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AN OVERVIEW
When Anne Helen Petersen (2019) published her seminal  
Buzzfeed News article on millennial burnout, 2 voices rose 
up in response: one of joyous relief that someone had finally 
validated their life experiences (Griffith, 2019) and one of 
critical judgment about the inferiority of the aforementioned 
generation (Cohen, 2019). Millennials are lazy. Millennials 
are entitled. Millennials are weak. These are common  
descriptions of a generation who are on the cusp of  
being leaders in business, education, government and  
every sector of our economy. Since this generation inherited 
its infamous name, it’s been viewed as a group of shallow, 
smartphone-obsessed, selfie-taking children who refuse to 
move out of their parents’ basements and cannot manage 
the basic functions of everyday life (Petersen, 2019). 

By indulging in this narrative, we are ignoring the reality of 
who this generation is today. They are no longer children, 
but adults, the oldest of which are 38, and they now make 
up a majority of the American workforce (Fry, 2018). They 
are looking to advance personally and professionally just 
like generations before them.

They are also overworked, always on and suffering from 
rampant burnout. 7 in 10 millennials report feeling its effects 
some of the time, more than any other generation of  
workers (Pendell, 2018). Continual put downs of their  
characters are serving to make these exhausted workers 
buckle down out of fear rather than take care of  
themselves. They have come of age in a professional world 
in which culture and technology are conspiring against 
them, yet they continually, to their own peril, practice the 
mantra that they can overcome if only they try hard enough  
(Cohen, 2019).  

Employers and leaders must help them to work smarter  
and not simply harder. By promoting the practice of deep 
work popularized by computer scientist Cal Newport 
(2016a) amongst their workers, companies can help heal 
and prevent this problem. Deep work offers solutions to the 
unique challenges faced by millennials by breaking  
addiction to distraction caused by technology, creating  
office culture that deemphasizes low value modes of  
work and teaching how self-care and productivity are not 
mutually exclusive.
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Without the support of deep work, not only is productivity 
being left on the table because of unhealthy and misguided 
choices in how work is done, but the future productivity of 
businesses and the overall economy are at risk. This paper 
aims to create a better understanding of the problem of 
millennial burnout and how the practice of deep work can 
bring necessary change to work culture before the biggest 
source of power in our economy exhausts itself at a game it 
simply cannot win.

THE OPPORTUNITY
As our information economy shifts more towards  
dependence on knowledge work and technology makes 
competition tougher (Newport, 2016b), investments in  
better approaches to work are necessary to increase the 
quality and capabilities of the millennial workforce.  
Automated technology is taking over job opportunities in 
traditional sectors which require less educational or skill 
preparation. 

Jobs which require higher levels of education, training and 
cognitive abilities are expected to account for 6 million of 
the 9.7 million new jobs added between 2014 and 2024. 
These jobs will provide the most economic opportunity 
for workers as they will mostly be in work sectors paying 
$60,000 or more a year  (Desilver, 2016). With the high  
levels of post-secondary education and training seen in  
millennials (Fry, 2018), they are most primed to fill these 
positions and reap the rewards. Due to the continued  
retirement of baby boomers, we are now also dependent 
on millennials for the core of our workforce in general (Fry, 
2018).  

However, a high rate of burnout amongst millennial  
workers (Pendell, 2018) threatens to limit the distance they 
can take us. Bad work culture and technological  
distractions are encouraging them to focus on low value 
and nonstop work.

Employers will never see optimal growth and millennials will 
never reach their full potential if we continue to irresponsibly 
exhaust this segment of the workforce. Solving and  
preventing burnout amongst this generation of workers  
creates economic opportunity and gives companies who 
lead the way in championing solutions a competitive edge.
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WHO ARE MILLENNIALS?
Pew Research Center defines a millennial as someone born 
between 1981 and 1996. Second in overall size only to 
baby boomers, in 2019 millennials will become the 
largest living American generation with an estimated 73 
million members. Interestingly, despite having fully aged 
into adulthood, the number of millennials in the American 
population continues to grow due to ongoing immigration of 
young adults (Fry, 2018). 

