay. Start experimenting. Start learning new skills. Find the

small things that will compound over time.

ere is nothing you should be doing at this moment in your life other than

admitting you still have a lot to learn.

Okay I lied, there are a few things you should be doing.

Open a savings account and set aside small chunks of money each

paycheck.

Cut out drinking pop (or soda if you’re from anywhere but

Pittsburgh).

Go to bed before 11 PM.

6. Making new friends will get harder

Who are you and what can you do for me?



I’m sorry but this is how most adult relationships go. If you have a tight core

group of friends, hold onto them. You’re going to need your people.

But for everyone else, be wary. I’m not saying everyone out in the real world is

selfish and cruel, it’s just harder to make friends as you get older. No one wants

to waste their time, so friendships tend to be surface level and transactional.

As we get older, we become more entrenched in our ways. We’re less likely to

try new things and put ourselves in positions to meet new people.

But not all is lost. As it turns out, proximity plays a major role in who we

become friends with—at least that’s what Malcolm Gladwell believes (and I do

as well):

“We’re friends with the people we do things with, as much as we are with the people we resemble. We

don’t seek out friends, in other words. We associate with the people who occupy the same small,

physical spaces that we do.” —e Tipping Point

I moved to Baltimore last year after spending the majority of my life in

Pittsburgh. When we moved, I signed up for an adult soccer league because I

love soccer and I don’t have any friends here.

Since we spend at least one night a week together doing something we love

(proximity), a lot of us on the team became decent friends.

Making new friends as you get older will get harder but put yourself out there.

And remember, it’s not that people don’t like you, it’s just that we’re all busy

with other things.

7. Understand the sunk cost fallacy

People are afraid of quitting because they worry about giving up on all the

time, money, and effort they’ve already committed.

is is called sunk cost fallacy.



Let’s say you’ve been standing in line at Starbucks for 20 minutes. You’re only 3

customers away from being served but you know the barista is new and taking

about 4 minutes per customer.

Do you wait for an extra 12 minutes because you’ve already waited for 20?

Does your answer change if you have a friend waiting to meet you? Does your

answer change if someone asked if they could pay you $5 for your spot in line?

Many people will factor in the 20 minutes they’ve already waited into their

decision. ey don’t want to feel like they’ve wasted their time. However, the

20 minutes have already been spent, you can’t get them back, it’s a sunk cost.

the only thing that matters is how valuable are the next 12 minutes.

I wasted a lot of time and energy on projects and ambitions in my twenties

because of this same premise. Instead of quitting and shifting my efforts

elsewhere, I stuck with the sunk cost options instead of factoring in the

opportunity cost of other options.

People tend to value sunk costs more than opportunity costs. If you change

this thought process, you’ll find yourself making better-informed decisions.

8. Change is hard, start small

Humans have a hard time overcoming inertia. ink about the early settlers of

America and the meandering streets we drive on today. What was once an old

shortcut across the island is now every high-school thespian’s dream.

(Broadway, if you don’t get the reference.)

City layouts don’t change because people don’t change, well they don’t like it.

Instead of rebuilding an optimal road designed for, I don’t know, 21st-century

vehicles, we stick to the old town roads.



e same goes for making big changes in our own personal lives. For years, I

thought I was sentenced to life in a lanky body. I wanted to work out and get

stronger, but again, I didn’t know where to start.

So, I dropped to the floor and did ten pushups.

e next day I did twelve pushups. en fifteen. en twenty.

Fast forward to a year and I now lift weights three times a week and have

completely transformed my body. I knew I wanted a workout routine. I also

knew driving to a gym would be an obstacle (both financially and timewise). I

knew I’d have to start simple with a few dumbbells and a yoga mat.

People fail at change because they start big without understanding the nuances

of their “new life”. Instead of starting small and making small adjustments

along the way, they go all out and hope for the best.

I started small and introduced small variations to my exercise routine month

after month. I didn’t overwhelm myself.

Starting small and staying simple is your best shot at superhuman progress.

9. Adopt a square-one mindset

I worked in a big corporation after college. (I won’t say where, but they’re

known for their ketchup.) I had this manager. Nice guy. Tenured. In charge of

running the transportation department. Sat in big important meetings.

He was safe and comfortable, so he thought.

When the ketchup company was acquired by a much bigger company, they

cleaned house. I was cheap, they kept me. Nice-guy-manager lost his job. He

had too many vacation days built up apparently.



Fast forward 5 years. I escape the corporate world and am working for myself.

One day I needed an Uber ride after a meeting.

Guess who picks me up.

Nice-guy-manager.

