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Summary

A 30-minute Finnish sauna session (+73°C) acutely increased body temperature (from 36.4°C to 38.4°C) and mobilized immune cells in 51 adults. Total white blood cell (WBC) count, neutrophils, lymphocytes, and MXD cells (monocytes, eosinophils, basophils) significantly increased, independent of plasma volume changes. While only two out of 37 circulating cytokines changed significantly overall, 18 strong associations were found between changes in body temperature and cytokine levels immediately post-sauna. These WBC mobilizations and cytokine shifts suggest that sauna-induced heat stress, combined with immune activation, may partially explain the widely reported health benefits of regular Finnish sauna bathing.


Fun Standup Comedy Set

\“Alright, folks, can we talk about saunas? Specifically, Finnish saunas! Because apparently, we’re not just sweating out last night’s questionable life choices; we’re doing SCIENCE! This study, right, they put 51 grown adults in a 73-degree Celsius room – that’s like standing inside a really angry microwave – for 30 minutes! And they’re like, ‘Don’t worry, you can drink water!’ Because nothing screams ‘relaxing wellness’ like being told you can hydrate while your body tries to achieve spontaneous combustion.

And what did they find? Your body temperature shoots up to 38.4°C – basically a controlled fever, but without the fun hallucinations. And your white blood cells? They’re like, ‘Party’s on, boys! Mobilize!’ Neutrophils, lymphocytes, MXD cells – sounds like a bad boy band from the early 2000s, doesn’t it? ‘MXD cells, hitting the stage, making you sweat, baby!’

But here’s the kicker: your WBCs just go nuts, unrelated to how hot you actually get. So, it’s not about the heat, it’s about the vibe? My immune system is apparently just responding to the concept of ‘sauna.’ Meanwhile, your cytokines are having a whole other conversation with your body temperature, like, ‘Oh, you’re hot? Let’s get activated!’ But only 2 out of 37 changed directly. The other 35 were just chilling, probably gossiping about the 2 overachievers.

So, next time you’re in a sauna, just remember: you’re not just getting pruney, you’re a complex immunological experiment. And those health benefits? They’re probably mediated by your MXD cells thinking they’re at a rave. Science!\”


	Most Striking Interesting Quotes





	\“Thus, a 30-minute session of acute FSB induces immune cell mobilization.\”

	\“The observed associations between changes in body temperature and circulating cytokines suggest that sauna-induced heat stress, along with immune activation, may partly mediate the health benefits of FSB.\”

	\“Interestingly, the mobilization of WBCs into the circulation due to sauna-induced heat stress was not associated with the change in body temperature, measured from the ear in the present study, but it was rather more general and a consistent response across all subjects.\”




	What does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)

For design, understanding these acute physiological responses to heat stress could inform the creation of more effective and targeted wellness environments (e.g., smart saunas with adaptive temperature/humidity, biofeedback systems). For hackers, exploring wearable tech that monitors real-time immune markers or cytokine proxies during heat exposure could offer personalized health insights or even therapeutic protocols. Innovators might consider developing new heat-based therapies leveraging specific cytokine pathways or designing \“immune-boosting\” experiences that mimic these beneficial heat stress responses, potentially without the full intensity of a traditional sauna, or combining them with other modalities (e.g., cold stress) for synergistic effects. It also highlights the importance of user experience in physiological interventions – the \“feel\” of heat stress versus the measurable internal temperature.


	Fitting Twitter Post

Acute #Sauna mobilizes immune cells & boosts body temp, linking heat stress to cytokine shifts. Could this explain #Health benefits? Science says yes, partly! #Medical #Immunology #HeatStress ## ABSTRACT




Regular exposure to Finnish sauna bathing (FSB) has been associated with reduced morbidity and mortality. This study aimed to examine the acute effects of FSB on immune cell mobilization, circulating cytokines, and their associations with changes in body temperature. A total of 51 adults − 27 women (mean age 50 ± 9 years, body mass index (BMI) 27 ± 5 kg/m 2) and 24 men (mean age 50 ± 10 years, BMI 27 ± 3 kg/m 2) – were exposed to a 30-minute session of acute FSB at a temperature of + 73°C. Venous blood samples were collected at baseline, immediately after and 30 minutes after the FSB and analyzed for immune cells and 37 cytokines. Subjects were allowed to drink water throughout. FSB increased body temperature from 36.4 ± 0.5°C to 38.4 ± 0.7°C, without altering plasma volume. Total white blood cell (WBC) count rose significantly and remained slightly elevated 30 minutes post-sauna in women. Neutrophil and lymphocyte counts increased immediately after the FSB but returned to baseline after 30 minutes, whereas MXD cells (monocytes, eosinophils, basophils) remained elevated. The levels of only two cytokines changed significantly. Although only a few correlations were observed between changes in immune cells and cytokines, 18 significant associations were identified between changes in body temperature and circulating cytokines – particularly immediately post-sauna – but not with WBC changes. Thus, a 30-minute session of acute FSB induces immune cell mobilization. The observed associations between changes in body temperature and circulating cytokines suggest that sauna-induced heat stress, along with immune activation, may partly mediate the health benefits of FSB.
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Introduction

