
Exhale Book Club Discussion Guide 

April: Essentialism by Greg McKeown 

Part I: Essence 

Living by design, not by default. 

In the opening pages of McKeown’s book, he tells the tale of an executive who started to say “no” to 
requests that weren’t the most important thing he could be doing with his time. There’s a quote on page 3 
that sticks with me: “It felt self-indulgent at first. But by being selective he bought himself space, and in 
that space he found creative freedom.” This wasn’t freedom to leave his job or his real life, but this 
conscious repetition of the word “no” left him with more time to do what he loved, more time to spend 
with his family, and more time to spend on meaningful work.  

Q1: Take minute and brainstorm: what would creative freedom look like for you? This isn’t leaving your 
family for a week and flying across country to a retreat, but something actually do-able in this season of 
life. A Saturday morning alone once in a while, feeling that you aren’t always behind anymore, the 
conviction that saying no to a new opportunity is the right answer because you know you have something 
you want to do with your time…  what would a life with more creative freedom look like right now?  

 

I often find myself thinking “If I just had more time” or “If I were just more organized, I would get more 
done…” Essentialism makes us stop and reckon with the fact that we only have the time that we have, and 
we need to spend it as wisely as possible. On page 5, McKeown gives us a single-sentence definition: “It is 
about making the wisest possible investment of your time and energy in order to operate at our highest 
point of contribution by doing only what is essential.”  

The kicker is: we each have to decide what essential means to us. And that’s hard. So let’s figure it out.  

Name something you want to be essential in your life but isn’t. Writing? Alone time? Regular pedicures? 
What is that thing? Write it here; we’re going to start calling it “Y” for this activity.  
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“It felt self-indulgent at first. But by being selective he bought himself space,  
and in that space he found creative freedom.” - p. 3 



Q2: Make a list of everything that you think is essential that you do in your life. Okay… that’s going to be 
really long. Make it anyway, if you can. I’ll give you a whole page.  

Essentialism Reading Guide   of  2 12



Q3: Okay. Now — go back to that list above. Maybe another day. Maybe after a run (not me) and you’ve 
let loose a bit of the frustration that rose inside you while writing that list. Or maybe it’s after a snack 
(me) when I’m not quite hangry anymore and can see reality and not expectation with clear eyes. Go back 
to that list and decide: is this really essential? If I cut X out, could I have more time for Y? Write down 
those cuts here:  

The next layer is a bit harder.  

On page 15, McKeown writes “Today, technology has lowered the barrier for others to share their opinion 
about what we should be focusing on.” Some people struggle with this more than others, but I think we 
can all identify as moms that Pinterest and Instagram (among other technologies) have certainly created 
expectations for us that did not used to exist. They haven’t replaced expectations, just added to the already-
there pile. 

McKeown also says on page 23 that “To eliminate nonessentials means saying no to someone. Often. It 
means pushing against social expectations… It’s about the emotional discipline necessary to say no to social 
pressure.”  
 
Q4: Take a look at that list above, the one in Q3 where you listed what you might cut out to have more 
time. Who do you have to disappoint in order to do that?  

Q5: Who do you disappoint if you never make space for Y?  

I’ll paraphrase McKeown here on page 17: Unless you regularly purge your life, things you say “yes” to live 
on in perpetuity. You cannot accidentally get rid of them. You have to consciously cut them out.  

Q6: What’s one thing you said “yes” to a long time ago that you are still doing, but are finding it no longer 
fits your needs and purpose now?  

Essentialism Reading Guide   of  3 12



Q7: What can you do about that?  

 

CHOOSE 

In the second chapter of the book, McKeown does a deep-dive into choice. The elephant in the room here 
is that there is an enormous privilege in getting to dictate all or even part of your life to be what you want 
it to be. Each of you reading this (and me writing it!) all have some disposable time and dollars in life in 
order to be in Exhale and to be reading a book like Essentialism. That said, we still don’t get to choose 
everything in our lives. There are many commitments we have already made that we cannot back away 
from now: commitments to partners, children, parents, jobs, bosses, clients, a faith community… the list 
goes on and on.  

But we do get to choose how to fulfill those commitments. And we get to choose that today and every day 
from here on out.  

McKeown’s main point here is that choice is an action. And you get to choose to choose. Or you can let 
others choose for you.  

Q8: What is something you do that someone else had decided for you? This isn’t always a bad thing! But 
if we let it happen without realizing it, we lose the agency of choice in our own lives.  