Square one was not treating him well.

e moral of the story? Don’t fall for the fallacy that you’ll have everything

figured out in your twenties. Don’t assume a secure job and a fancy title give

you immunity to the market sways. ey don’t.

Don’t let your guard down, always keep learning and building new skills so

that when you find yourself back at square one, you can adapt and keep

moving forward.

Self-efficacy, that’s the name of the game.

10. How to budget

When I was 20, I wish I knew how to budget. Namely, how to give my money

jobs and understand my true expenses. I believe if I had learned how to

budget, I’d find myself in a much healthier position at 30 years old: more life

savings, no credit card debt, maybe an actual house (or money saved up for a

down payment).

Instead—and I don’t want to paint myself and my wife as trigger-happy

consumers, we aren’t—during our twenties, a typical trip to any store followed

the same pattern:

1. We see something we like

2. We wonder if we can afford said thing

3. We buy said thing with credit card



 

It’s not that we spent our money lavishly, it’s that we followed the pattern for a

lot of small purchases. Do we need a dish soap dispenser? How about this

sweater, it is getting colder? Maybe we should get one of those posters to hang

on our wall? ese purchases add up over time.

At 30, I now use YNAB (You Need a Budget -

https://declanwilson.co/goto/ynab) to wrangle our family purchases and

expenses. I’ve learned that budgeting is more than just numbers on a

spreadsheet, it’s a mindset.

Budgeting is going to the store and knowing exactly how much you can spend

on groceries before cutting into next month’s rent payment.

Budgeting is setting aside $50 every paycheck because you know you have a

$600 veterinarian bill at least once a year.

Budgeting is treating yourself and knowing your bills are paid. To think where

I’d be today…

I could list another 99 things, nay, 999 more things I wish I knew when I was

20. But that’s how life works, you can’t go back and change your past.

But you can change how you live your life moving forward. Don’t forget that.



CHAPTER 3

DON’T OVERTHINK YOUR EXCUSES

IT’S NO SURPRISE to anyone that 2020 is a shit show.

I don’t live under a rock, I’m well aware of what’s going on in the world. ere

are some serious problems we need to fix and fast. It’s tempting to consider

throwing in the towel and giving up on everything—our health, our friends,

our dreams.

Personally—despite everything that’s been going on—I’m having one of the

best years of my life. I’m doing meaningful work, I’m paying down debt, I’m

working out, and I’m enjoying my time as a stay-at-home dad.

Yes, it’s weird for someone who’s spent half the year locked up in quarantine to

say, but it’s true.

is year I decided I would stop overthinking my excuses for not being the

person I wanted to be and simply got to work.

If you are someone who typically throws excuses around that hijack your

hopes, goals, and overall development as a human being, you need an antidote.

e simple solution is to ignore the excuses, but if you want to get specific,

here are six common excuses and how to combat them.

The “I don’t have time” excuse



We all have 24 hours in a day. (Actually, we have 23 hours and 56 minutes but

that’s for another day.)

Saying “I don’t have time” means one of three things:

1. You don’t prioritize tasks

2. You’re holding onto too much leisure time

3. You actually don’t have the time because you’re juggling three jobs as

a single parent and caring for your sick mother so don’t listen to

random strangers on the internet like myself who make you feel less

because of it

 

Besides the third option, you do have time. If you want to be better you have

to either start prioritizing what’s important in your life or—and this might

hurt to hear—give up the video games, Netflix binging, or mindlessly scrolling

through Instagram.

Don’t overthink it. Find the margins of your day, those 15 to 30-minute

increments sprinkled throughout and fit in your most important tasks.

Take a larger goal, break it down into small chunks, prioritize those chunks,

and then fit those chunks into the margins of your day. If you can do that

you’ve got yourself a new superpower.

Don’t overthink it, you have the time. Use it.

The “It’ll probably fail” excuse

True, whatever it is you want to do will probably fail. We live in an entropic

universe—it wants to fail.

But that isn’t an excuse not to do what you want to do.



Author Neil Gaiman says it better: “You learn more from finishing a failure

than you do from writing a success.”

I’ll put it another way: Unless you’re building a three-story tall deck, “It’ll

probably fail” isn’t an excuse to stop. (Seriously, hire a carpenter. Listen to your

gut on this one.)

Do what you want to do even for the sake of learning something new.

Don’t overthink it, figure it out along the way.

The “What will people think” excuse

Who cares?

Maybe it’s because I recently turned 30 and have begun to shed the layers of

insecurities I wore throughout my 20s, but life is good when you don’t care

what other people think.

I care what some people think—like those close and dear to me—but that’s too

be expected.