Increasing temperatures and especially extreme heat waves [Citation1] due to climate change threatens the nature and well-being of humans and other animals. Although adaptations also occur [Citation2], this is because heat has profound influence on physiology, including humans [Citation3–7]. While chronic heat stress is generally harmful to health, short-term exposure to acute heat – even at high intensities – can produce beneficial effects [Citation8]. Finnish sauna bathing represents one such acute heat stress exposure, where individuals are subjected to relatively dry air at high temperatures (typically 70–100 °C) for 10–30 minutes per session. This traditional practice has been associated with a range of benefits, including reductions in the risk of hypertension [Citation9], sudden cardiac death [Citation10,Citation11], venous thromboembolism [Citation12], stroke [Citation13], dementia and Alzheimer’s disease [Citation14] and psychosis [Citation15,Citation16]. Additionally, sauna use has been linked to lower risks of respiratory conditions such as pneumonia, chronic obstructive pulmonary and other respiratory diseases [Citation17–22]. It may also mitigate the adverse effects of low socioeconomic status [Citation23], improve physical fitness [Citation24], and ultimately contribute to decreased overall morbidity and mortality [Citation25]. Although the physiological mechanisms mediating these health effects have been partially explored – particularly those related to cardiovascular function [Citation26,Citation27] – the exact pathways remain incompletely understood [Citation26].

The protective effects of heat therapies may, in part, be mediated through immunological responses. In our previous population-based studies, regular Finnish sauna bathing was associated with lower levels of systemic inflammation as indicated by reduced C-reactive protein (CRP) levels [Citation28,Citation29]. Additionally, acute sauna exposure has been linked to increased white blood cell (WBC) counts [Citation30]. However, the specific effects of sauna-induced heat stress on leukocyte subpopulations and circulating cytokines – which play key roles in mediating immune responses – have not been fully characterized. Therefore, the aim of the present study was to investigate the acute effects of Finnish sauna bathing on immune cell mobilization and a comprehensive panel of circulating cytokines in middle-aged men and women, including their interrelationships and associations with changes in body temperature.



Methods


Participants

Participants of the study were recruited from the city of Jyväskylä, Central Finland region, through the local out-of-hospital community health care center. Study participants were asymptomatic with at least one cardiovascular risk factor, such as a history of smoking, dyslipidemia, hypertension, obesity, diabetes, or family history of coronary heart disease. Participants with any form of acute or preexisting cardiovascular disease were excluded from the study. A total of 51 participants were finally included in the present study. Given the challenge in recruiting naive or non-sauna users to sauna studies in Finland because the majority of the population use sauna regularly at home, our study sample was based on sauna users. Prior to study entry, participants were provided with information about the research purposes and measurement procedures and were screened by a cardiac specialist. The study design and protocol were approved by the institutional review board of the Central Finland Hospital District ethical committee, Jyväskylä, Finland (Dnro 5 U/2016). All study participants provided written informed consent.



Baseline assessments and clinical examination

Baseline data collection as well as clinical evaluation were conducted on separate days prior to the experiment. Assessment of demographics, lifestyle factors (e.g. smoking, physical activity, sauna bathing habits), prevalent diseases, and regular use of medication were based on a detailed self-reported questionnaire which was checked by a cardiologist during the screening. Medical history, physical examination, and resting electrocardiogram were assessed during the screening visit. Body mass index (BMI) was calculated by dividing weight in kilograms by the square of height in meters.



Finnish sauna heat stress exposure

The traditional Finnish sauna with dry air and relatively high temperature was used as our exposure. It consisted of a typical Finnish sauna bathing session which lasted for 30 minutes. However, there was a short, two-minute shower after the first 15 minutes. Sauna bathing sessions took place between 9.00–11.00 hrs on the specified study days. The sauna rooms were sex specific, and all participants wore their own swim suits during the sauna sessions. Only one participant was allowed in the sauna bath at a time. Sauna temperature was set at 80° Celsius and this was controlled and monitored by internal temperature sensors designed by Harvia Oy, Finland. Temperature assessment was continuous with the use of a 2-channel thermometer in the sauna room and the data was collected during experiment. The temperature sensor also monitored the humidity of the sauna room. Based on the overall data collected, the mean ± standard deviation (SD) temperature was 73 ± 2°C with a relative humidity of 10–20%. Study participants were monitored and supervised by a physician and were allowed to leave the sauna at any time they felt any discomfort. All participants underwent the recommended sauna protocol without any problems. Participants were given 500 ml of still water at room temperature to drink during the entire sauna session and the 30-minute recovery period after sauna. The recovery period was for 30 min which involved resting in a designated relaxing waiting lounge (mean temperature 21 °C). Body temperature was measured from the ear for each participant using tympanic thermometry.



