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‘Too often we race through the week, only to find our weekends packed with countless errands and never-ending to-do lists. Before we know it, we’ve lost sight of what really makes us happy. In The Weekend Effect, Katrina Onstad offers a powerful argument, and practical advice, on the importance of reclaiming your leisure time to live a happier and more fulfilling life’

Gretchen Rubin, New York Times bestselling author of
Better than Before and The Happiness Project

‘In our frenetic era of total work devotion and breathless busyness, the idea of making time for leisure has become almost a sacrilege. But Katrina Onstad makes a compelling case in her terrific new book, The Weekend Effect, that true leisure – time for reflection, connection, play and joy – knits together the social fabric of community, soothes the weary soul and, at heart, is what makes life worth living. A welcome romp of a read’

Brigid Schulte, award-winning journalist and author of the
New York Times bestselling Overwhelmed and director of
The Better Life Lab at New America

‘Modern life means we are more plugged in, but less connected to each other than ever before. Too often work and technology erode our ability to connect meaningfully face-to-face, intruding into the critical time we need to recharge ourselves. In Katrina Onstad’s insightful and compelling book, The Weekend Effect, she offers an urgent call to arms on the essential need to take back our weekends’

Dallas Hartwig, New York Times bestselling co-author of
It Starts With Food and The Whole30

‘Masterfully researched and beautifully written, The Weekend Effect urgently makes the case that our hard won free time is essential to our survival, and needs to be reclaimed. Pick up this book, and get ready to rekindle your love of the weekend! Your emails can wait until Monday’

David Sax, author of The Revenge of Analog

‘The Weekend Effect is a call to action – or even better – a call to inaction. It proves its case that by staking a claim to your weekend, your work and home life (and your health and wellbeing) benefit every day of the year. Take the time to read it like I did, over a weekend. It’s a great way to start’

Kirstine Stewart, media and technology executive
and author, Our Turn
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To my parents


Living is the least important activity of the preoccupied man;
yet there is nothing which is harder to learn.
—SENECA
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INTRODUCTION

SUNDAY NIGHT LETDOWN

QUILT CHIN HIGH on a Sunday night, by the light of his bedside lamp, my young son asks, “Was that the weekend?”

“Yes, it was,” I reply.

“But it didn’t feel like a weekend,” he says, employing his “rip-off” voice, the one reserved for bad trades in baseball and empty cereal boxes.

At twelve, he poses this question many Sundays—it’s a macabre family tradition—thereby prompting a review of my own weekend, which frequently looks something like this: hockey; work email; groceries; an ensuing onslaught of emails about the first email; homework help; hockey; dog wrangling; family dinner; cleanup; laundry; work reading. To keep Sunday distinguishable from Saturday, I might top off the above with some light toilet cleaning. We do change it up in summer, however: the kids play soccer instead of hockey.

For many of today’s (gratefully) employed, the workweek has no clear beginning or end. The digital age imagined by science fiction is upon us, yet we’re lacking robot butlers and the three-day workweek that economist John Maynard Keynes predicted in 1928. Working more than we did a decade ago is the norm for most employees, and those devices designed to liberate our time merely snatch it back. The weekend has become an extension of the workweek, which means, by definition, it’s not a weekend at all. Many Americans work longer hours today than a generation ago, and most work hundreds of hours more per year than their counterparts in European Union countries of similar economic status. A 2014 paper from the U.S. National Bureau of Economic Research reports that 29 percent of Americans log hours on the weekend, compared to less than 10 percent of Spanish workers. If the Spanish are too life-loving to bring home the hurt in that statistic, here’s another one: even fewer of the diligent Germans work on the weekend, at 22 percent. U.K. workers are the exception among Europeans, racking up almost as many hours on weekends as Americans. They call this, unflatteringly, “the American disease.”

I recognize this disease. Years ago, for a brief, not-so-fun time, I was an au pair. Mostly, I was shuffling through the post-college years, hiding in a small village on a windswept shore of northern France for a few months. Every Sunday, as far as I could tell, France shut down. There was no work. There was—and this shocked my North American mall rat self—no shopping. Instead, there was The Visit and The Activity. Three kids in tow, my single-mom boss and I visited grandparents, or brought flowers to a family friend in a nursing home. Some weekends, neighbors came to the house unannounced, and food and conversation would stretch into the night. There was always an outing: a hike along the beach shore; a bike ride; a stroll through the streets of a nearby village, peering in the windows of closed shops. We could look, but not buy. These weekend days felt like ritual, embedded in the culture; something sacred. Time seemed to slow itself. These were weekends of the imagination, rich with experience, a clean break from what came before and what would come next, on Monday.