Additionally, millennials are also considered the most  
educated generation in American history with 39% of them 
currently holding a bachelor’s degree or higher and an  
additional 28% with an associate degree or some college 
experience (Fry, 2018). With even the oldest millennials 
still under 40, these percentages are likely to increase as 
mid-career professionals return to school for retraining or 
higher degrees and nontraditionally aged students, such as  
military veterans and young parents, complete their  
educations. A recession would also be likely to send several 
millennials back to school to further their educations while 
they wait out the economic downturn. This generation has  
accumulated knowledge and education like none before  
it and should be able to raise our economy to new heights 
of growth and innovation as a result. 

However, there is a threat to the potential of these young 
knowledge workers. Despite higher overall educational  
attainment, millennials lag in terms of the quality of their  
professional lives. 7 in 10 millennials self-report that they 
experience burnout at some level at work. The members 
of this generation are less than 2 decades into their  
participation in the workforce yet are already reporting an 
almost 10% increase in frequent or constant burnout  
compared to older generations of workers (Pendell, 2018). 
With a likely 30 to 40, or even more, years of work left for 
them, the future does not look bright.
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WHAT IS BURNOUT?
Burnout is physical or emotional exhaustion associated with 
persistent work-related stress. Signs can include fatigue, 
loss of concentration, irritability, lack of satisfaction or  
disillusionment with work, headaches, stomach problems 
and changes in sleep habits (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2018). 
Besides the ethical call for employers to care about their 
employees well beings, the growth of this affliction amongst 
the biggest segment of the workforce should be  
concerning because Ben Wigert and Sangeeta Agrawal 
(2018) from Gallup report sufferers are: 

• 63% more likely to need to take a sick day  
• 13% more likely to visit the emergency room 
• 2.6 times more likely to be seeking a different job 
• 13% less confident in their performance 
• 50% less likely to discuss goals with their manager 

Side effects that compromise motivation, deteriorate  
physical and mental health and raise apathy all add up to  
a loss in productivity for workers and businesses. The World 
Economic Forum estimates that burnout costs the world 
economy £255 billion (roughly $315 billion) annually (Tottle, 
2016). Causes of burnout (Wigert & Agrawal, 2018) include: 

• Unfair treatment at work 
• Unmanageable workloads
• Lack of clear expectations
• Lack of communication or support from managers 
• Unreasonable time pressures 

Burnout is a deeper form of exhaustion than just tiredness 
from a busy month at the office. It cannot be solved simply 
by taking a vacation. Rather healing it requires systemic 
change in a worker’s life, such as adjustment to work  
expectations and time for regular excercise or practice of a 
relaxing activity like meditation (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2018).  

Burnout is a matter effecting mental and physical health 
which has been ignored for decades because of a lack of 
medical legitimacy. In 2019, however, the World Health  
Organization (WHO) officially recognized it as an  
occupational syndrome (Turner, 2019). With this recognition, 
WHO raises the alarm for employers to take burnout as 
seriously as the flu or the common cold in terms of a threat 
to the health and vitality of their workforces.
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WHY IS THIS HAPPENING?

America’s workaholic culture is not a new phenomenon. 
Generations older than millennials have also felt the  
relentless effects of burnout. However, millennials face a 
unique challenge in avoiding it because of cultural  
conditioning since childhood that has taught them to  
practice relentless effort in all things (Cohen, 2019).  
This trait combined with awareness of negative perception 
of their generation in the workplace is making them work 
harder to prove themselves (Petersen, 2019). Only 37% of 
millennials feel empowered to take a lunch break and 25% 
believe if they take one, bosses and coworkers will judge 
them as not committed or hardworking enough. This rate is 
three times higher than the number of baby boomers who 
report feeling the same (Tork, 2019). 