DISCERN 

“Sometimes what you don’t do is just as important as what you do.” — p. 44 

McKeown describes the Essentialist as someone who can discern between “the trivial many” and the “vital 
few” — but it’s a muscle that needs to be flexed in order to grow. His advice is to start small and narrow 
your focus on tiny decisions. Once you get better at it, you can apply the same principle to larger ones. 

Q9: Practically speaking, what’s one area of life where you could decide to do less? 
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“Essentialism is not a way to get more done. It’s a different way of doing everything.” - p. 31



TRADE-OFF 

All of these choices are great! It gives us freedom to shape our life so that we can make the biggest impact 
possible with the time and tools that we have. But there are tradeoffs, always. We cannot escape tradeoffs, 
as much as we would like. The people on Instagram that look like they are living a zero tradeoff life? They 
are trading things, too. Sleep for influence. Money for time. Privacy for followers. Soul space for life space.  

Q10: What’s a tradeoff you currently make for your creativity? What could you trade for more of it?  

Part II: Explore 

An Essentialist creates space to escape and explore life. 

ESCAPE  

In part 2 of the book, McKeown challenges us to make space for evaluation in our daily lives. On page 65, 
he describes an essentialist as someone who “creates space to escape and explore life.”  

This is hard in the busy seasons that many of us are in. It’s hard to get everything done that we have to get 
done… thinking about what we’d rather life look like instead feels like a luxury. But it’s essential (ha!) in 
order to make a high contribution to our life’s work.  

On page 68, McKeown writes: “It seems obvious, but when did 
you last take time out of your busy day simply to sit and think? I 
don’t mean the five minutes during your morning commute you 
spent composing the day’s to-do list, or the meeting you spent 
zoned out reflecting… I’m talking about deliberately setting aside 
distraction-free time in a distraction-free space to do absolutely 
nothing other than think.”  

Q11: Ask yourself that question. When did you last spend an hour or more thinking about the big picture 
and not the everyday? If the answer is “it’s been awhile,” plan to carve out some time this week to make it 
happen. Write down when you’re going to do it here.  

We have to give ourselves time to process what is going on around us. We cannot write or create until we 
do. We cannot live fully until we do.  
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An Essentialist creates space to 
escape and explore life.  

- p. 65



LOOK 

“Being a journalist of your own life will force you to stop hyper-focusing on all the minor details and see 
the bigger picture instead.” — p. 75 

There’s been a movement in recent years to celebrate and recognize the little things in life. And it’s so 
good on many, many levels. But it can also keep us from seeing the bigger picture at hand. McKeown 
urges us to be the journalist of our own lives, to dig through the evidence and see what’s really going on.  

Q12: What’s something that irritates you on a daily basis? Something that you seem to get irrationally 
upset about more often than not? Look back over the last three months and try to see a pattern, maybe 
pull on a thread that shows you what’s really the issue.  
 
 

 
 
 
For me, when I get angry about all the things I have to do, it’s usually because I’m getting interrupted too 
much (i.e. all the time) and I really need just two hours to do something. Two hours! That’s actually a 
pretty easy ask from the people in my life: “can you hold down the fort for two hours so I can do X and 
just get it done?”  

Q13: Likewise, look back over the last few months and try to pull out something you’re really satisfied 
with. What got you there? Can you recreate it? 

PLAY 

“… play is an antidote to stress, and this is key because 
stress, in addition to being an enemy of productivity, can 
actually shut down the creative, inquisitive, exploratory 
parts of our brain.” - p. 87 

Q14: When is the last time you let your brain play? What 
about your body? If you’re feeling anxious or stressed 
right now, take 10 minutes to do something that’s purely 
fun, not to cross it off a list.  
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“… play is an antidote to stress, and this is 
key because stress, in addition to being an 
enemy of productivity, can actually shut 

down the creative, inquisitive, exploratory 
parts of our brain.”  

- p. 87



SLEEP 

Sleep. Oh, precious sleep.  

I remember reading Essentialism in my pre-mom life and being so thankful that McKeown included a 
chapter on sleep. I have always liked sleep. On our honeymoon, my husband and I discovered that I 
needed significantly more sleep than him just to function. To this day, he’s good on six hours a night, while 
I need at least seven. If he works a 24-hour shift, he might take a nap and be good until bedtime. For me, 
I’d want to sleep all day and then again all night.  

And then I had a baby. And got no sleep. For six months. Familiar? I bet.  

There have been many times in life that I’ve traded sleep for other things. But especially in these post-
baby days, I take all the sleep I can get.  