Now, with my own kids and a job as a writer that leaks across the days, my Saturday often feels hardly different from a Wednesday. Sometimes, in fact, Saturday feels busier. On weekends, I’m always responding to the e-needs of clients and sources, even when technically off duty. But who’s off duty, ever? I’ve attended soccer games where parents are on iPads between perfunctory cheers. “TGIM,” jokes a friend at Monday morning drop-off, gratefully exchanging the children’s myriad playdates and activities for the relative calm of an office.

This borderless work life is no longer just a freelancer’s reality, or the domain of high-billing lawyers and Silicon Valley creative-class innovators. Post-recession, work means a patchwork of part-time gigs for many people, with no set pattern to the week. Millennials tend their brands around the edges of precarious work. My husband is a teacher, and he spends his nights and weekends managing emails from anxious parents and students, then scrambling back to his analog duties like marking and lesson planning. “It’s like we’re all doctors now, forever on call,” I tell him, leaning in the doorway late at night, taking in the familiar sight of his back turned to me as he punches away at the computer. “Really low-stakes doctors.”

Too many weekends, The Activity is deferred. The Visit is deferred. Pleasure and contemplation are deferred. “Sunday night is the new Monday morning,” a headline in The Boston Globe trumpets, noting that many workers are getting a jump on Monday morning emails by spending Sunday night in the Inbox. The executive recruiter and the venture capitalist interviewed for the article sheepishly give what amounts to the same reason for ceding their Sunday night: Since everyone else is doing it, I’d better do it, too. No one wants to be left behind, and so we are running, scurrying, our days streaming past.

For this blatant neglect of leisure, Aristotle would be mad at us. In Aristotle, leisure isn’t just the time beyond paid work. It’s not mindless diversion or chores—a binge-watch weekend or a closet overhaul. Leisure is a necessity of a civilized existence. Leisure is a time of reflection, contemplation, and thought, away from servile obligations. But today, leisure smells lazy, a word connoting uselessness and privilege. Somewhere along the line, the joyless Protestant ethos became a reality, if not a mantra: “Live to work,” not “Work to live.” To understand how sullied the idea of leisure has become, look no farther than the “leisure suit”—a louche fashion-crime, hopelessly out of date.

I offer feeble comfort to my son. But I feel it, too: something missing; a profound absence altering body and soul. I remember my own child self anticipating the weekend on Friday morning, the great expanse of possibility before me. My parents’ friends, and my friends, would fill the house. Bad TV was waiting to be consumed in the early-morning shadows. Mostly, I remember being bored, and in that boredom picking up a pen and paper, and discovering that writing felt better than any sport I’d tried or picture I’d drawn. Time wasn’t tight, but roomy, a space to explore.

These moments of vivid weekend experience are fewer now, and not only because I’m older, and farther from wonder. My time is bleeding out, and my days and nights are consumed by work and an endless chain of domestic pursuits that leave me snappish and unfamiliar to myself. In a 2013 survey, 81 percent of American respondents said they get the Sunday night blues. Surely this melancholy isn’t just about anticipating the workweek ahead, but about grieving the missed opportunity behind—another lost weekend.

After too many Sunday nights turning off the light in my kids’ rooms with an apology for the lameness of the previous two days, thereafter collapsing in exhaustion, I decided to dig deep into the weekend problem: how we lost it, and what it means to live without it. When I started investigating, two things became clear: I’m not alone with my Sunday night letdown, and smarter people than I are fighting to preserve the weekend—and winning. I talked to people who fiercely protect their weekends for the things they love. There are CEOs who are reinventing the workweek to spend time with their families, and successful corporations that are beginning to offer four-day workweeks, and companies that now ask their employees to drop their phones off on Friday night and pick them up on Monday. Shonda Rhimes, the ridiculously prolific and successful writer-producer-showrunner behind hit shows like Grey’s Anatomy and Scandal, no longer responds to emails at night or on weekends—and she’s a single mom with three kids as well as being busier than the average head of state. Everyone needs to do what she says.