Lunch breaks are important for productivity. Not only can 
hunger cause problems with focus, but a 30 minute lunch 
break has been shown to increase job satisfaction and  
retention of employees (Tork, 2019). Millennials are more 
likely to be denying themselves a midday break to eat and 
refresh, putting themselves at risk of burnout. 

Millennials are also afraid to take vacations more than any 
other generation of workers. 25% report feeling nervous 
when asking for time off, compared to only 14% of  
Generation X and 6% of baby boomers (Tkaczyk, 2017). 
There is an argument to be made that this fear of judgement 
is just in millennials’ heads. However, the public perception 
on the lack of work ethic among this generation and  
denigrating commentary about millennial character on  
social media reinforce anxieties that taking a break will lead 
to a penalty (Petersen, 2019). Even when they are  
empowered enough to ask for time off, they’re not  
necessarily using it for self-care. There’s a growing trend 
coined “leaveism” in which workers take vacation time in 
order to catch up on work (Stokel-Walker, 2019).

In addition, this generation may be particularly sensitive to 
the possibility, and reality, of negative professional  
judgment. Most of them were at the beginnings of their  
careers, in college or approaching it when the Great  
Recession hit. The fleeting nature of financial security that 
they witnessed during this formative time has and continues 
to affect their professional choices today (Griffith, 2019).
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They have internalized that nothing, not even one’s own 
self-care, is worth endangering the small amount of security 
they feel from having a job and income. Combined with the 
stress of mountains of student debt, this leads millennials 
to be indirectly shamed into shunning breaks of any sort 
(Griffith, 2019). 

Millennials themselves also create a feedback loop in this 
area. With the glorification of #hustle culture on social  
media, millennials reinforce to each other and younger  
generations that exhaustion and overwork are states to 
brag about and admire. Instead of admitting their work  
situations are less than desirable, this generation shames 
itself into not just silence, but into cheerleading for the very 
thing doing them physical and mental harm. The New York 
Times published an extensive article in 2019 about how  
millennials feel they must appear to love their jobs. This 
belief is not just leading to internal and external gaslighting, 
but also wasted energy. Millennials overwork themselves in 
order to prove to others how much they love and how  
committed they are to their jobs (Griffith, 2019).
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Today’s workers are often overwhelmed with the amount of 
work required of them (Wigert & Agrawal, 2018). In addition,  
advances in mobile digital technology and its integration 
into every corner of our lives means we are never out of 
contact (Greenfield, 2018). Millennial workers have come of 
age in a workforce with the expectation of constant  
connectivity. This expectation is leading to increased levels 
of distraction and anxiety. 

Modern offices have embraced the use of multiple forms 
of communication, including email and instant messaging 
platforms. It’s possible, to an extent, to ignore email, but 
the design of instant messaging platforms such as Slack, 
are meant to make the messages unavoidable. One study 
found even brief interruptions, such as by instant  
messaging, caused office workers to spend more time  
overall completing a project. The prevalence of this  
technology in offices leads to more distractions and lower 
productivity (Newport, 2016c). With the growth of  
knowledge work sectors, millennials have a high likelihood 
of working in an office setting. With these distractions they 
find themselves needing to allocate more time in their lives 
to work in order to accomplish their responsibilities at the
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expense of time for activities which help fight off burnout.

The smartphone also means these professional notifications 
can pop up at any time, while at dinner with family or  
relaxing in front of the TV (Greenfield, 2018). In order to 
increase their advertising revenue, technology  
companies intentionally create design elements to maximize 
time spent on a platform, rather than to help users (Lewis, 
2017). Smartphones now play the same addictive game 
with our brains as gambling. The quick rush of dopamine 
released from using them, encourages constant return for 
more, even when it’s work (Cooper, 2017). 