Getting more sleep might mean less actual hours to do things in — but it does mean that the time you do 
have will be more focused and productive. Sleep allows us to operate at our highest level of contribution, 
according to McKeown and the many people who have studied this in-depth.  

If you’re in the season of next-to-zero sleep, can I encourage you to go easy on yourself with your 
expectations? Especially where creativity is concerned. It took me nine months post-baby to start sleeping 
enough that I felt like a person again. And it took about nine more months of decent sleep before I felt 
energized to create more than the bare minimum necessary to keep my client roster humming (er… 
slogging) along.  

Q15: Do you need to prioritize sleep more than you do (and 
you’re in a season where you can do something about it)? 
How?  

SELECT 

Here, McKeown introduces some extreme criteria for helping us to select what we say “yes” to: the 90 
percent rule. Put simply, the 90 Percent Rule is this: Rate things on 1-100 scale. If it’s not a 90+, you don’t 
do it.  

“By definition, appealing highly selective criteria is a trade-off; sometimes you will have to turn down a 
seemingly very good option and have faith that the perfect option will soon come along. Sometimes it will 
and sometimes it won’t, but the point is that the very act of applying selective criteria forcers you to 
choose which perfect option to wait for, rather than letting other people, or the universe, choose for you. 
Like any Essentialist skill, it forces you to make decisions by design, rather than by default.” — p. 105  

My takeaway from this? Channel your energy into your specialty. Hire or ignore the rest.  
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“Sleep will enhance your ability to 
explore, make connections, and do less but 
better throughout your waking hours.”  

- p. 102



Q16: What do you consider your specialty? How can you work to hire or ignore the rest?  

Part 3: Eliminate 

What can you say no to in order to say yes to something better?  

CLARIFY 

Pursuing good is not good enough, says McKeown. Instead, we must ask ourselves: “If we could be truly 
excellent at one one thing, what would it be?” (page 127). 

Q17: Ask yourself that question. Write the answer here. 

Q18: What are three other non-essential things you are doing right now that you can stop doing in order 
to pursue that one?  

DARE 

“Have you ever said “yes” when you simply meant to avoid confrontation or friction?” — p. 132 

YES. So many times.  

In this chapter, McKeown dives into the heart of decision-making: courage. He says we must 
courageously eliminate things to make room for the best. Emotions muddle our ability to say no. We want 
to help (or maybe we’re conditioned to want to help) when someone else asks something of us. But 
McKeown makes a powerful statement about saying “yes” in the moment: “… we can say no and regret it 
for a few minutes, or we can say yes and regret it for days, weeks, months, or even years” (p. 135).  

So how do we do this? I think it first means that if we have already decided what is essential to us and to 
our lives so that when someone asks us to do something, we can already know the answer. It saves us from 
some of that decision fatigue we so often experience, and the time of back-and-forth in our own heads.  

An example: I was a part of a loosely-held-together book club a few years ago. A friend of a friend invited 
me, it was made up of mostly strangers, and — much to my dismay — most of them were not readers. But 
they wanted be… a little. And each month I showed up having read the book and ready to discuss… and 
we never did. Each month I agonized over whether or not to go… sometimes I would, sometimes I 
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wouldn’t. I didn’t want to disappoint my friend. But then I had a baby, and I could not bring myself to 
spend precious alone time going to this book club. I finally made the blanket decision to never go again, 
and I instantly felt so much better — and then again every month afterward when I didn’t have to make 
the decision all over again.  

McKeown writes that “When people ask us to do something, we can confuse the request with our 
relationship with them” (p. 137).  

The best antidote to this? A slow yes and a quick no.  

Q19: Do you have a request sitting on your plate that you know you ought to say “no” to? Make the call or 
send the email now. And come up with a script for yourself for future asks of the same type.  

(Last fall as Ashlee Gadd’s oldest entered a new school with all sorts of new things for parents to 
volunteer for, she adopted a blanket response — knowing she was expecting and now was not the time to 
join committees that would haunt her in the new year with a new baby — to help her say “no” gracefully: 
“"I'm sorry, my plate is completely full for the rest of the fall — I hope I can do this next year!” Genius!) 

UNCOMMIT 

The idea of “sunk cost bias” in the business world is that the time you’ve already spent on a project is worth 
more than the time you still need to spend on it, putting more weight on what we’ve already done than 
what we could be doing in the future. McKeown sums this up well: “The more we invest in something, the 
harder it is to let go” (p. 146).  