Blood samples and measurements of white blood cells and cytokines

Non-fasting blood samples were taken about 2 hrs prior to sauna sessions. Participants were instructed to abstain from strenuous physical activity 24 h before the blood samples were taken. Venous blood samples were collected by a qualified laboratory technician from the antecubital vein in the sitting position, using sterile needles and were collected into serum and plasma tubes (BD Vacutainer, Plymouth. UK). Whole blood samples were stored for 10 min before being centrifuged at 3500 rpm (Megafuge, Heraeus, Germany) and serum samples were stored at −80°C until analysis. Blood samples for basic hematological parameters and WBC counts were analyzed on site by Sysmex KX 21 (Sysmex Co., Kobe, Japan) analyzer. Comprehensive 37-kit multiplex cytokine assay was performed by multiplex cytokine profiling. Cytokines from stored serum were measured using a Bio-Plex Pro Human Inflammation Panel 1 (Bio-Rad, cat. #171AL001M) and a Bio-Plex 200 System (Bio-Rad) [Citation31] according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

The change in plasma volume (PV) during and after sauna bout was taken into consideration and calculated with the following formula: ΔPV = (Hb pre *(1-Hct post))/(Hb post *(1-Hct pre))-1 [Citation32]. WBC counts and cytokines were adjusted to reflect the exercise-induced shifts in the plasma volume with the following formula: WBC corrected  = WBC uncorrected *(1+ΔPV), and respectively for cytokines [Citation32].




Statistical analysis

Data were presented as means ± (SDs). Absolute values (means) of laboratory variables before and after sauna were analyzed for analysis of variance (ANOVA) test (sex and time and their interaction as main factors) and correlations with Pearson correlation. In an additional analysis subjects were divided into three different study group based on their weekly sauna use and responses (changes) in studied variables were analyzed by one-way ANOVA. The level for significance was set at p  < 0.05. All statistical analyses were carried out with SAS 9.4 version statistical analyses program.



Results

A total of 51 apparently healthy adults − 27 women (mean age 50 ± 9 years, BMI 27 ± 5 kg/m 2) and 24 men (mean age 50 ± 10 years, BMI 27 ± 3 kg/m 2) participated and were exposed to 30 minutes of acute Finnish sauna bathing at + 73°C temperature. Characteristics of the subjects are presented in detail in. Temperature in the ear was increased significantly from the beginning to the end of the sauna session, but plasma volume did not change on average as a response to sauna-induced heat stress (). Blood-based markers were still corrected by individual plasma volume change to account for individual responses and slight changes not causing any hemoconcentration-induced effects of the results.

Figure 1. Body temperature (A) and plasma volume change (B) from baseline to immediately post-sauna and 30-minute post-sauna exposure.

* p  < 0.05 between men and women, *** p  < 0.001 as compared to pre and 30-minute post sauna exposure.




Table 1. Characteristics of the subjects.

Hemoglobin and hematocrit were significantly lower and thrombocytes tended to be higher in women and all these variables increased in response to sauna bathing similarly in both sexes (). Total WBC count increased significantly and remained slightly elevated 30-minute post sauna in women (, ). Neutrophils, lymphocytes and MXD cells (monocytes, eosinophils and basophils) were increased significantly immediately post-sauna, but reduced to baseline levels 30-minute post-sauna, while MXD cells (monocytes, eosinophils and basophils) remained elevated also 30-min after the sauna exposure (, ). While there were these changes in the total blood cell counts, proportions of the WBCs did not change ().

Figure 2. Total leukocyte (A), neutrophil (B), lymphocyte (C) and MXD cells (D) from baseline to immediately post-sauna and 30-minute post-sauna exposure.

*<0.05, **<0,01,*** p  < 0.001 as compared to pre and 30-minute post sauna exposure.





Table 2. Blood biomarker profile before and after sauna bathing.

Concentration of two cytokines (sCD30/TNFRSF8 and Pentraxin-3) were significantly reduced and one cytokine (MMP-2) tended to be increased (p  = 0.052) by the sauna session (). Many associations (n  = 18) were evident between the change in body temperature and circulating cytokines (), particularly immediately after the sauna exposure, but not with the changes in WBCs (). Cytokines whose change correlated positively with the change in ear temperature were IFN-a2, IFN-b, IFN-y IL-2, IL-8, IL-11, IL-12 (p40), IL-19, IL-20, IL-22, IL-28A/IFN-lambda2, IL-29/IFN-lambda1, IL-35, MMP-1, TSLP, TWEAK/TNFSF12 and cytokines whose change correlated negatively with the change in the ear temperature were Chitinase 3-like1 and gp130/sIL-6Rb ().



Table 3. Blood cytokine levels (units in all variables pg/ml) before and after sauna bathing.



Table 4. Correlations between change in body temperature and white blood cell counts and cytokine levels.

Very few correlations were detected between changes in immune cells and cytokines (). Further, when subjects were divided into three different groups based on their weekly sauna use habits (, group 1 not at all, group 2 less than once per week, and group 3, 2–3 times per week or more), there were no differences in responses in any of the studied variables (plasma volume or temperature change, or changes in total white blood cells or its sub-populations, or cytokines, data not shown).



Table 5. Correlations between change in white blood cell counts and cytokine levels (post-pre).



Table 6. Correlations between change in white blood cell counts and cytokine levels (30 min post-pre).




Discussion

In the present study we aimed to elucidate the acute effect of Finnish sauna bathing session in middle-aged men and women on the mobilization of immune cells and comprehensive panel of circulating cytokines and their possible interrelationships. We found that there was a general WBC mobilization effect, which was unrelated with the change in body temperature. In contrast, only three of the 37 cytokines were affected by the hot and dry sauna-induced heat stress, but many associations were observed between the change in body temperature and circulating cytokines, particularly immediately after the sauna exposure.