Examples of design features that can encourage work  
communication outside normal hours include: 

•	 Red	notification	bubbles: Red is a trigger color. Red 
implies danger for disobeying. Think of stop signs and 
traffic lights. Images and text in red pull the brain to pay 
attention. We are hard pressed to resist opening an app 
that displays a red notification bubble for fear we may 
miss something important and, in terms of our careers, 
face negative consequences (Lewis, 2017). 

•	 Pull	to	refresh: Technologically the pull to refresh  
feature on email and social media feeds is not  
necessary, but it is addicting in the same manner as slot 
machines. Every swipe represents an opportunity for 
something new, which gives our brains a rush of  
dopamine. It encourages us to check constantly for new 
messages and updates even when we’re not interested 
in their content or are in a moment in which we are not 
capable of dealing with them (Lewis, 2017). 

•	 Chronological	display	of	content: Although some 
social media feeds have switched to more  
popularity-based algorithms, many still offer content 
based on chronology of posting (Derakhshan, 2015). 
This design makes users crave constant updates. Just 
as the advent of newspapers trained people to feel they 
needed news updates multiple times a day, social  
media has now trained us to feel we need updates as 
often as possible. With work email and instant  
messaging apps installed on smartphones alongside 
social media, workers now habitually check them both 
for this same reason. Our brains are now convinced they 
need to constantly know what is happening as it  
happens (Thompson, 2017). 
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These features compel the average person to touch, swipe 
or tap their phone 2,617 times a day (Lewis, 2017). The 
addictive quality of technology combined with millennials’ 
fears of being professionally viewed as lazy, can make it 
difficult for them to resist engaging in work messages even 
when they know they need a mental break. With no space 
sacred from work and little boundaries to prioritize self-care, 
millennials have found themselves, from the beginnings of 
their careers, never at rest. 

Even self-enforced attempts to break free of the constant 
communication cycle lead to anxiety inducing  
consequences. Addiction to smartphones means restriction 
of use causes the release of cortisol, a stress hormone. The 
existence of this reaction has given rise to the fear of being 
offline (FOBO), in which individuals cannot disconnect from 
their digital communication channels without experiencing 
psychological distress (Flinn, 2018). The more exposure an 
individual has to prolonged stress, the higher likelihood they 
are to suffer from burnout (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2018). With  
technological advances expanding opportunities for  
constant communication, millennials occupy a moment in 
history which is priming them to potentially reach burnout 
far sooner than previous generations of knowledge workers.
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THE SOLUTION
Deep Work: Professional activities performed in a state of 
distraction-free concentration that push your cognitive  
capabilities to their limit. These efforts create new value, 
improve your skill, and are hard to replicate (Newport, 
2016a, p. 3).

Deep work is a term coined by writer and professor Cal 
Newport. He sees it as the behavior famously successful 
individuals such as Carl Jung, J.K. Rowling, and Bill Gates 
have utilized to help make breakthroughs and become  
leaders in their fields. Deep work requires deliberate  
practice in which one removes oneself from all forms of  
distraction to focus on a specific task (Newport, 2016a).

Carl Jung built himself a secluded house in order to escape 
the bustle of Zurich for periods of time and come up with 
his counterargument to Freud (Newport, 2016a). Novelist 
J.K. Rowling purposely removes herself from participation 
on social media for periods in which she focuses on writing. 
She even went as far as renting an expensive hotel room
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to escape the distraction of her home and work deeply on 
finishing the last novel in the Harry Potter series (Newport, 
2016e). 

Newport believes deep work is necessary if one wants to 
produce at the highest levels. However, deep work is  
increasingly rare because of network connections, such as 
instant messaging and social media, that introduce  
constant distraction into our lives (Newport, 2016a). The 
incessancy of these distractions has eroded workers’  
abilities to concentrate and has left them with little energy 
to choose something other than the path of least  
resistance.  
 
Principle of Least Resistance: In a business setting,  
without clear feedback on the impact of various behaviors 
to the bottom line, we will tend towards behaviors that 
are easiest in the moment (Newport, 2016c).
 
