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“Christopher Brown dares founders and entrepreneurs to dream of a better way to lead and live. This book reveals why clarity comes from distance—and how strategic disconnection can help you reset priorities and return as a stronger leader in business and in life.”

—Andrew Morrison

Founder and CEO, Earthly Pet Company
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“Permission to Unplug delivers a message every driven leader needs to hear: the strongest, most unstoppable leaders aren’t the ones who try to control everything—but the ones who build teams and systems that can thrive without them. Christopher Brown takes on the hustle culture that keeps so many entrepreneurs stuck and offers a refreshing, practical path forward. Through honest stories and applicable lessons learned, he shows that stepping away doesn’t weaken your business—it strengthens it, sharpens your leadership, and gives you back the life you started the business for in the first place. If you want to build a company, and a life, that’s truly unstoppable, start here.”

—Alden Mills
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This book is dedicated to my wife, Julie, who is my biggest supporter and challenges me to be better. To my son, Marcus, who inspires me to be a better father. To my mom, may she rest in peace, who taught me the power of strength and perseverance, how to dress to impress, and how to cook for those you love. And to my friends and fellow entrepreneurs who inspired and contributed to my journey.

Thank you.
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INTRODUCTION

I used to measure success in the number of sales I made in a year, the miles I ran, and how booked out my calendar was. I would lament to my friends and loved ones, “I’m just so busy,” while secretly holding it as a badge of honor. I believed that one day my business would be successful enough that I’d finally ease up a little. Maybe I wouldn’t work sixty-hour weeks; perhaps I’d go on one or two more vacations a year. All my dreams were waiting for me on the other side of some elusive number or milestone. One day, almost unexpectedly, I was given the opportunity to stop waiting and embrace life.

My wife, Julie, looked at me with excitement as we went over the details for what seemed like a dream trip. A monthlong cruise from Sydney, Australia, to Honolulu, with multiple stops in tropical paradises along the way. We had been looking at more modest vacation options when, of course, the cruise line’s website enticed us to take a look at this thirty-day dream escape.

While we dreamed of the Tahitian beaches and looked over excursions, we found ourselves asking, “Could you just imagine?” or “Wouldn’t it be amazing?” But in between, we continued to punctuate our conversation with the anchor of reality. “Yeah, but I don’t think I could take a whole month off of work,” Julie would say. Or “The businesses are doing OK, but it’s not a great time to break away,” I would comment. “It’s during the school year; we could never really take Marcus [our son] out of school for an entire month! His teacher would go nuts!”

It was unbelievable to even consider the idea of taking a break from real life for an entire month, but it was enjoyable. Eventually, we clicked away from the site and began exploring more reasonable vacation options. We told ourselves that one day, we would take one of those once-in-a-lifetime trips, and pushed the cruise out of our minds.

At that time, life was incredibly full. I was running two businesses alongside my business partner. It was 2016, and in the real estate business, the market was finally picking back up. We had just moved into a 5,600-square-foot office. Although our team was slowly growing at that point, my partner and I were still handling some of the on-site sales operations while managing the marketing and builder relationships. And, because I obviously didn’t have enough on my plate, I was also spending about twenty hours every week training for a half-IRONMAN, with a workout every morning and every evening, and weekends reserved for my long runs and six-plus-hour bike rides. This was all on top of the demands of everyday life, school, coaching my son’s soccer team, bills, and a yard that needed trimming.

But the following week, an ad from a cruise line came across my computer screen. The same monthlong cruise Julie and I had been eyeing was on sale. Funny how those ads magically appear in your inbox. Before I knew what I was doing, I had Julie on the phone, and I was excitedly telling her about the discount. It was still more than we had planned to spend (by a considerable amount), but we had the funds. “What do you think?” I asked.

I could hear both hesitancy and excitement in her pause, “Let’s just do it. Let’s go for it.” We hit purchase.

We blinked, and the few months before the departure date flew by. Our entire family was so excited for the adventure. Just the week before, Julie used points to upgrade our cabin. Marcus was thrilled he didn’t have to go to school for a month. We worked with his teacher to complete assignments ahead of schedule, and we submitted everything they were going to cover over that month in advance. While we were at sea, his only assignment was to journal about what he was experiencing on the cruise at our various stops.