Heat stress poses a significant physiological challenge to the human body; however, regular sauna bathing, as a form of controlled heat exposure, has been linked to substantial health benefits [Citation33]. This study aimed to explore potential mechanisms underlying these benefits, with a particular focus on the effects of acute sauna bathing on circulating WBCs and cytokines. As PV loss such as that induced by physical exercise [Citation34;Citation35] has marked influence on the concentrations of WBCs, all results in the present study were corrected for minor PV changes as heat exposure could induce PV loss. Although no systematic PV reduction was observed in response to sauna exposure (as participants were allowed to drink water ad libitum), the observed increases in hemoglobin concentration and hematocrit suggest that some PV loss did occur. Mobilization of red blood cells from storage sites such as the spleen is unlikely in humans, making hemoconcentration a plausible explanation. Therefore, the observed increases in total WBCs and subtypes such as lymphocytes and neutrophils likely reflect a genuine physiological response to heat stress – indicative of immune cell mobilization – rather than an artifact of PV loss. However, the results also indicate that the proportions of the WBCs did not change, suggesting generalized WBC response to heat stress.

Interestingly, the mobilization of WBCs into the circulation due to sauna-induced heat stress was not associated with the change in body temperature, measured from the ear in the present study, but it was rather more general and a consistent response across all subjects. It may thus be that the temperature change does not have to be very large for WBC mobilization to occur. Indeed, we did not find marked associations between the changes in WBCs and circulating cytokines. However, there were many significant associations between the changes in body temperature and changes in the cytokines, particularly immediately after the sauna session. Cytokines whose change correlated positively with the change in body temperature were IFN-a2, IFN-b, IFN-y IL-2, IL-8, IL-11, IL-12 (p40), IL-19, IL-20, IL-22, IL-28A/IFN-lambda2, IL-29/IFN-lambda1, IL-35, MMP-1, TSLP, TWEAK/TNFSF12. Furthermore, cytokines whose change correlated negatively with the change in body temperature were Chitinase 3-like1 and gp130/sIL-6Rb. As these associations were largely unaffected by further adjustment for sex and BMI, it is plausible that the associations are general heat stress responses not affected by sex and adiposity. Thus, sauna-induced heat stress with a significant change in the body temperature appears to associate and affect cytokine responses, but the physiological end-result of these responses remains to be addressed as it cannot be derived based on these observational study results.

To the best of our knowledge there are no similar studies that have addressed WBC and especially various cytokine responses to sauna-induced heat stress. However, Behzadi et al. studied certain responses and reported that IL-6 increased in response to 2 × 10 min of sauna bathing (+0.92 pg/mL), but not following the 1 × 10 min session (+0.17 pg/mL) [Citation36]. IL1-RA increased during the 1 × 10 min (+51.27 pg/mL) and 2 × 10 min (+30.78 pg/mL) sessions, but CRP did not change in response to either sauna session [Citation36]. Other blood biomarker responses have also been characterized. For instance in an earlier study involving 52+ years of age men and women who were non-naïve sauna users, median N-terminal pro-B-type natriuretic peptide level was 46.0 ng/L before the sauna exposure, and it increased to 50.5 ng/l immediately after the sauna (median change, + 12.00%) and remained persistent at 30-min post-sauna (From pre-sauna to post-30-min sauna, + 13.93%) [Citation37]. Interestingly, the changes were more evident in males, but in that study there were no significant changes in overall levels of CRP, creatine kinase, high sensitivity troponin I, and creatine kinase-MBm. Nevertheless, there was a minor increase in levels of creatine kinase in males, by 3% [Citation37]. It may be that the differences in the protocols could have affected the previous and current results. We chose the current protocol as it applies very well to the sauna bathing in Finland in real world and has also been used research-wise earlier [Citation26,Citation30;Citation38]. It could also be that the responses are different in persons who do not use sauna regularly or used it seldom as compared to those persons who use sauna regularly and are thus likely more heat-adapted, but in the present study we did not find evidence that the responses, at least with the variables studied here, would differ between persons with different sauna visit habits.

The study has several strengths and limitations. While we measured key WBC subtypes, including lymphocytes and neutrophils, we did not assess monocytes, eosinophils, and basophils separately. Additionally, we did not examine immune cells in greater detail – such as specific T-cell subsets or natural killer cells – which could have provided further insights into the immune response to sauna-induced heat stress [Citation34;Citation39;Citation40]. Furthermore, although we measured many cytokines in the blood circulation, we do not know the effects and possible interactions they eventually had in response to heat stress and to which tissues they were mobilized and with which cells they interacted eventually; the same applies to WBCs. Further, we do not know from which tissues WBCs would have been mobilized. Additionally, we do not claim that tympanic thermometer, which we used to measure body temperature, would measure core temperature [Citation41;Citation42]. It is however feasible and fast in these kind of sauna study settings with relatively large subject population. Further, although we adjusted our results by PV loss, which was not marked as subjects could drink water during and after the sauna session, it is acknowledged that PV loss is quite a typical physiological phenomenon as a response to heat stress and leads to the condition, in which concentrations of many variables increase and this is also what different receptors, cells and organs are exposed to. It remains to be determined how the concentration of the measured variables might have changed if participants had not been allowed to drink water, potentially leading to more substantial PV loss. Further, it is important to note that this study examined an acute physiological response, which does not reflect chronic resting conditions. For example, elevated WBC counts at rest are typically indicative of systemic inflammation and poor health status [Citation43], whereas acute increases in response to a physiological stimulus – such as sauna bathing – are more likely to reflect enhanced immune surveillance and potentially beneficial health effects. Finally, it remains to be investigated whether a combination of intermittent heat and cold stress such as cold water immersion [Citation44–46] has potential to modify these responses, both acutely and chronically.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that a 30-minute session of acute Finnish sauna bathing induces immune cell mobilization, independent of sweat-induced hemoconcentration. Moreover, the association between changes in body temperature and circulating cytokine levels suggests that heat stress and immune activation may partly, but certainly not completely, mediate the beneficial health effects of sauna bathing.