This path of least resistance often takes the form of shallow 
work. Another term for shallow work is busy work. 

Shallow Work: Noncognitively demanding, logistical-style 
tasks, often performed while distracted. These efforts 
tend to not create much value in the world and are easy 
to replicate (Newport, 2016a). 

Shallow work is on the rise. Since it is hard to measure the 
value of knowledge work, employers misguide workers into 
thinking productivity is performative. 

Busyness as Proxy for Productivity: In the absence of 
clear indicators of what it means to be productive and 
valuable in their jobs, many knowledge workers turn back 
toward an industrial indicator of productivity: doing lots of 
shallow work in a visible way (Newport, 2016c). 

Workers embrace shallow work such as sending and  
replying to emails because it both makes them feel  
productive and is also tangible proof of their productivity 
for others to see (Newport, 2016c). Millennials, hyperaware 
of outside judgment, have been culturally conditioned to 
do shallow work. The more energy they spend proving to 
others they are hardworking, the less they train their brains 
to concentrate on deep work and create real value.
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WHY DEEP WORK?
Despite being rare in today’s workplaces, working with 
depth has a great deal of value. Reasons to focus on deep 
work include: 

•	 Economic: The economic argument for deep work is at 
the core of Newport’s hypothesis. As the global  
economy focuses more on knowledge work, deep work, 
which helps enable knowledge work, is increasingly 
valuable. A business will want deep workers because 
they create more opportunity for innovation and growth. 
Recognizing and nurturing talent capable of deep work 
will be of top priority for industry leaders in the future. 
Workers who master this skill, and employers who  
support it, will have a leg up on the competition  
(Newport, 2016b). 

•	 Neurological: After getting diagnosed with cancer,  
science writer Winifred Gallagher discovered that what 
one chooses to focus on helps determine the quality of 
one’s life. If at work one focuses on shallow tasks which 
bring little value, work will be nothing more than a long 
to-do list to trudge through daily. However, focusing on 
deep work can bring a higher level of satisfaction and 
meaning to one’s professional life. (Newport, 2016d) This 
higher level of workplace satisfaction will not only lead 
to happier workers and lower burnout but less turnover 
and a more committed workforce.  

•	 Psychological: Research from psychologist Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi says humans are prone to more  
positive psychological states when they push  
themselves to their mental and physical limits. Since 
deep work is about stretching one’s cognitive capacity,  
it can inherently create a positive mental state for  
practitioners of it. Overcoming one’s perceived limits 
empowers them to do their best work while at the same 
time improving their mental health; a win-win for  
employers and employees (Newport, 2016d). 

•	 Philosophical: Scholars Hubert Dreyfus and Sean 
Dorrance Kelly argue viewing one’s work as a craft can 
create a sense of sacredness in it and stave off nihilism. 
Craftsmen harness great skill to do their jobs. If workers 
practice depth and focus on improving their skill they 
will be more like a craftsman, creating higher quality
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(Newport, 2016d, p.77)
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work while finding meaning in their jobs (Newport, 2016d). 

Practicing deep work requires planning for time devoid of 
distractions from technology, people, auditory disturbances, 
visual pollution and one’s own anxiety. As historically  
successful deep workers did, individual workers can  
determine the form their deep work takes based on  
personal preference. The best approach to deep work is the 
strategy that works for an individual. There are 4 common 
approaches to deep work (Newport, 2016e).

1. Monastic: This approach increases deep work through 
the extreme limiting of distractions. It usually works best 
for individuals who have a situation in which they can 
focus on a singular goal over a long period of time, such 
as a year or longer. This approach is not practical for the 
average worker. For example, computer scientist Donald 
Knuth, in order to focus solely on deep work, doesn’t 
use email and only addresses his physical mail once 
every 3 months (Newport, 2016e).  