I’ve tried, on occasion, to follow the lead of these people who have committed to a new relationship to time, one in which leisure is as precious as any material good, any professional accolade. An interesting thing happens when you reclaim your weekend: you reclaim your childlike abandon and sense of possibility. You unearth the self that’s been buried beneath the work. You discover that a well-lived weekend is the gateway to a well-lived life.

This is a book about how we won the weekend, and how we lost it. Mostly, it’s a book about how to take it back.


CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS A WEEKEND?

WHAT IS A WEEKEND?” sniffs the Dowager Countess, that cranky truth-teller in the series Downton Abbey. It’s been voted the most beloved quote in the show’s history, delivered by Maggie Smith while the Crawley family sits sparkling around the dining table in beaded dresses and dinner jackets as the (overworked) footman ladles the gravy.

Set in the first blush of the twentieth century, the PBS series shows one English family’s slow tumble through the decades as society shifted from aristocratic rule to the more egalitarian modern age. The Dowager Countess’s line gets the laugh because, for the British nobility, the idea of a week divided into days of work and non-work is incomprehensible—an abstraction. It simply does not apply. In the corridors of abundance where the Crawleys dwell, every day really is like Sunday—to steal a line from Morrissey—filled with tea, gossip, and directives like “Mrs. Hughes, do see to the marble bust of the Earl of Carnarvon today. Gleam is lacking.”

The Dowager Countess’s line resonates with today’s audiences because we, too, ask the question “What is a weekend?”—but for very different reasons. A century ago, workers were striking and marching and shedding blood to win the weekend. Today, many people can’t remember the last time they had two full days off in a row, even when they have a legal right to take them.

The fading of the weekend goes hand in hand with new ways of working. Gone are the days of long-term employment in one organization, with decades of mutual loyalty and a gold watch at retirement; job security is a relic of the past, like a butter churn, or a Slanket. For many, work is painfully insecure, a patchwork of short-term contracts or a series of small jobs that add up to one fragile living. With a swipe, our phones can conjure up workers: if you need a doorknob replaced or a microwave hauled, call Task Rabbit, an odd-job service; if you have a wedding to attend, call Glam Squad, on-the-go makeup and hair stylists. One person’s leisure becomes another person’s labor. It’s worth remembering that there are people on the other end of those swipes, living on high alert, 24/7, their workweek ever-changing. For some, that fluidity is liberating; for others, it’s the end of the weekend.

With the decline of manufacturing and the rise of so-called knowledge work, ideas, not widgets, are the white-collar stock-in-trade. But ideas, by nature, are hard to quantify; an idea doesn’t really have a beginning or an end. Just like work. The economist C. Northcote Parkinson is credited with “Parkinson’s law of efficiency,” which holds that “work expands so as to fill the time available for its completion.” The phrase came from a 1955 humor essay in The Economist, but it’s only funny because it’s true: Work is like a goldfish that grows to fit the bowl. Work will always take up all the space. And when we’re digitally connected to the office at any moment, day or night, work is virtually—pun intended—limitless. We’re bowl-free, and the goldfish is growing to monstrous, horror movie proportions. Attack of the Work Goldfish—a movie no one wants to see.

But the prospect of taking two days off sounds like lunacy in a flatlined economy where there’s fierce competition for jobs—even mediocre ones. Job insecurity is a strong predictor of poor health, and increases risk for depression. It nestles into the body like illness, this feeling of being constantly in competition with our hypothetical replacements (possibly “foreign”; probably robotic) as well as with the guy at the desk one over, who never seems to leave early for a doctor’s appointment or take off before 8:00 p.m. on a Friday.

For the luckiest workers, the relationship to leisure is complicated by the fact that we like our work. We’ve all had those periods of being lost in the myriad satisfactions of the job; we know the thrill of completion and flow. Another ripple effect of the global economy is that much of the drudgery of white-collar work has been eliminated by smart technology, and—if troublingly—farmed out to offshore workers. A certain kind of privileged knowledge worker might argue that we work more because work just isn’t as bad as it used to be. If one is lucky enough to have a job that requires thinking and creating, then working long hours straight through the weekend might not feel like a loss; it might not even feel like work at all. One might even take a certain pride in not having leisure or weekends. And letting everybody in the office know about those long hours and work-inflected weekends is a strategy—even a subconscious one—to manage anxiety about not having a job at all, an insurance policy against redundancy in downsized times.

