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It’s a question most of us have been asked hundreds of times. And while we nod politely and 
give the obligatory “fine...thanks,” research tells a different story. 

Changes in technology have made it harder to keep up, harder to stay focused on important 
projects, and harder to mentally unplug when you leave the office. 

No wonder so many of us leave work exhausted, and at the same time, feeling like we didn’t 
really accomplish anything valuable. 

Have you experienced this?

Is this your 
typical day?

“How’s work?”

The fast pace and high demands are forcing us all to look for ways to elevate our perfor-
mance. And if you’re someone who feels perpetually behind or overwhelmed at your job, I 
have some good news. 

While working at an elite level may look like an art, it’s also a science that you can learn and 
implement in your own life. 
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In this eBook, I’m going to teach you strategies you can use to wake up with more energy, 
plan your day for maximum productivity, and stay focused on your to-do list until it’s totally 
finished. 

And unlike many of the “productivity hacks” you find online, each of the methods I’m going 
to teach you are evidenced-based —proven by science to produce positive results in real-life 
workplaces. 

We’ll look at the first strategy shortly, but first, let me tell you how I came to appreciate just 
how big of a role science plays in achieving top performance in the workplace.

I started off in academia, where I spent many years studying human motivation, conduct-
ing hundreds of experiments in the lab. 

I trained with the world’s top experts  -- the same ones Dan Pink wrote about in his classic 
book Drive – and together, we published academic journal articles and book chapters on the 
science of motivating excellence. 

Then, after spending years teaching at colleges and universities, I wanted a new challenge, so 
I left academia and entered the corporate world. 

I became a pollster, where my job was to measure public opinion and advise companies on 
how they could use psychological principles to change those opinions. And as I spent more 
time in the corporate world, advising companies and working with CEOs and executives,
I noticed something surprising.

All of the factors that scientists know foster creativity, motivation and success were largely 
being ignored by most workplaces.

In fact, most companies were doing the exact opposite, creating environments plagued with 
distractions that undermine people’s focus and make it much harder for them to succeed. 

At the time, I couldn’t understand it.

Why were so many companies doing the exact opposite of what science was telling us?

And then I realized, they weren’t choosing to ignore the research. 

They just didn’t know it existed. 

Every CEO and top leader I’ve ever met desperately wants an outstanding workplace – the 
trouble is, they don’t have time to read academic journal articles. 
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And even if they did, they’d have a hard time translating the findings into practical steps. 
That’s because academics don’t write for entrepreneurs and executives – they write for other 
academics.

That realization altered the trajectory of my career – because I realized there’s a huge oppor-
tunity to help people work more intelligently.

So I began writing about ways we could all leverage the latest science to improve the way we 
work, and began publishing them on sites like the Harvard Business Review, Fast Company, 
and CNN, and some of them began going viral.

I then released a book called The Best Place to Work: The Art and Science of Creating an
Extraordinary Workplace. 

And in it, I took over a thousand academic studies and translated them into practical 
steps that anyone can use to improve the way they work and create an extraordinary work-
place.

One of the myths I work hard to dispel in The Best Place to Work is an idea that many of us 
have been led to believe just about all our lives.

It’s the idea that effort is what leads to peak performance and success.

This notion argues that if we arrive at the office each morning motivated, and we push
ourselves hard enough, eventually we’ll succeed.

I call this the myth of working harder.

Because here’s the reality: Feeling motivated to produce great work – that’s only one
ingredient in what’s required – and it’s just a small fraction. 

You can have all the motivation in the world – and you’re not necessarily going to
see results.

Effort Success
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Effort SuccessMyth of

Working Harder

Don’t just take my word for it -- consider your own experience. 

If you’re like most people, you can probably remember plenty of days when you arrived at 
the office, geared up to do great work. Then, you got to your desk, fired up your email only 
to find someone needed something, which you handled as quickly as you could. Before you 
knew it, you realized you needed to jump on a conference call, followed by a staff meeting, 
and suddenly you were with a client for lunch. 

Fast forward to the end of the day, and you find yourself on your way home, wondering 
where the last 10 hours of your life went. Does that sound familiar? 

So, what happened? You were certainly motivated enough, right?

And let me just point out: that’s NOT where it ends. The cost of having a dissatisfying day 
at work isn’t limited to the office. It spills over to every domain of life. 

Having a bad day at the office can devastate your relationships. You beat yourself up on the 
way home, you sit down for a silent dinner with your spouse, and you can’t be present for 
your children and loved ones.

I know because I’ve been there.