2. Bimodal: This approach allows for switching between 
periods of time focused on deep work, similarly to the 
monastic practitioner, but alternating with times of 
shallow focus. However, the minimum time required for 
deep work focus is still a day, making this method also 
impractical for most. For example, Carl Jung’s escapes 
from Zurich were bimodal. He secluded himself for days 
to months at a time, but back in Zurich his life was as 
busy as ever (Newport, 2016e).  

3. Rhythmic: This approach turns the practice of deep 
work into regularly scheduled blocks of time. These 
intentional times of deep work are integrated as part of 
one’s regular routine to enable them to get the benefits 
of deep work without the high time commitments of  
monastic or bimodal. This lower time commitment of 
usually an hour or two a day, makes this approach a 
good choice for most modern workers (Newport, 2016e).  

4. Journalistic: This approach requires little time and 
planning. When a worker can find spare time, they 
directly switch to deep work. To be successful with this 
approach, one must be very skilled in switching from 
shallow work mode to deep work mode on a dime, as 
journalists often do with writing. While this method is the 
most flexible, the high skill level required makes it  
difficult for the novice deep worker (Newport, 2016e).
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HOW DEEP WORK HELPS 
MILLENNIAL BURNOUT
To successfully benefit from deep work, focus must be on 
changing one’s cultural perspective of productivity, building 
concentration and developing regularly used ways to  
conserve or refresh willpower. These practices not only 
benefit deep work, but also can help to heal and prevent 
burnout in millennial workers.   

Changes Cultural Perception of Productivity 
 
Deep work necessitates that the perception of productivity 
pivot from quantity of work to quality of work. Shifting the 
value perspective of work helps eliminate cultural  
emphasis on shallow work (Newport, 2016h). In this shifted 
work culture, others cannot judge an individual worker’s  
value or character simply by how busy they look. By  
eliminating this social pressure, millennials feel less need 
for their work to be visible at all times. They are no longer 
socially incentivized to practice habits which cause anxiety, 
overwork and burnout. Instead they can focus on working 
deeply on projects which bring increased value to them and 
their employers. By bringing depth to their work, they are 
also better positioned to see meaning in their work which 
can help heal and insulate them from burnout. 

Teaches Importance of Rest 
 
Deep work recognizes that willpower is a limited resource. 
For even the most well-trained person, willpower generally 
runs out after around 4 hours of deep work a day.  
Willpower must be strategically reserved and reenergized at 
daily intervals to practice deep work (Newport, 2016e).  
Taking breaks to do the following can reenergize willpower 
(Gazzaley & Rosen, 2018). 

• exercising
• laughing
• being in nature
• talking face to face or on the phone with another person
• eating or having a snack
• napping
• reading fiction
• daydreaming
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If millennial workers develop good habits surrounding their 
use of willpower, they will no longer treat work as a  
never-ending task. The culture of deep work helps workers 
understand that to do their best possible work they must 
take breaks. As previously mentioned, rest and recreation 
are also tools for reducing chronic work stress and burnout. 

Helps Break Addiction to Distraction 

Deep work requires training the brain for concentration. The 
more concentration a worker is capable of, the better able 
they are to resist distraction and complete tasks in a timely 
manner. With the influx of communication technology into 
the workplace, workers now have their attention split  
constantly (Newport, 2016f). Misguided valuing of  
multitasking as the solution to this problem lessens  
productivity by almost 40% (Mautz, 2017). Because of their 
age, millennial knowledge workers have rarely worked in 
professional settings that do not use digital communication, 
such as email and instant messaging. This has fueled their 
technological addiction, shortened their attention spans and 
eroded work boundaries which has led to growing burnout.  
Encouragement from employers for millennials to actively 
build their concentration for deep work can break this  
addiction and help establish and maintain work/life balance. 
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DEVELOP A DEEP WORK 
OFFICE CULTURE
Create a Deep Work Career Development Program 

Formalizing the idea of deep work amongst a company’s  
workforce can put everyone on the same footing and  
create a shared language of support. Everyone who practices 
deep work can be a disciple of it (Newport, 2016e). A program 
could help workers:

Create a shutdown routine 
Cal Newport (2016e) has a routine at the end of his day in which 
he sets aside a specific amount of time to check email, to-do 
lists and his calendar to make sure nothing urgent remains for 
the day and every task outstanding can be reasonably  
completed with time available over the next few days. He then 
says to himself “Shutdown complete” (Newport, 2016e, p. 152). 
Creating a ritual like this for each worker can help them maintain 
boundaries with work as last-minute items will not pop up and
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interrupt personal time. This alleviates anxiety that they are 
not on top of work responsibilities, increasing their ability to 
spend time recovering willpower (Newport, 2016e). 

Create a personalized daily schedule for deep work 
Some workers will prefer to do deep work early in the 
morning, some in the afternoon. This program could help 
them learn to plan for their needs and negotiate around  
others’ schedules at the same time. To fully harness the  
opportunity of working in depth, workers must learn to 
adapt as unforeseen challenges happen day-to-day without 
sacrificing their deep work practice (Newport, 2016h). 

Educate on techniques for increasing concentration 
Offer workers information on different techniques to  
increase their concentration. Encourage them to experiment 
with multiple ones to find what works best for them.  

Examples include:

•	 Taking Breaks from Focus: Schedule when internet 
use will happen and focus on deep work the rest of the 
time to build the brain’s tolerance for boredom (Newport, 
2016f). 

•	 Do Roosevelt Dashes: Use an artificially imposed 
deadline for a high priority project to force practice of 
increased concentration and speed up time required for 
project completion (Newport, 2016f). 

•	 Engage in Productive Meditation: During otherwise 
lost times of physical occupation, such as exercising, 
showering or commuting, focus the mind on solving a 
single project. When the mind’s focus wanders or loops, 
consciously continue to redirect it to the chosen subject 
until the physical task has been completed, thus  
decreasing indulgence of distractions like smartphones 
(Newport, 2016f). 

Teach the shared process for deep work 
Companies can adopt a standard for how workers should 
communicate deep work practice and use this as a way to 
help them learn it. The form of communication is up to a 
particular workplace. Examples might include the use of an 
object, perhaps a paper lightbulb, placed at a designated 
spot in an employee’s workstation to indicate a deep work 
session in progress. Others around that person would know 
not to interrupt unless absolutely necessary and would be 
understanding as this is a standard procedure. A similar 
process is possible digitally using the Slack app Oliv. This 
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app allows for a worker’s Slack status to update according 
to their calendar. If workers schedule deep work sessions in 
their calendars, Slack would notify other users of this, both 
discouraging interruptions and alleviating anxiety of workers 
that others will not understand their unresponsiveness.  

Create Clear Expectations for Communication 
 
Just because technology allows for constant contact, does 
not mean employees should always tune in to work.  
Employers should create official expectations of when 
communication will take place and limit interference of work 
communications during personal time. Without clear  
directions, employees, especially anxiety prone ones, are 
likely to assume they are responsible for being in  
communication at all times (Gazzaley and Rosen, 2018). 
Decide on communication hours, similar to office hours, 
and have a written policy about it. Exceptions for  
emergencies are always necessary. However, any policy 
should emphasize that these circumstances be rare.  
Encourage workers to remove themselves from the mindset 
of the office for a certain percentage of the day. The more  
balanced and refreshed they feel, the more productive they 
can be long term (Newport, 2016e). 

Require Vacations and Breaks 

Unlimited vacation policies may seem like the solution 
to burnout, but employers should do more to make sure 
workers feel free to utilize them. Do not just offer paid time 
off benefits, make them a requirement. Doing so not only 
affords workers breaks from stress and opportunities for  
rejuvenation, but also eliminates a hurdle specifically for 
millennials workers. If every worker takes the same amount 
of time off, fear of judgement that one worker is less  
committed than another is alleviated. Requiring time off 
also sends a message of employer dedication to self-care. 
Workers are more likely to choose good physical and  
mental health habits if they are understood as values of 
their company. The more rested a worker is, the more  
capable they will be of practicing deep work. This company 
value could also be attractive to talent in the future  
competitive economy (Newport, 2016b). 