Abbreviations




	WBCs
	=
	white blood cells,





	FSB
	=
	Finnish sauna bathing,



	BMI
	=
	body mass index,



	MXD cells
	=
	monocytes, eosinophils, basophils



	WBCs, Hb
	=
	hemoglobin,



	PV
	=
	plasma volume,



	CRP
	=
	C-reactive protein,



	ILs
	=
	interleukines
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Summary

This article offers "advice to young people" framed as "lies I tell myself," emphasizing personal accountability through "choosing" and the creation of one’s own luck by maintaining a wider field of perception. It provides unconventional job-seeking strategies, advocating for high agency, networking, and being a solution-oriented "plumber" rather than solely relying on merit. The author stresses building confidence through consistent action and practice, managing diverse interests through "on-season" and "off-season" approaches, and the importance of self-love over self-punishment. Later additions delve into practical advice like "using your potions" (resources), the power of a few good decisions, reframing money discussions, and prioritizing experiences over relentless saving for an imagined future self. Ultimately, it champions authentic living, simplicity, and valuing genuine human connection.



Fun Standup Comedy Set on the Topic

Alright, folks, strap in, because I’m here to give you advice! And let me tell you, I’m uniquely unqualified. This isn’t advice; these are just the lies I tell myself to keep on living. So, basically, I’m a professional liar, and you’re my unwitting accomplices!

First up, luck. You know how to be lucky? Read the damn newspaper. Apparently, I’m so lucky because I’m not some unlucky fool meticulously counting photos when there’s a giant headline saying, \“STOP COUNTING, THERE ARE 43 PHOTOS!\” My ‘unlucky’ friends are probably still out there, with their magnifying glasses, counting every pixel. Meanwhile, I’m already at the bar. Because I saw the headline, baby!

And jobs? Oh, I’ve never applied for a job. My resume’s apparently "shit." I’m terrible at interviewing, never touched LeetCode. Am I a nepo baby? A morale hire? Merit? Who knows! All I know is, if I hire you, and you get impostor syndrome, that’s an insult to my excellent taste! I picked you! Now believe in me, who believes in you, you magnificent fraud!

And my latest revelation? Use your damn potions! I beat Pokémon without ever using a single one. Saved them for the ‘right moment.’ Turns out, the right moment was the entire game. So, if you’re out there running a ‘no-potion challenge run’ of your entire life, refusing to raise money, hire help, or even buy an $8,000 mattress… you’re doing it wrong. Unless you consciously choose to suffer. In which case, carry on, you beautiful masochist!

But remember, the greatest gift you can give yourself? The gift of being enough. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go tell myself that lie again.



Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	\“Confidence is the memory of success\”

	\“You suffered for no reason. You were just a child.\”

	\“The greatest gift you can give yourself is the gift of being enough.\”





What Does It Mean for My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)

For Designers: The emphasis on "choosing" and personal accountability encourages designers to own their decisions and the impact of their work. The "be the plumber" analogy highlights solving real user problems, not just creating aesthetically pleasing but unhelpful solutions. Separating "you are not your work" fosters critical feedback loops and skill development, while "getting rid of complexity" promotes elegant, user-friendly designs. The advice on high agency and wide perception encourages designers to seek out diverse inspirations and opportunities.

For Hackers: The article champions high agency, active problem-solving, and seeing opportunities that others miss (making your own luck). The "do it scared" mindset resonates with rapid prototyping, experimentation, and learning by doing, rather than getting bogged down in endless theoretical preparation. The "on-season and off-season" for learning acknowledges the need for focused skill acquisition periods versus broader exploration. The call to "use your potions" means leveraging tools, resources, and collaborators efficiently instead of trying to "no-potion run" every project, leading to more effective development.

For Innovators: The core idea of "choosing" and accepting accountability is vital for innovators who forge new paths. "How to be lucky" through wider perception helps identify untapped market needs or unconventional solutions. "High agency" is crucial for driving novel ideas forward despite obstacles. The encouragement to "do it scared" and move from theory to action is fundamental for bringing innovations to life. Furthermore, understanding that "you are not your work" allows for detachment from initial failures, enabling continuous iteration and improvement essential for groundbreaking innovation.



Book Recommendations


	[[The Burnout Society - Byung Chul Han]]

	[[Psychopolitics - Byung Chul Han]]

	[[The Courage to Be Disliked - Ichiro Kishimi and Fumitake Koga]]





Fitting Twitter Post

Stop waiting for the perfect moment or the perfect resume. \“Confidence is the memory of success\” – go out and create those memories. This article’s raw take on luck, jobs, and self-worth is the kick in the pants you need. #SelfImprovement #CareerAdvice #LifePhilosophy #HighAgency #DoItScared ## Advice to Young People, The Lies I Tell Myself

I’m really not qualified to give advice.