I know what it feels like to: 
• Have too much to do and not enough time
• Get sidetracked at work with colleagues/emails
• Feel exhausted and overwhelmed on a regular basis
• Work all the time and not make enough progress
• And almost never leave work at a reasonable hour

It’s remarkable how many of us struggle with the exact same issues, regardless of whether 
we’re executives, entrepreneurs, or emerging leaders.
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So what are we doing wrong?

Well, I’m going to make the case that the problem is not that you’re not trying hard enough. 
In fact, chances are that not only are you trying hard enough -- you’re trying harder than 
you need to be. 

No, the real problem – the primary obstacle that prevents so many of us from performing at 
our best – is that we’re working in ways that conflict with how our bodies were designed to 
function.

We’re fighting our bodies to get things done instead of working in a way that feels
natural and makes top performance easier.

In this ebook, I’m going to give you some practical advice you can use to work WITH your 
body -- instead of against it -- to get better results with less effort. But before I do that, I 
want you to consider what it would be like if you had a solution to the challenges that are 
currently getting in your way.

What would it be like if you could:
• Invest your time intelligently?
• Leave work on time, every day of the week?
• Stay focused and steer clear of distractions?
• Feel energized all day long?
• Arrive home satisfied?

Next, I want you to consider a different question, and that is:

What would you be able to accomplish that you’re not accomplishing right now?

What specific outcome would you be able to achieve that you’re not achieving right now?

I want to give you a glimpse of what’s possible when you apply the science of top
performance to your life.

As you read through some of these strategies, what you’ll discover - and I can’t emphasize 
this enough -- is that effort is a very minor part of the equation.

If you’re relying on effort, determination and willpower to get you where you want to be, you 
are doing yourself a disservice.

Because not only are you working harder than you need to be, chances are, you’re only 
achieving a fraction of your potential.
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The Science of Working Intelligently
We now have university libraries filled with research on top performance.

Over the past decade, researchers have quietly uncovered a wealth of evidence-based strategies 
for boosting productivity, leveraging fresh insights into the way the mind and body operate.

There’s a theme that unites their findings, and here it is:

There is a fundamental mismatch between the way most of us work and the way our 
bodies are designed to operate. 

Simply put, just about all of us are working in ways that fail to optimize our potential. 

Why? 

Because our bodies were built for a different time and place.

Our bodies were built 
for another time

How we 
work

How our 
bodies were 
designed to 

operate

As a species, we were not designed to sit all day, staring at a computer, trying to focus for 
eight hours straight. The human body was built to move, explore, and be outdoors.

To appreciate just how far removed we are from our ancestors, take a look at this graph
representing the history of human evolution.
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Human  
Activity  
Timeline

What you’ll notice is that 90% of our history was spent as hunters and gatherers.

And what percentage of our history has been spent in an office? 

Less than 1%.

Needless to say, very few of us spend much time hunting or gathering or even outdoors -  
and yet we’re still operating with a body that is built for just that. And this creates major, 
major compatibility problems that affect every aspect of our performance.

It influences our ability to manage our energy, to sustain our attention over long periods of 
time, and even to sleep well and recover in a way that helps us function at our full potential.

So, it’s not that we’re not working hard enough – it’s that we’re working in ways that are in 
direct opposition with the way our bodies were designed to operate.

And that’s good news. Because it means the barrier to performing at your best isn’t about 
tormenting yourself into working harder – it’s about working differently, leveraging the 
way your body was naturally designed to operate.

To help you do that, I’m going to teach you three evidenced-based strategies for working less 
and achieving more. 

Let’s dive in. 
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Strategy #1:

Schedule Your Day Around Your Energy Level
Do the most important thing first, while you’re fresh and at your most alert.

Have you heard this advice?

On the face of it, it seems like solid thinking. 

Right? Most of us are pretty focused in the morning. Doing the most important thing first 
allows us to use that time wisely.

Well, as it turns out, there are two reasons why this suggestion is flawed and can actually 
damage your productivity.

The first reason this advice is problematic is that people vary in terms of their “chronotype.”

Some of us are “early birds,” which means our energy and concentration peak in the morn-
ing. But others are “night owls” who achieve better focus in the evening. 

This isn’t a personal preference -- it’s a biological predisposition that’s hard-wired from birth.

What’s your “chronotype”?

Early birds are 
sharpest in the 

morning

Night owls are 
sharpest in the 

evening
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ects 
our problem-solving abilities. And what they’ve found is fascinating.

It turns out that there are two different kinds of problem-solving: the kind that involves 
analysis (like planning a project), and the kind that involves generating new ideas. 

we’re better at coming up with new ideas and being
creative when our energy levels are lower.

Have you noticed this in your life?

It’s why so many of us get our best ideas at the end of the day, after a shower, or at the gym, 
or while out for a walk.

Why are we more creative when we’re tired?