Not doing something because you are afraid of what invisible, anonymous,

trolls will think of you is not an excuse.

Create your art. Launch your business. Write that book.

If you need to look at some cold numbers: there are over 7 billion people on

this planet. Some might not like it, some might. Most people will think

nothing because they are too busy living their lives.

Don’t let the chemical reactions in other human brains affect the chemical

reactions in yours.

Don’t overthink it, do what you need to do.

The “I don’t have a plan” excuse



I’m the type of person who likes to have the process all figured out before

diving headfirst into something new. I once spent 6 months building a

business that flopped and then another 12 months trying to salvage it.

Do you know why it flopped? It flopped because I spent those 6 months trying

to perfect a business process without first understanding if people wanted to

buy what I was selling.

e same happened to my fitness. I used to not work out because I couldn’t

figure out how to fit the perfect workout routine into my schedule.

en one day I dropped to the floor and did 10 pushups. I didn’t overthink it.

I just did it and for the past 15 months have stuck to working out 3–5 times a

week.

is year I launched a new project around helping people build their 5-to-9

side hustles. I did it on a whim without a plan.

Don’t overthink it, trust yourself to adapt.

The “I’m not smart enough” excuse

Whoever said you need to be smart?

IQ doesn’t equate to success. e smartest man in America with an IQ of 195

(for reference, Einstein had an IQ of 130) has amounted to nothing.

He’s never published anything, never made any important discoveries. I know

I’m using this man as anecdotal evidence, but past a certain threshold of

smartness, nothing really happens.

Whatever it is you want to do, saying I’m not smart enough isn’t an excuse to

stop, it’s a reason to start.

Don’t overthink it, smarts aren’t that important.

The “I don’t know how to start” excuse



is one’s probably true. If you’ve never done the thing you want to do, you

don’t know how to start.

Luckily for you, this one is easy to fix: G-O-O-G-L-E

You might not how to start, but millions of other people do.

Don’t overthink it, just start learning.



Everything can be improved later

Circling back to Neil Gaiman. When speaking about the importance of

starting a novel, Gaiman said:

“You can fix dialogue that isn’t quite there. You can fix the beginning of

something. But you cannot fix nothingness, so you have to be brave. You have

to just start.”

You cannot fix nothingness.

Whatever it is you want to do, no matter how imperfect it’ll turn out, no

matter how much you don’t know, no matter how little time you have, no

matter the probability of it failing, you have to start.

Because if you don’t start, there’s nothing to improve. ere’s only nothingness.

And you can’t fix nothingness.

Don’t overthink it.



CHAPTER 4

YOU DON’T NEED GOALS TO MOVE FORWARD IN LIFE

I’VE FLIPPED FLOPPED throughout my writing career on whether or not

setting goals is a healthy and helpful exercise for self-improvement. Here’s

where I’ve finally settled: Goals are sometimes helpful for some people in some

situations.

I don’t know if I can even be more vague if I tried.

But I believe it to be true from my own personal experience. ere have been

times in my life when setting goals helped me move forward. And there have

been other times when setting goals lead to self-sabotage.

It’s happened to me—it might have even had happened to you. You start the

new year with your sights set on achieving something big, like writing a book.

e first few weeks are great. You’re making progress, you’re hitting your 1,000

words per day mark.

But then slowly, you slip away. You’re writing less. You’re stuck on Chapter 7.

You beat yourself up because this is just another failed venture. You find

yourself in a funk. e negative self-talk creeps in. I’m not good enough.

Suddenly the goal of writing a book has undermined you from writing a book.

Not everything in life can be fixed by setting goals. Sometimes goal setting can

have the opposite, toxic effect. But are there ways to make goalless progress? Is

there strength in contentment?



I believe so.

Does everything need to be goal-oriented?

Nope.

is is especially true with activities that have ambiguous feedback. Take

parenting for example.

Parenting is difficult because every parent feels like they are failing in some

way. Either their kids aren’t eating healthy enough, or aren’t socializing enough,

or watching too much screen time.

It’s because no one is there to tell you that you are doing a good job. ere is

no feedback loop. (Don’t expect any feedback from your kids either.)

Being a good parent isn’t something for which you can set goals. You can try,

but it’s often a guessing game.

I’d even argue the same applies to personal fitness. Sure, you can set a goal to

hit some arbitrary target weight, but what does that number represent? Do you

really want to live your life striving to be a number? e same goes for

counting calories or aiming for a certain BMI.

I’m not arguing that personal fitness goals are bad or that being a good parent

is unattainable. I’m arguing that the underlying reason to go after ambiguous

goals is often a very simple desire: be a better human.