I love the question he asks on page 149: “If I did not have this opportunity, how much would I be willing 
to sacrifice in order to obtain it?”  

Q20: What’s something you do right now that you wouldn’t sacrifice anything for if someone were to 
offer it to you today? Maybe that’s the next thing you need to un-commit from.  

EDIT 

We all know the importance of a good edit for our writing — a fresh set of eyes that comes in and takes 
away what isn’t necessary so we can see what truly is. But what about editing our life?  

“A Nonessentialist views editing as a discrete task to be performed only when things become 
overwhelming. But waiting too long to edit will force us to make major cuts not always of our choosing. 
Editing out time and activities continuously allows us to make more minor but deliberate adjustments 
along the way. Becoming an Essentialist means making cutting, condensing, and correcting a natural part 
of our daily routine—making editing a natural cadence in our lives.” — p. 162  
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Q21: Can you build some “editing” time into your rhythm of life? A small amount of time each week or 
month or quarter where you can look at the previous time and decide what stays and what goes?  

LIMIT 

Setting boundaries gives you freedom is McKeown’s basic premise in this chapter. Boundaries are 
empowering. They protect time from becoming hijacked and help you avoid decision-fatigue, setting you 
free from having to say “no” to similar things more than once. Enforcing limits gets easier and easier. We 
see how beneficial it is — how much we are not missing out — and we can say “no” with confidence the 
next time. 

If we cannot articulate our own boundaries, there is no reason we can expect other people to respect them.  

Q22: What’s a boundary that you need to set to guard creative time for yourself ? What are some ways it 
might be challenged? How will you handle that?  

Part 4: Execute 

Have simple systems in process to help you execute without effort.  

BUFFER 

Projects and commitments tend to expand. Build in space to let them without ruining the day.  

Q23: What’s one time a buffer in your life came through and saved the day? How did you build that in? 
Can you do it again?  

SUBTRACT 

McKeown posits that the Nonessentialist only reacts to crisis, rather than anticipates them. We often feel 
like we are just managing one crisis after another as moms. And when we can see the crisis heading our 
way — the tantrum about to take place, the hangry post-school hour before dinner, the disappointing 
news that we are going to have to deliver — we do our best to anticipate them and head them off fast. 
We’re pros at this. So let’s take that skill into another area of life: our creative work.  
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Q24: Is there an obstacle in your creative life that constantly trips you up? The social media notifications 
during your writing time? That invitation to use your kid-free time to grab coffee with a friend? Name 
that obstacle and proactively eliminate it from your week.  

PROGRESS 

The Essentialist focuses on making even small wins in the right places. McKeown encourages us to look at 
the areas we touch most often — can we condense our actions? make a single decision once and for all? 
Those are the places we can become the most efficient.  

It’s even better if we are spending our time making small wins in the direction of our highest contribution: 
set up the Word document for our writing session later on; spend that 15 minutes researching editors to 
pitch our latest story to instead of scrolling; taking a walk to reset a scattered brain as opposed to tuning 
out to Netflix.  

“There is power in steadiness and repetition,” he writes on page 197. One small win turns into another, 
which turns into another.  

Q25: What small win can you make happen today? Choose something that directly relates to what you 
feel is essential to your life.  

 

FLOW 

“Routine is one of the most powerful tools for removing obstacles.” — p. 206  

Those small wins above add up — and eventually, the editing, subtracting, discerning, etc. that McKeown 
tasked us with in previous chapters becomes habit.  “Instead of spending our limited supply of discipline 
on making the same decisions gain and again, embedding our decisions into our routine allows us to 
channel that discipline toward some other essential activity,” he writes on page 208.  

Q26: What’s a routine that you have that you know isn’t good for you? How can you change it to work for 
you?  

Q27: What’s a routine that you have that is working for you? How can you make it even better?  
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FOCUS 

“To operate at your highest level of contribution requires that you deliberately tune in to what is 
important in the here and now.” — p. 216  

The late Amy Krouse Rosenthal once said: “Pay attention to what you pay attention to.” That’s where your 
focus is. That’s what you are prioritizing.  

Q28: What have you been spending your creative time on? Does it align with what you want to be 
essential in your life?  

BE 

“We can all live a life not just of simplicity but of high contribution and meaning.” — p. 226 

In the final chapter of Essentialism, McKeown reminds us all of the real reason we are pursuing an 
essentialist life: more clarity, more control, and more joy in the journey. 

Q29: What is something you can do today to push toward clarity, control, and joy?  

Q30: What are you going to make essential in your life, starting today?  
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