The trip was everything we hoped it would be and more. Magical? That would be an understatement. We completely unplugged from our careers and our lives, spending a month enjoying the treasures of the South Pacific. Julie and I renewed our vows on the Tahitian island of Moorea; a local wedding planner married us, and we had a trash-the-dress photography session in Tahiti shot by a world-class photographer who flew to the island to shoot the event with us. We made fast friends with other couples that we would have never had a chance to meet anywhere else, including the retired head of marketing for Qantas. It was one of the most incredible experiences of our lives. I even started posting about our daily activities and sharing photos alongside Marcus as a way to document and remember the incredible moments that happened. This was the beginning of what eventually became the Life’s About Experiences blog.

Yet, back at home, something equally amazing happened. Nothing.

We spent five days in Honolulu as a reentry period before heading home. Many of our conversations there were us reflecting on the ways the trip had changed us. We wanted to spend less time being busy and more time being intentional, focusing on experiences with one another. Moving forward, I no longer wanted to bury myself in work, always being the first one into the office and the last one to leave.

I was completely unplugged and unavailable, and miraculously, the business didn’t burn to the ground. We didn’t go bankrupt, and none of our clients fired us. For the most part, everything chugged along just as it should. We only had one major hiccup that I had to deal with when I got back. Outside of that, my business partner and team took care of business.

Shattering the Illusion of Control

Just one month later, my life was about to change dramatically. The cruise barely in the rearview mirror, we were pretty much back to our busy schedule. Life and old habits have a funny way of creeping up on you. On a typical Wednesday, my wife and I spent the evening after work at the gym. I had just finished my regular spin class, but something felt … off. I went to run a 5k on the treadmill to cool off. You know, because that’s normal.

I had just finished a half-IRONMAN, so running a 5k was truly a cooldown after an hour-long spin class, but afterward, I was sitting in the gym café and still didn’t feel right. My smartwatch numbers weren’t adding up, and I felt clammy. Julie walked in and could tell right away that something was wrong. “Get my truck,” I told her. “I think it’s my heart, but I’m not sure.”

That unique hospital smell, a strange mix of antiseptic and office supplies, hit me as we walked into the ER. Immediately, I was whisked into a room where nurses hooked me up to an EKG machine and began running tests. My results came back normal. Normal?

Aside from elevated cardiac enzymes, every other test was near normal. As a precaution, they decided to watch me, and after about five hours of being hooked up to a machine, I began to wonder if this was all a big misunderstanding. Maybe I was just fatigued?

The doctor came in, and he hinted that they were about to send me home. By the empathetic look on his face and the way he gestured to the chart, it seemed that all was well. But before he could start to walk through his next questions, Julie interrupted, “There is a history of heart disease in Christopher’s family. Both his grandfather and his father died from it.”

Julie must have said the magic words. The doctor’s eyes widened as if he’d heard an alarm bell. Before I knew it, I was being moved to another room, where more tests were ordered, surrounded by medical professionals, nurses, and doctors. It was a flurry of activity. Doctors speaking to one another, another confirming that my father had indeed passed away from a heart attack, someone placing a nitro patch on my chest, and a blood thinner injection into my belly. Then, they left, just as quickly as they’d come in. Julie and I were alone, wondering what had just happened.

As I’m told, minutes later, I coded. The last thing I remember is not feeling well, looking over my shoulder, seeing thirty-two as my heart rate, and then nothing. I distinctly remember that moment as a moment where, for once in my life, I did not have control over the situation and could do nothing about it.

The machines I was hooked up to registered that my heart had stopped and blasted their alarms. When Julie looked at me, my eyes were open, but no one was home. She bolted from her chair, out of the room, down the hallways, shouting for help. As they raced back into the room, the medical team pushed Julie to the side, and she helplessly watched from the corner as they resuscitated me.

You hear people recounting stories of coding. Some people experience a dreamlike state. Some say they see a light, and others even feel themselves leave their body and watch the room from above. Me? It’s a giant black hole. I remember none of it.

When I came to, I was keenly aware of the anxious excitement and activity in my room. The nurses and doctors were rushing around me, and the medical equipment was still beeping wildly. Suddenly, I realized my body was shaking violently from the atropine, and I could not steady myself. I had just barely survived a massive heart attack.