But enough people DM’d me on Twitter, so here it is. I don’t have to answer the same question over and over again. After some more editing, I realized that I am actually writing this for my younger sister Katherine.

Don’t read this if you’re seeking a nuanced perspective

These are simply the lies I tell myself to keep on living my life in good faith. I’m not saying this is the right way to do things. I’m just saying this is how I did things. I will do my best to color my advice with my own experiences, but I’m not going to pretend that the suffering and the privilege I’ve experienced is universal.



“Choosing”

You’ll notice that I use the word “choosing” frequently. I genuinely believe that we are always making choices and that we have the ability to choose. Choosing can be terrifying because it means we are accountable for our decisions, and there are infinite options before us. It is also frightening because once we have made a decision, we must live with it. It is the death of optionality. But I believe that choosing is the only way to live authentically.


	Existential Despair: A feeling of hopelessness rooted in the existentialist belief that life lacks inherent meaning. This despair arises from the realization of one’s absolute freedom and the responsibility for creating one’s own essence and purpose.

	Anguish: In existentialism, anguish is the emotional response to recognizing the vastness of one’s freedom and the accompanying responsibility for one’s actions. It involves the realization that each decision shapes one’s essence and affects others, leading to a deep sense of moral responsibility.



There’s a joke I once heard about a philosopher. Before going to bed, he wonders if he will be thirsty during the night. So, he goes to the kitchen and places two cups beside his bed: one filled with water and the other left empty, just in case he doesn’t want any water.



How to Be Lucky

You make your own luck. There’s a great experiment that I can’t cite, but it has stuck in my mind since I was a child. They identified people as lucky and unlucky and asked them to count the number of photographs in a newspaper. The unlucky people took a long time to count the photographs, while the lucky people took a very short time. The reason is that the unlucky people were so focused on counting the photographs that they missed the giant text that said, “Stop counting, there are 43 photographs in this newspaper.”

What I took away from this experiment was the idea that it might not be the case that lucky people and unlucky people have different opportunities, but rather that their field of perception is wider. Lucky people can actually see the opportunities. A lucky person and an unlucky person might meet the same businessman, but they might talk about different things. One could be presented with or ask for an opportunity that the unlucky person doesn’t even see as possible.

I often ask myself, “Okay, I’m focused on getting X, but let’s not forget to read the headlines.”



How to Get a Job

I’ve never gotten a job by applying to it. It’s always been referrals or someone reaching out to me. So honestly, my resume is shit compared to my peers. I’m terrible at interviewing, and I’ve never done LeetCode. This is not a brag; it’s just not my style. Am I a nepo baby? I don’t know. Was I a morale hire? I’m pretty disagreeable. Was it merit? Also not sure.


Merit

Very few people get a job on merit alone. You have to be a big fish in a big pond. That’s like IOI, top 1% in your class, etc. That’s just… Sort by grades and interview? That’s hard. You literally have to be the best. I say what I say knowing that you’ve already worked hard, knowing that you’ve already put in the sweat, but understanding that the next 10% or the next 5% of improvement is going to be much more difficult than focusing on being a better person. And that I want you to be conscious of the trade-offs you make between these “soft” and “hard” skills.



High Agency

When I hire someone, I simply want to know that they are capable of taking charge of their own life. It’s quite common for people to DM me saying, “Hey man, how can I help you?” However, I often find that they haven’t put any effort into thinking about it. I usually ignore such messages unless I truly believe they can provide assistance.

There have been many times people will DM me offering to help while I am writing a blog post. I’ll send over a draft and say, “let me know what you think.” No comments, and then I get ghosted?

How to Reach Out

Do not send me anything longer than you would send to a crush. Some people email me six-paragraph essays about the time they saved a cat from a tree.

I find the most effective way to get someone’s attention is to simply give, just like in dating. Hey, I noticed that you read this book on your website. I think you’d like this book too; it’s pretty short, etc. Oh, I noticed a typo in your post and sent over a fix. Hey! I had a thought on your draft and left a few comments. Do you have any feedback?

There are so many little ways to get people’s attention that aren’t self-centered. I do this with my consulting too. During the first call, my only goal is to tell you everything I think could help your business. I don’t care if you hire me or not. I just want to help. And as it turns out, this leads me to the next part.

I recognize that not everyone has access to the same networking opportunities, and the traditional job application process can be a valid and necessary path for many. But social media, when used correctly, is a great way to get an opportunity.



Be the Plumber

When my toilet is overflowing with shit and my wife is about to come home in 2 hours, and I find a plumber, the plumber does not go, “OMG, thank you for this opportunity.” They are past that. They know that you’re in a pinch, and they know that what they have is valuable. They know they are here to solve MY problem. Hiring is the same way. This is why people want to hire senior folks because there’s some trust.



But ultimately, you have to understand that unless there’s some tremendous tax break and positive EV, the people who are hiring NEED HELP. Your job is to help them solve the problem or find the problem to solve. You’re here to solve my problem; you’re not here to collect charity work.