However, being a better human doesn’t always require us to set goals.

Is there a better approach than goal setting?

Setting goals doesn’t work for everyone in every situation. However, is there

another approach we can take?

I believe so, and it’s quite simple actually. I call it the “binary approach.” Either

you are the thing you want to be, or you’re not.



Either you feel healthy or you don’t. Either you’re in a good mood or you

aren’t. Either you’re a good parent or you aren’t.

If you are the “yes I’m the thing I want to be” then stay the course, there’s no

need to change anything. If you fall under the “no I’m not the thing I want to

be,” then some self-reflection is required.

Why am I not the thing I want to be? What are the next logical (and simple) steps to take? How will

I know when I am the thing I want to be? What is the simple litmus test to decide?

Honestly, this is how I approach my own writing. I “try” to write 2,000 words

every day. Some days I don’t hit that benchmark, but I feel really good about

my writing. Other days I write 3,000 words but feel like a garbage writer.

I noticed that the 2,000-word benchmark was no way an indicator of my

progress as a writer. Instead, I adopted the binary approach: either I feel like a

great writer or I don’t.

When I don’t feel like a great writer I go back to the basics: I read more, I

brainstorm a list of writing topics, I outline my articles rather than “free write”,

I do things other than writing to allow my brain to reset.

I don’t force myself to hit an arbitrary number, I focus on the underlying goal:

become a great writer.

Is a lack of motivation to change a sign of weakness?

I believe being content with one’s self is a sign of strength.

For years I saw myself as a lanky, weak male. I’d look in the mirror and think:

Dang, I wish I could be stronger.

I eventually began lifting weights and exercising regularly to the point where I

can confidently look at myself naked in the mirror and think: Dang, I’ve made

it.



Except that’s not true. Yes, I don’t look like the same person I was 18 months

ago, but in my mind’s eye, I still think of myself as the same lanky dude.

at’s when it hit me: if I’m never content with my body image, I’ll never feel

as if I’m making progress. I don’t need to be bigger, better, or sculpted. If I feel

healthy then I’ve won.

It takes self-love to be content with where you are in life. If you keep beating

yourself up about not being “the thing you want to be” then this is where

setting goals becomes detrimental.

I don’t need to grow or become anything more.

Sure, there are always qualities in ourselves we can improve upon, but can you

look yourself in the mirror and say: I’m happy to see this human-looking back at

me, I’m proud of you.

at’s more important than hitting an arbitrary target.

How do you shut out the distractions?

If it doesn’t help you, or worse, if it alters how you feel about yourself, get rid

of it.

I installed a Chrome extension on my computer to block me from viewing the

stats page on Medium. I found myself more and more checking my stats

(multiple times per day) and feeling worse about my writing because of it.

I deleted Twitter and Instagram from my phone because of the envy they

induced.

I’ve stripped away everything but the bare essentials.

What are the things that get in the way? Better yet, what are the things that

influence how you perceive your own progress (or contentment)?



Everything has a cost/benefit. If the cost of scrolling through Instagram is self-

loathing but the benefit is a few hits of dopamine, why even keep your

account?

e world wants our attention. But you need your focus.

Whether it’s a toxic friendship, or a social media account, or a mentor-turned-

salesman, get rid of the things in your life that distract you from being you.

What are some practical steps to move forward without goals?

Practice what I like to call “Intuitive Wayfinding.” Building off of the binary

approach above, finding your way back to the “thing you want to be” should

be intuitive.

Keep a daily journal as a mental check-in. At the end of the day, give yourself

15 minutes to write freely. See what your subconscious has to say.

Plan out the next 7 days, nothing farther. If there are specific things you want

to tackle, give yourself small steps to take throughout the week. Anything

longer than that probably won’t get done.

Read books. And not just self-help books. Read about physics, poetry, history,

and throw in a fiction book here and there.

At the very least, aim for flow state rather than a numerical target. Get to the

place where you love doing the things you love. Repeat every day.

But remember, do you really need to move forward every day? No.

Happiness isn’t found in ticking off all the boxes for the day.

Sometimes happiness is found curled up next to your loved one at the end of

the day. Sometimes happiness is found on a long walk in the middle of the

workday. Sometimes happiness is saying “No” to an exciting opportunity.



If you take away anything from this: Don’t beat yourself up for not taking

action. You aren’t falling behind. You don’t need to “Do” to be worthy.

Sometimes life doesn’t have to move forward. Sometimes life just needs to be

lived.