But what if all that work is distorting your view of the world, clouding your perception of what matters, acting a little like … brainwashing? Welcome to the “cult of overwork,” which is a no-fun cult, free of sex and drugs. In this particular cult, workers have accepted fifty-, sixty-, eighty-hour work-weeks without weekends as status quo, or worse, as a credential of success. But in fact, working less makes you more productive. Overworked and under-rested people are bad employees. They make mistakes. They burn out. You don’t want them operating on your kid, and you probably don’t want to hang out with them because they’re boring. And, most urgently, members of the cult of overwork are missing out on their lives.

A weekend is the break that reminds you that you are more than a worker. That was the original promise of the Sabbath: God prescribing a day away from the monotony of labor. Exodus is filled with passages in which the bad boss Pharaoh admonishes the slaves about the bricks they’re being forced to carry back and forth to his endlessly expanding empty warehouse space: “You are lazy, lazy! … Go now, and work! … You shall not lessen your daily number of bricks!” But God has other ideas, and as He frees His people, He mandates a day of rest, like the one He took on the seventh day, tired from all that creating. He stuck the Sabbath into the commandments as a reminder that life isn’t defined solely by production, or its little friend, consumption. He built humanity into the week.

A brick is a pretty obvious burden, but so much of today’s labor doesn’t leave marks on our bodies; it breaks our spirits, which is an invisible kind of wearing down. The result is tangible: overwork leads to exhaustion, or even depression and suicide. Maybe we continue on in a kind of Stockholm syndrome state because accepting work’s bottomless infringement is a survival technique, a delusion to get through another leisure-free month, or year. But if your occupation is your preoccupation all the time—every weekend—the risk is the possibility of missing your life; of only doing, and rarely being. Even if you love your work, what’s going on? What is a week too full to allow for forty-eight hours of restoration? What is a life without reprieve?

IN ANSWER TO my son’s pleas for better weekends, I sat down with my laptop and did a quick, informal audit of my good and bad weekends. Three columns: Friday, Saturday, Sunday. Then the activities, as best I could remember. There they were, laid bare in their monotony and occasional doses of pleasure. There was kid stuff (hockey, playdates); domestic stuff (cleaning, groceries, laundry … so much laundry); work stuff (emails, article polishing, invoicing); some pleasure (dinner out, K. visited from Calgary, run by the water); and then back to the domestic stuff (basement overhaul, buying the kid running shoes again because running shoes are now made out of tissue paper). Reviewing a few months of weekends (ignoring those occasional special getaways and big events), it was easy to see that the least-satisfying ones were all the same: chores; shopping; work; screens. Repeat.

But the best weekends always included a few key elements, in various iterations: connection; pleasure; hobbies; nature; creativity. I can’t imagine a weekend where I feed all those needs, unless I can, as is my dream, transition to a one-day workweek so my weekends are six days long (please call me if you know how to make this happen). But I came to discover that, with some diligence, at least a few of those ingredients for a good weekend are available to anyone.

When I started writing this book, I wanted to understand what makes a good weekend by talking to people who take them. I thought I’d turn a cool, journalistic eye on the situation, notebook at the ready. But pretty quickly I realized that I needed to start copycatting these good weekenders. In the year it took me to write this book, I went from casual observer of good weekends, to occasional participant, to something of a convert (albeit a work in progress, who spent a chunk of last Saturday answering emails and then watched three Lord of the Rings movies … okay, rewatched). It turns out that there are all kinds of unique ways to build a good weekend, but the contours are the same: real leisure isn’t just diversion, it’s making meaning. A good weekend is alert to beauty. A good weekend embraces purposelessness. A good weekend wanders a million different paths, but always involves slowing down and stepping out of the rushing stream of modern life. This moment we live in is defined by what David Levy, professor in the Information School at the University of Washington, calls the “more-faster-better philosophy of life.” The Industrial Revolution established the mind-set that we must always be “maximizing speed, output, and efficiency.” Now, technology and a global economy that never sleeps have accelerated what was already grueling. Getting more, and getting it faster and better, takes time. We can be rich in stuff, yet starving for time. Which is why the weekend is more imperative than ever: it’s the corner of the week ordained to slow time.

Protecting forty-eight hours in a row in this day and age is a superhero move. It takes courage. But if you can put up your hand and hold off the rush, just for two days, you create space for all kinds of experiences that aren’t about success and acquisition, but about that humanity the Sabbath was put in place to safeguard.

On hearing the Dowager Countess’s question, the footman should have stopped ladling the gravy and answered for all of us: The weekend is when we put down the brick and remember what matters.
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