Get to Know Work Preferences of Individuals 
 
As the style deep work takes is best customized to an
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individual, employers should create processes that  
encourage the sharing and learning of an individual’s work 
style. Knowing which way to work is important but knowing 
how to execute that work style is the key to success  
(Newport, 2016e). One suggestion would be to create a 
“How to work with me” document. A worker could share 
this with their manager and team as a jumping off point to 
craft the correct work environment, schedule and process 
to optimize their abilities. Having this knowledge also helps 
companies know if they are supplying their workers with 
the appropriate tools to support them. For example, open 
offices are often toxic and full of distractions (James, 2018). 
Companies in which employees make leadership aware of 
this problem could explore more private workspace options 
or formalize a work from home policy and procedure in  
order to help with deep work.

Train Managers to be Burnout First Responders 
 
As deep work takes willpower and energy, a burned-out 
worker is thus less capable of practicing it (Newport, 
2016e). Companies can train managers and supervisors 
to be burnout first responders for their direct reports. With 
training, these individuals would be able to recognize  
patterns, such as the worker who off-handedly talks of  
being tired every day for weeks, as warning signs of  
burnout. They could then assist in the form of workload 
changes, time off or simply a friendly ear. Early identification 
and intervention can limit burnout in its scope and impact.  
 
Create Opportunities to Show Value 
 
Working deeply brings a sense of meaning to one’s  
professional efforts (Newport, 2016d). Shallow work tends 
to encourage races to the bottom because it is very easily 
measurable. The worker with the most completed projects 
wins (Newport, 2016c). Similarly, other models of  
acknowledgement, like shout outs, meant to make workers 
feel valued and proud, inadvertently may favor some  
workers over others, creating negative feelings and  
competition which encourages overworking by those less 
often highlighted. Companies should instead create a  
system of regular opportunities for mandatory sharing of 
one recent accomplishment by each worker on a team and, 
if time allows, between teams. By allowing individual  
workers to speak to the group of what they are most proud 
of and explain why, in their words, it was important, a  
company can create a culture in which there is more 
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meaningful value to work. Deep work is more likely to  
flourish in a culture of workers who view themselves as 
craftsmen and stewards of their projects, rather than just 
busy worker bees vying for the attention of the queen  
(Newport, 2016d).

Mirror Behavior from the Top Down 
 
This may be the most important. Everyone in a leadership 
role must be a leader in deep work for the culture and 
practice to take hold. Leaders should refrain from checking 
email outside communication hours, booking days of back 
to back meetings without deep work sessions, eating sad 
desk lunches, not taking vacations or working on holidays. 
Workers look to leadership for the image of what the team 
or office values are (Newport, 2016c). Leaders must be on 
the journey of deep work along with their workers.
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BE THE DIFFERENCE
As technology increasingly allows companies around the 
world to compete for the best knowledge workers  
(Newport, 2016b) a prioritization of deep work as not just 
a productivity tool, but one that helps keep workers from 
burning out, will be an asset in attracting and retaining the 
best talent. With the largest generation in the workforce 
(Fry, 2018) suffering from growing levels of burnout (Pendell, 
2018), the businesses that care about solving this problem 
position themselves to reap higher economic rewards. 

Sleek open office plans and the latest technology may have 
recruited millennial knowledge workers initially, but as they 
transition to higher levels in their careers the need for 
work/life balance to combat burnout will begin to outweigh 
shiny baubles. Millennials have adopted a work style that is 
unsustainable (Griffith, 2019). Sooner or later something will 
have to give. It is to the benefit of both workers and  
employers to trade a culture of overwork for one of deep 
work.
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