Just one month, or really practically days, before, we had been on a beautiful ship, having one of the most epic experiences of our lives. Then I blinked and there I was in a hospital bed, having cheated death. As I lay there in my bed, unable to do anything, the same question kept replaying in my mind over and over: What if we hadn’t taken the trip? What if we hadn’t thrown a little bit of caution to the wind and thought, Let’s go for it?

Both experiences, the heart attack and the trip, required me to let go, to take my hands off the wheel. And when I did, it made me realize that I didn’t want to spend my whole life dreaming of working less and wishing for more experiences.

Say Goodbye to Someday

Unfortunately, we’ve normalized working and wishing our lives away. We watched and listened as our parents and grandparents saved for retirement. Storing up their dreams and travel destinations for the days when they were done with work and could finally afford to book the trip. Yet we all know or have heard of the person who spent their entire life working, saving for retirement, and passed away within a year.

Or the couple who spent every waking moment of their lives on autopilot. They worked their jobs, drove their kids to extracurricular activities, and attended PTA meetings. They moved at a million miles an hour, going absolutely nowhere. Then, when the kids moved out and life slowed down, they looked around and realized that they were married to a stranger. Not because they were ill-intentioned, but because they forgot to experience life together along the way. To try new things, to grow together, to create opportunities that allowed them to continue to get to know the people they were becoming as life happened.

As entrepreneurs, we step into business ownership, whether by choice, chance, or necessity, intending to carve our own paths. We refuse to get trapped in an office or chained to a desk. Who really wants to request time off just to see the dentist? And how is it fair to give a company fifty weeks of your life each year, only to be granted two weeks to enjoy for yourself? No way. We plan to be the authors of our own stories and destinies.

As entrepreneurs, we discover that the pressure of a business can be far more demanding than any nine-to-five job ever could. The clients who always need something, the employees who rely on you for a salary, and that blasted retirement account that isn’t growing as fast as you need it to. Each of these, and more, drives you to push just a little bit harder, answer one more email, take one more call, cut your vacation short by just one day.

Then, from the outside, we’re constantly told to wait. Wait until someday, when you retire, when the kids are grown, and there is more time, when the business is more successful. We live in a someday society, and we “someday” our lives away. We think our lives will wait for us, and we prioritize work over everything, when in truth, we should be doing the opposite.

I consider myself incredibly lucky, not only because I had enough dumb luck to let go for a brief moment, long enough to book a trip, but also because I survived the heart attack. Both of these events shattered the illusion of control that comes with believing work is all you need to be successful, and the illusion that there would be a someday waiting for me.

I say that I’m lucky to have had both experiences because one was not enough to set me free from the someday mindset. Just thirty days after returning from Hawaii, I was back to life as usual, saying to myself, “Wow, that was nice. I hope I get to do it again someday.” And how many people do we hear of who experienced a heart attack, or a car accident, or the loss of a loved one, even, but come Monday, the lucky ones are still back at work? But while they were laid up in the hospital, they were kicking themselves for not taking the safari they dreamed of, or a trip to Asia, or taking their own cruise.

As a recovering workaholic and king of somedays, I’m now on a mission to pass along the same gift that destiny was kind enough to bestow upon me and help as many people as possible wake up and start living an experience-based life. In this book, we’ll tackle the common mindsets and pitfalls that keep you stuck in the someday mindset, whether you’re an entrepreneur, busy executive, or CEO of a major company. Start living your life of experiences instead of dreaming of the day you will take the time off.

• In part 1, Wake Up Call, we’re going to walk through how to stop equating success with metrics alone, break free from chasing numbers, and start permitting yourself to enjoy life. Not just because it’s something nice to do, but because both your well-being and long-term business growth depend on it.

• Next, in Breaking Free, we’ll focus on overcoming the psychological blocks that prevent you from stepping away, and I’ll introduce you to easy ways you can begin disconnecting.

• Afterward, in part 3, Building the System, the rubber meets the road. The goal is to give you the tools and confidence so that the mindset shift becomes a lifestyle, not just a theory or buzzword, from systematizing operations and designing experiences that bring you life to navigating the curveballs that come with running a business.