CHAPTER 5

WHY I LEARNED TO LOVE BAND-AID SOLUTIONS AND

YOU SHOULD TOO

“e Band-Aid is an inexpensive, convenient, and remarkably versatile solution to an astonishing

array of problems. In their history, Band-Aids have probably allowed millions of people to keep

working or playing tennis or cooking or walking when they would otherwise have had to stop.

“e Band-Aid solution is actually the best kind of solution because it involves solving a problem

with the minimum amount of effort and time and cost.”—Malcolm Gladwell, e Tipping Point

WHEN YOU HEAR a clopping sound coming down the street, what’s your first reaction? A

horse, right?

When we hear a familiar sound, we attribute it to the familiar. Why, on the

other hand, do we solve problems with complicated solutions rather than

familiar ones?

In other words, why do we go looking for a zebra rather than a horse?

is metaphor is used to teach new physicians how to diagnose patients. After

hearing all the ailments and symptoms, new physicians—fresh out of med

school and eager to test their newfound knowledge—tend to attribute

common symptoms to complicated illnesses.

Seasoned doctors know too well that when you hear a cough, it’s a cold, not

lupus.

When faced with a seemingly overwhelming problem in our own lives, we

search for expensive, complicated, and time-consuming solutions. We assume



elaborate solutions work better than simple ones.

We scoff at quick fixes and Band-Aid solutions. And yet, they work.

What does a Band-Aid solution look like?

e Gladwell quote I used at the beginning comes from the very end of his

book, e Tipping Point, in the conclusion of all places.

I loved e Tipping Point, but this Band-Aid quote tucked away in the final

paragraphs, hit differently.

I became obsessed with the idea. What were the simple solutions—the Band-

Aid solutions—I overlooked in my life?

I tend to overcomplicate things. When I tackle a problem, I want a

sophisticated solution.

A Band-Aid solution, however, looks a lot different:

It’s quick to implement, involving only a few necessary steps

It’s inexpensive and doesn’t cost you time or money

It’s dependent on your skill level, you don’t need to spend time

learning something new

It’s effective, it won’t deliver huge results, but it gets the job done

 

e Band-Aid approach is versatile and works for the many facets of your life

—career, personal, creative.

Once you shift your thinking away from complicated solutions, you’ll be

surprised at how much you can actually tackle.

I decided to try it out myself.

Putting Band-Aid solutions to the test



One of my goals this year is to build up the passive revenue side of my

business.

If you Google “passive income” you’re bombarded with millions of techniques

and empty promises.

Pre-Band-Aid-Approach Declan would have spent weeks building and

implementing crazy schemes to make some money (they’d all fail).

Not anymore.

is past weekend I took a different approach. I wrote down a Band-Aid to-do

list. Each item on the list had to meet certain criteria:

It had to make money, even if it was only $1

It couldn’t cost me money

It had to take less than an hour, preferably only a few minutes to

complete

 

I gave myself 15 minutes to brainstorm ideas before tackling them one by one.

Some of the Band-Aid ideas I came up with were:

Ask for refunds for subscription services I don’t use anymore (I got

$199 back)

Start a paid writing group for aspiring Medium writers (I realized it

would take too much time and not meet the criteria)

Call a client to get our project back on track (I had previously spent

2 months emailing with no response, now we’re good)

Clean up a very old website of mine that was losing ad revenue (I

added an ads.txt file to the root and updated the SSL certification,

simple stuff I knew how to do)



Email my hosting clients asking to upgrade their plan (they said no,

worth a shot though)

 

Am I rolling in passive income after one weekend of Band-Aid fixes? Of course

not. But that’s beside the point.

e purpose of Band-Aid solutions is to avoid wasting time, energy, or money

implementing complicated solutions (that might not work) and instead focus

on smaller, quicker efforts which yield positive outcomes.

I used the resources and skills I already had to make simple changes. Changes

that have a positive benefit.

For one weekend’s worth of work, I’m happy with that.

How to start using Band-Aid solutions

In order to implement the Band-Aid approach, you need to first start

approaching problems from a different angle.

What I like most about the Band-Aid approach is how it changes the way I

look at problems. Instead of “How can I solve this entire problem all at once?” I

look for ways to break the problem into micro problems, ones that require

Band-Aid fixes.

Going back to my passive income example above, I spent additional time

creating a spreadsheet with all the different streams of revenue I currently have.

For each stream, I asked myself, “what can I do today to make this better?”

Some required me to write a blog post or send an email or ask for a refund

(which surprisingly works by the way).

Instead of stressing about the bigger problem (lack of passive income), I took

smaller more manageable actions. Take the Macro and break it down into the



Micro.