It’s because fatigue makes us more distractible. W ltering out seem-
n’t 

expect.

at means your “o nding novel solutions.

So what’s the important takeaway here?

Well, there are two.

1. Be careful about taking productivity advice from those who aren’t up-to-date with the
science of peak performance -- their recommendations can lead you astray.

2. When you’re planning your day, distinguish between analytic activities and creative,
insight-driven tasks.

Save the insight-driven work for when your energy levels are lower -- whenever that is,
depending on your chronotype.

Chances are, you’ll do it faster, enjoy it more, and do a better job. 

So that’s one science-based strategy you can use to approach your work more intelligently. 
By scheduling around your energy level, you can do the right work at the best times and be 
more productive as a result. 

Let’s look at a second strategy you’ll want to implement



11

Strategy #2:

Use Distractions to Your Advantage 
What percentage of the time do you feel like you’re being proactive? If you’re like most people, 
you’re nowhere near 100% proactive. 

When something new and unexpected happens (like when our phone buzzes or an alert pops 
up on our screen) it immediately captures our attention.

If our brains weren’t so sensitive to changes in our environment, it’s unlikely our ancestors 
would have been able to detect and avoid predators back on the savanna.

Simply put: Being reactive is what our brains do best. And for this reason, being proactive 
eats up a lot of energy

 being proactive also eats up a lot of energy.

We can, of course, focus all our attention toward one thing and work proactively in spurts, 
but doing so requires willpower. Most of us can keep this up for a few hours, sometimes even 
a few days. But then, usually after some brief success, we crash.

We’ve all tried it – willpower is limited. We simply don’t have an unlimited supply. And if 
you’re like most people, you’ve found that you can maintain your focus for a day or two, but 
then your willpower dissolves and you can no longer resist becoming reactive.

So -- if relying on willpower doesn’t work, what should we do instead?

Here’s one suggestion: Build productivity-enhancing distractions into your day.

We know that our brains are drawn to new information. Rather than trying to remain 

inclination to be reactive by planting distractions to ensure we remain on course.

What does that mean in practice?

Well, I want to give you three productivity-enhancing distractions worth trying:

1. Make your to-do list more visible.

Many of us write a to-do list early in the day and then set it aside. Do we look at it again?
Sometimes, but not always.

Instead, a better approach is to keep your to-do list on a brightly colored pad, so that your 
eyes are regularly drawn to it throughout the day.
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This way, when you look away from your monitor, your eyes are immediately drawn to your 
next goal.

Here’s a second way of leveraging distractions:

2. Use a screen-saver that reminds you of your most important goals.

There are free programs you can use to remind you of your goals whenever your computer is 
inactive. They are absolutely free and one of the best ones is Momentum. It’s a Chrome 
extension and it’s easy to install. 

And that brings us to our third productivity-enhancing distraction:

3. Make your alarm your executive assistant.

One reason high-profile executives are so effective is that they have someone reminding them 
when to stop doing one thing and start doing another. 
You can use your phone or wrist alarm to do the same. 

he key is to set end times for your activities -- not just start times. 

Most of us rely on alarms to remind us when it’s time to start an activity, and we passively 
continue working on that activity for longer than we should. 

Personally, I use my Fitbit alarm to vibrate when it’s time to stop doing an activity I enjoy 
(like exercising or watching TV, and yes, even working). It’s what helps me ensure that I 
don’t throw my schedule off track.

Again, all of these are easy to implement – and they do something critical, which is to allow 
you to work in a way that feels natural.

Instead of shunning distractions and fighting your brain’s natural inclination to embrace 
them, we can all be more effective by leveraging them in ways that empower us to succeed.

And that brings us to our third strategy. This one has to do with sleep. 

As I’m sure you’ve noticed, it’s extremely difficult to have a great day at work when you show 
up tired or your energy crashes in the middle of the day. 

Here’s what you can do. 
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Strategy #3:

Boost Your Energy by Sleeping Better, 
Not Longer. 

When it comes to achieving top performance, the research is very clear that one of the smart-
est things you can do is invest in the quality of your sleep. 

Getting a full night’s rest improves your memory, lifts your mood, and it even boosts the 
quality of your decisions.

That might not come as a surprise, but here’s an interesting insight most people don’t know. 

Getting better, more restorative sleep – the kind that leads to more energy and better mood – 
does NOT start at bedtime. More important are the choices we make during the day.
There are things you can do right now that will improve your chances of getting the rest you 
need this evening.

Let me give you some examples.

Here are three practical, research-based tips that will improve your chances of getting a great 
night of sleep.

1. Replace your afternoon coffee with a post-lunch walk.

Do you use coffee as a pick-me-up in the afternoon?