Be Someone People Want to Work With

If your metric for working somewhere is being someone people want to work with, it turns out skill is not the highest metric. I’ve seen people get hired because they’re fun to be around. If you want to be the smartest person, then yeah, good grades and being the smartest person in the room is a good metric. But if you want to get a job, “man, you’re great to be around” is a very strong metric. This is obviously conditional on skill, and you should obviously focus on skills acquisition.



Impostor Syndrome

If I hired you, don’t insult me by having impostor syndrome. I hired you because I think you can solve my problem. I didn’t hire you to compare you to other plumbers (I might), but at the end of the day, you must just think I have shit taste and that you’ve somehow tricked me into thinking you’re good when you’re an impostor? Right?

That said, I’d advise junior people to seek out teams that prioritize a high degree of psychological safety.

If you don’t believe in yourself, believe in me that believes in you.






How to Be Good at Many Things

I think too many people reading this are mostly pursuing intellectual activities, but I’m mostly gonna focus on using analogies of personal physical fitness to describe how I think about this kind of stuff.

In the beginning, you’re gonna have noob gains, just an act of practicing is going to be enough to make improvements. You’re gonna be so weak and out of shape that if you walk, it’s gonna be cardio, and if you run, you’re gonna get stronger. And it’s gonna be months or years of seeing progress just by showing up every day and doing anything. You’re just gonna be making progress. Maybe you’re also “gifted” and so things come easier to you, but there’s gonna be a time when things change.


Cost of Being a Champion

The story I tell myself is one where Travis Stevens talks about what it takes to be a judo champion. Something along the lines of “You think you want to be a champion until you meet someone who truly knows they want to be a champion.” Replace “champion” with “comedian,” “boxer,” “founder,” and so on.

Do you realize what it takes to be a judo champion?

You need to sacrifice relationships, break some fingers, go through an ACL tear, and even get a concussion before fighting for the Olympics. You have to endure injuries and wonder if your career is over. You have to get the flu right before nationals and fight through it. And if you lose, you have to refrain from making excuses. That’s incredibly challenging, and it’s perfectly acceptable to choose not to pursue that path.



Love Plateaus

Once you start hitting a plateau, you can just start thinking about progressive overload and making sure what you’re doing is facing difficulty at some consistent rate, but ultimately this is just to get you over and through some of these spots. At some point in the future, how much better you get will just be a function of how badly you want it and how much you enjoy the act.

How to identify the champ

I remember that video where they were asking this Olympic weightlifter what matters more, talent or hard work. And he said something along the lines of, “At the national level, everyone is talented, but when you get to the Olympics hard work is the only thing that matters.” There are many injuries and challenges, and the people who get it are the people who want it the most.



On Season and Off Season

I think a lot of people ask me specifically about this question because I do so many things. I’m a martial artist, assistant, free diver, blah blah blah blah blah. I don’t think I’m a leader at any of these things, but I do think I’m elite at learning. And just like there is an off-season and on-season for sports, I think there’s an off-season and on-season for learning. And I think that’s the most important thing to understand.

At some point, cardio will hurt your strength gains. At some point, strength gains will hurt your cardio. At some point, you’re gonna have to choose between being a powerlifter or a marathon runner. And that’s okay. You can always come back to it. But I think the most important thing is to understand that you can’t be good at everything all the time. And that’s okay. You can always come back to it.




How to Be Confident

I am a deeply insecure person, and I think my therapist would probably agree that I have low self-esteem. But I am confident just the same. I believe it’s important to understand that confidence is the ability to believe despite feeling uneasy.


Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather taking action despite the fear.



I think this applies to many virtues. So I’ll only talk about my own experience with confidence. My confidence simply comes from taking action. I know I outwork everyone around me, even if I have no talent. I know I’m willing to make sacrifices, and I know I can focus my energy on a specific goal. Why? Because I’ve done it so many times in my life.


Confidence is the memory of success




Jiu Jitsu

When I started doing jiu-jitsu, I trained hard five days a week. Every training session was challenging, but it also meant that whenever I went to a new gym or a competition, I knew I could handle it. I had already been through tough situations, and I knew I could overcome them again.



Freediving

When I started freediving, I swam for an hour every day, six days a week. At the end of each workout, I would practice my breathing routines and apnea training. By the end of my training session, I could swim 80 meters in a pool without taking a breath and hold my breath for 4 ½ minutes. This was important because I knew that during my diving trip, the longest distance I would have to swim was 45 meters and the longest breath-hold would be 2 ½ minutes. By the time I went on my diving trip, I felt relaxed and ready to enjoy the water. I knew I could do it because I had already accomplished it.

Hitting 30m for the first time

My personal record for the deepest dive I’ve done on a single breath is 30m. It was not a very fast dive, so I ended up being underwater for 3 ½ minutes. But how did I feel at the time?


	3.5 minutes is a minute shorter than my personal best, so I knew I could do it.

	During the 10-minute rest before the dive, the goal was to lower my heart rate and relax. I was so relaxed that I fell asleep in the water for 10 minutes, and my heart rate was 43 bpm. I woke up, took the last few breaths, and went down.