• Finally, in part 4, Transformation, we delve deeper. We’ll unpack the magic that happens on both a personal and professional level when you embrace experience-based living. From the fresh ideas that will transform your business to the returns you can expect when you invest in experiences, I’ll show you how to sustain your newfound freedom.

Now, to be clear, experience-based living does not mean you give up saving for retirement, stop taking your kids to their soccer games, or decide to plateau your business growth. It’s redefining success and learning to love and enjoy your life today instead of letting it pass you by, marked by goals that ultimately don’t mean much. I’m going to show you how taking time off will create more wealth for you and those around you.

Well, Christopher, why can’t I just mark more time off on my calendar and call it a day?

Listen, even after the trip, even after the heart attack, even after a decade of choosing experience-based living, I still feel the pull toward someday thinking and the hustle-and-grind, day-in-and-day-out lifestyle. It’s pervasive, especially when you’re running multiple businesses. The push and pull on our time and energy these days is constant, and we live in a culture that celebrates it.

That’s why this book is laid out to systematically equip you with the tools to push back. The pull will never disappear, but you get to decide—yes or no—whether you’ll give in to it. The work will always be there, but you should be the one to determine how much of your life you give over to it.


 

CHAPTER 1

LIFE BEYOND BUSY

Our days are jam-packed with calendars that resemble jigsaw puzzles and commitments stacked to the ceiling. We don’t question the hectic pace; we just assume it’s normal. We often don’t see it as a necessarily bad thing. In fact, quite the opposite: Our busyness is usually a sign of being fully committed to good and worthy pursuits, whether it’s running businesses, coordinating carpool pickups, or training for a half-IRONMAN before little Jimmy’s Saturday morning soccer game. And don’t forget the grass still needs mowing, the gala fundraiser is tonight, and tomorrow, friends are coming over for dinner. Our lives are full, bursting even, with the trappings of modern success: thriving businesses, growing families, beautiful homes, and active community lives. Living the dream. Right?

So yes, we’re busy, maybe even exhausted, but we’re happy about it. This is the life we always wanted. At the very least, we want others to believe we are, and it’s what we tell ourselves.

“How are you?”

“Great! Really busy.”

Because we believe that a good life is a full one, success is measured not just by what we’ve achieved, but also by how full our calendars are and how hard we work to maintain everything.

But here’s the problem: If busyness equals success, then why doesn’t it bring us happiness? Why do we find ourselves dreaming of the day we’ll finally slow down? Why do we scroll past stories of people selling everything to move abroad for a slower pace of life with a quiet pang of envy? Why is it that when your phone dies, you secretly love the idea that no one can get ahold of you? Could it be that busyness isn’t the sign of success we claim it is? Just maybe, instead of being a virtue, our constant busyness is actually distracting us from what truly matters.

Hustle: The American Inheritance

For many business owners, this drive to stay busy stems from a larger narrative. Some of us carried the pressure of corporate careers into entrepreneurship, even though we had left that world vowing to escape its demands. Some of us work relentlessly because people at home are counting on us. Others are simply living out the example our parents set: good people who went to work every day, worked hard, and did whatever it took. For most of us, it’s a combination of factors. It seems I had received messages my entire life encouraging me to be busy.

That was certainly the case for me.

Growing up near Lake Tahoe, I watched my parents carve their own way and buy a print business. When my father left, my mom didn’t miss a beat. She stepped into the role of sole business owner and ran that print shop single-handedly for twenty years. Becoming an entrepreneur was never on her bingo card, but when life forced her into it, she refused to back down. She made payroll, managed employees, and worked long hours to keep the family and business afloat. We were never wealthy, and there wasn’t much extra, but I never lacked what I needed. She worked hard to make sure of that.

As a child, I trained with the local ski team at Heavenly Valley. Weekend mornings meant being dropped off at seven o’clock and practicing all day until evening pickup. On the rare occasion that training was canceled, I would call my mom from the lodge phone. “Sorry, Christopher, you’ll have to wait a bit,” she’d say, elbows deep in a project at the print shop. Hours might pass before she could pick me up, and even then, she’d often have to return to work. The shop was her responsibility. Payroll had to be met, and the family had to be provided for.

