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8. Borrowed Tomorrows
You cannot deposit your way out of structural debt. When baseline demand exceeds baseline
capacity, something has to come off the books.

The chapter in brief
There is a set of woodworking tools in the back of Elena’s closet, under a drop cloth, untouched for five years. Nothing dramatic
happened. The capacity for the thing she loved simply stopped being available, one reasonable year at a time.

Everything so far has assumed a solvent account — one that runs low and then refills. This chapter is the other case, where
borrowing compounds and the terms get worse. Youth subsidises the loan early: you pull the late nights and bounce back by the
weekend. The subsidy expires. At the bottom is the territory researchers study as burnout, where rest itself has stopped repaying.

What to hold on to
■ Two kinds of empty. Treating structural depletion as acute is why self-care keeps failing people who need something else.

■ Demand reduction, not better coping. Something has to be genuinely removed — not optimised, not fitted into a better system.

■ The duty-of-care line. If rest has stopped working, or depletion has brought persistent low mood, lost interest or hopelessness,
the highest-leverage move is a conversation with a doctor or a mental-health professional. That is not a failure of anything this
book teaches.

■ Getting out is faster than you fear. When demand genuinely drops and stays dropped, capacity rebuilds more quickly than the
years of decline suggest.

The evidence, honestly
■ Panagioti and colleagues pooled the controlled studies on physician burnout. Individual-directed interventions — mindfulness,

resilience, coping — produced small benefits; structural ones — workload, schedules, control — produced larger. Effects were
modest throughout and the chapter does not oversell them. The direction is the thesis.

■ The book names the irony rather than hiding it: that evidence points at organisations, and here it is handed to an individual with
a worksheet. The tools work on the slice genuinely within your control. The rest is a conversation with an employer you can now
have with a meta-analysis behind you.

THE AI THREAD   This decade offers a tempting wrong rescue: five new tools to finally get ahead of it all. A tool does not reduce
demand; it processes demand differently and adds an evaluation layer on top. Tools optimise a workload. They cannot shrink a life.

Your Margin Move — The Structural Audit
List your ten largest recurring demands — the big rocks, not the pebbles — and mark each Eliminate, Shrink, Hand off or Keep.
Notice how badly you want to mark everything K, and what the K is protecting.

Printable worksheet: ThoughtMargin.com/downloads/the-structural-audit.pdf

Carry forward. Understanding the economy is not changing it. Part III is the engineering.  ·  From Thought Margin: Reclaiming the Capacity to Think in the
Age of AI by Rachael-Renée Rychling. A companion, not a substitute — the caveats that make the claims trustworthy live in the book.
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