Well, coffee isn’t the only thing that can raise your alertness. 

So can movement. 

The next time you’re tempted to refill your coffee mug in the afternoon, consider an outdoor 
walk instead. The movement will wake you up, as will exposure to natural light. You’ll also 
avoid caffeine, which stays in your system for much longer than most of us expect, and pre-
vents many of us from getting the sleep we need.

2. Visit the gym after work, not before.

By now, most of us know that the benefits of exercise extend far beyond being healthy or 
looking good. Exercise also offers a variety of mental benefits and even improves sleep quality. 
But interestingly, studies show that not all exercise impacts sleep quality the same way. 
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It’s because when you exercise can be just as important as how much you exercise. From a 
sleep perspective, there’s an ideal time for exercising, and that’s 5-6 hours before going to bed. 

The reason is that exercise increases our body temperature. And to fall asleep quickly, we 
need low body temperature.

What happens after you stop exercising?

Initially your body temperature is high. But your body’s temperature drops over the next 
several hours, making you feel progressively more tired as the night goes on.

So if you’re looking to improve your sleep quality, time your exercise for after work, not 
before.

3. If you’re able to, avoid spicy food in the evening.

Have you ever heard spicy dishes described as “hot?” That’s more than just a metaphor. Spicy 
foods actually raise our body temperature.

And, as the previous point mentioned, temperature is one of the signals our body uses to 
make us sleepy. More specifically, the higher our body temperature, the more difficult it is for 
us to fall asleep. 

So if you like spicy foods, try to save spicy meals for lunch, not dinner.

Now, what we’ve covered here is just a small sample of actions you can take during the day – 
and there are lots more evidence-based strategies for getting higher quality sleep.

But I wanted to share them with you because they’re a great starting point.

The key takeaway here is that a good night’s rest doesn’t start when you get to bed. 

It starts first thing in the morning.

And, if you implement these three suggestions over the next few weeks, you’ll be well on your 
way to feeling sharper than you have in months, and several steps closer to achieving peak 
performance.

It’s time to give these strategies a try
As you can see, the latest research is filled with practical, easy-to-apply strategies that can very 
quickly help you become more productive and have a more enjoyable experience at work. 
And critically, they don’t require effort.

In fact, that’s one of the key takeaways from science – the best advice doesn’t just foster
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success, it makes work easier and more enjoyable to do.

And the fascinating thing is that there’s a compound effect: each of these techniques builds 
on one another.

The more of these intelligent, scientifically-backed suggestions you apply, the greater the 
impact on your performance. The whole really is bigger than the sum of its parts.

Now, I want to go back to some of the common challenges people face at work. 
• Too much to do and not enough time
• Getting sidetracked with colleagues/emails
• Feeling exhausted/overwhelmed
• Working all the time but don’t make enough progress
• Never leaving work at a reasonable hour

What you’ve learned so far has given you the tools to make progress toward addressing many 
of the challenges on this list.

When you get high-quality sleep every night, when you calibrate your tasks to your energy 
level, when you use distractions to keep you on track, you multiply your output with
considerably less effort.

You’ve begun the journey of taking control of your workday, by using the latest science to get 
more done in less time, without trying harder.

Want more 
science-based 

strategies?



Join my program 

You’ll learn evidenced-based strategies 
for doing things like:

Learn More

Waking up energized 
every day of the week

Coming up with 
creative solutions at 

work

Preventing emails 
from hijacking your 

day

Eating for health and 
productivity

Saying “No” to others 
(without looking bad)

Reaching smarter 
decisions

Overcoming  
procrastination

Using downtime 
intelligently

http://www.thepeakperformanceformula.com/joinnow
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Ron Friedman, Ph.D., is an award-winning social psychologist who specializes in human 
motivation. His book, The Best Place to Work: The Art and Science of Creating an Extraordinary 
Workplace, has been described as “stunning,” “eye-opening,” and “a contemporary classic,” 
and praised by best-selling authors Daniel Pink, David Allen, Marshall Goldsmith, Susan 
Cain, and Adam Grant. 

Dr. Friedman has served on the faculty of the University of Rochester, Nazareth College, and 
Hobart and William Smith Colleges, and has consulted for Fortune 500 companies, political 
leaders, and the world’s leading non-profits. Popular accounts of his research have appeared 
on NPR and in major newspapers, including the New York Times, Washington Post, Boston 
Globe, the Globe and Mail, The Guardian, as well as magazines such as Men’s Health, Shape, 
and Allure. 

He is a frequent contributor to Harvard Business Review, CNN, Forbes, Fast Company, and 
Psychology Today.

Meet  
Ron Friedman, Ph.D 
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