As I grew older, my career as a student-athlete continued to reinforce these lessons: Discipline and hard work equal winning. From skiing to rowing crew in college, with plans to make the Olympic team, everything pointed to the same clear and clean equation. If you put in the hours, stay focused, and work harder, you can create the outcomes you want.

Naturally, I carried that mindset and this winning equation into my early career. After college, I launched into home building, determined to prove myself. I took on every task, worked endless hours, and joined every board I could, from charity boards to business boards, you name it, because being good at my job wasn’t enough. I wanted to be seen as promotable, leadership material. I believed that hard work was the path to advancement; you just needed to put in the hours and have people see you do the work to prove that you were worthy.

Then, in 2008, the unthinkable happened: The housing market collapsed. Overnight, no one needed a VP of marketing and sales in home building. However, I wasn’t going to give up on my hard work model, and I still needed to provide for my wife and our son, whom we had just adopted. So I dove headfirst into entrepreneurship, not by choice, but by force. Just like my mom did decades earlier. If hard work had been the rule before, it became my obsession now.

As an entrepreneur, you imagine freedom from the demands of others. Boy, was I in for a surprise. In reality, the pressure only grows. With no guaranteed paycheck, the voice in the back of your mind whispers, This could all vanish tomorrow. So what do you do? You work harder: one more client, one more project, one more email, anything to quiet the fear. Yet even when the money starts to come in, the fear never leaves. The answer always seems to be, Do more, hustle harder. Remember when you had nothing. If you relax, you’re taking it all for granted.

Successful: But at What Cost?

Whether through parents, sports, or culture, the message is always the same: Hard work is the bridge to success, and busyness proves our worth and status. Our culture doesn’t just encourage this belief; it puts it on a pedestal.

Once upon a time, the wealthy used leisure to demonstrate status: The more successful you were, the less you needed to work. Today, the opposite is true. Harvard Business Review notes that in a knowledge economy, long hours and constant busyness have become the new status symbol: “The more we believe that one has the opportunity for success based on hard work, the more we tend to think that people who skip leisure and work all the time are of higher standing.”1 Think of the man you see taking a work call while at the tropical resort. The woman working at the airport lounge, trying to squeeze in a few more emails before her flight takes off. The person negotiating with AirPods in their ears while walking the cereal aisle. The fact that their jobs could not wait conveys one thing to onlookers: Wow, they must be important.

We soak up these messages from an early age. Students are praised for studying long hours, and we quietly resent the classmate who can ace an exam without cracking open a book. In the workplace, we applaud those who stay late, work weekends, or go above and beyond. Meanwhile, those who simply do their job and go home are often written off as unambitious and uncommitted. Slowly but surely, the lesson sticks: Good people work hard, and the harder you work, the more important you are or the better a person you are. And for us type A personalities, it’s a message we love to nail!

Psychologist Art Markman, PhD, puts it this way: “‘In modern society, people not only want to be engaged, they want to be viewed as productive, so we don’t just engage ourselves in conversations, puzzles, or hobbies, but rather in work and activities that have a goal,’ he says. ‘That cultural orientation arises from a belief that what you accomplish is a signal of your value.’”2

Then you factor in that we, as Americans, have a competitive streak, and busyness becomes its own form of competition. Who stays the longest hours in the office? Whose kids are on more travel teams? Who’s juggling more community events or side hustles? Of course, it’s subtle, but we compare our calendars like trophies, with the winner being the person who is the most exhausted. Proof they are doing everything right.

There is a mountain of scientific research that reveals how a life of constant busyness and overworking is detrimental to our health:

• Studies found that you are at a 33 percent higher risk of stroke and a 13 percent higher risk of heart disease when you start putting in fifty-five hours of work or more each week.3

• Multitasking actually reduces productivity by up to 40 percent, increases errors, and lengthens the time it takes to complete a task.4

• Employees who report working long hours are more likely to experience general and workplace loneliness.5

Deep down, there is a part of us that knows this volume of busyness is unsustainable and bad for our health. So how do we respond? By trying to do less? No way! Instead, let’s chase efficiency!

Productivity books dominate best-seller lists: Atomic Habits, Sprint, Uptime, and countless others promising hacks to help us squeeze more out of every day.
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