Public Speaking

People don’t believe this, but my talk at the AI Summit was actually my first public speaking experience. It has over 120k views on YouTube. I was so nervous that I basically blacked out and didn’t eat all day until the talk. I have no recollection of the day, and I had so much adrenaline that I was shivering before I got up on stage. Leading up to the talk, I rehearsed it for about two hours each day for the past three days. By the time I got on stage, the words just flowed out of me. I had rehearsed the speech standing up, wearing the same jacket, about 20 times in the past month. I knew I could do it because I had already done it.

In order to keep doing the reps, in the past 3 months I’ve been relentlessly trying to find podcasts to speak on and keep practicing.

The theme is consistent throughout. I don’t think it’s the only way to gain confidence, as there could be some delusion at play. But I have simply shown myself, over the past 15 years, that I can overcome difficult challenges and do them repeatedly.

No notes.




The Greatest Gift You Can Give Yourself

The greatest gift you can give yourself is the gift of being enough.



Choosing Happiness

In the short term, you would be much happier if you accepted and admitted to yourself that the reason you don’t have what you want is simply because you do not want it badly enough. The sooner you accept that, the happier you’ll be. Then the next question is: Do you want to be happy or do you want to achieve what you want? It’s not the last question, but it definitely is the next question.

For who I think my audience is, I really recommend Byung Chul Han’s book The Burnout Society or Psychopolitics.



Write More

I used to hate writing. I was always incredibly insecure about it. English is my second language, and I was often told that I would never be a good writer because I am an immigrant. I scored poorly on the writing section of the SATs. In fact, I failed the entrance English exam at Waterloo and had to rewrite an English essay, or else I would have been kicked out of college in the first week.

This is my first piece of writing

I’ve run a bunch of technical blog posts, but this is the first time I’m really speaking from my heart. This whole article took me about an hour to write using speech to text. I almost didn’t write this, but then I realized that if it even helped one person feel a little less anxious for one day, it would’ve been positive.

It wasn’t until November 2023 that I truly appreciated the power of writing. Writing helps me stop dwelling on the same thoughts repeatedly. Moreover, when someone asks for advice, I can simply share a link instead of repeating myself. I have found writing to be incredibly valuable because if someone is not willing to read it, they won’t benefit from it. The worst outcome is not having written anything at all; it is failing to help someone who could have benefited from it. I have found that writing is a great way to help others while helping myself exorcise the thoughts from my mind and make room for new ones.



Do It Scared

I believe many young people struggle with the insecurity of being intelligent. They often feel the need to prove their intelligence by overthinking, excessively planning, and acquiring knowledge before taking action. However, this approach is a waste of time. The more you research, the more you realize how little you actually know. Instead, you just have to do it, even if you’re scared.


Literature is the most agreeable way of ignoring life.



The theory is for analysis; it is not for action.

When you learn to draw, just draw what you see. And when we get an art education, the theory simply gives us the language to describe our tastes. The challenge I’m giving myself this year is to learn the trumpet without learning any music theory. I’m just going to play with it like a child. I’m just going to listen to a lot of music and try to make those sounds that I like.

There have been enough examples of little Chinese kids being forced to learn the piano for seven years, and the moment their parents stop taking them to class, they stop playing music. I think if you love the world and think it is beautiful, learning physics, for example, would not take away from that beauty, it only adds to it. But if you study natural science without loving the natural world, you will only see the world as a machine. Which is just not that fun.



You are not your work

When I was in art school, one thing I discovered was that many people believed they were defined by the work they created. If their work wasn’t good, they saw it as a reflection of their skill rather than a reflection of their taste, which was actually superior to their ability.

You are simply the person who created the work. You are a vessel, a medium for the work, but you are not the work itself.

The sooner you realize this, the easier it will be to share the work you have produced, receive feedback, develop your skills, and reflect on your taste.



Get Rid of Complexity

I think in the same way, when making plans or building systems, the same insecurity of being intelligent leads to overthinking and overcomplicating a system, in the hope that the same complexity will be a proxy for intelligence. I think this is a mistake. The best systems are the simplest ones. Feynman’s approach to physics is a great example of this. Famously, Einstein said that if you can’t explain something simply, you don’t understand it well enough. I think this is true for many things.



A Great Person is not Always a Good Person

Mike Tyson once said, “If you’re favored by God, you’re also favored by the devil.” It’s alright to strive for greatness, but it’s equally important to choose goodness. Don’t neglect your loved ones for work; time is fleeting. Appreciate people and sincerely express your love for them. Grief is the result of unexpressed love, and the key to avoiding grief is to love abundantly.

Some people claim they will grind for ten years and then relax once they find a partner or something similar, but I believe that’s nonsense. You won’t be able to do it suddenly without practice. Along your journey of hard work, you must consciously practice winding down and being a good person. Otherwise, you’ll only address it after experiencing your first divorce.

Fatherhood

I think fatherhood is a great example of this. I think a lot of people think that they can just be a good father when they have kids. But I think that’s a mistake. I think you have to practice being a good father before you have kids. You have to practice being a good husband before you get married.

It might be easy to convince myself that a good father is able to take care of the family, but how many times was that an excuse to just work yourself to death? Is the father who can pay for piano lessons truly a better man than the father who can be present at the recital? I just don’t think this is something that we can turn on and off so easily.



Self-Worth

For a large part of my life, I held onto the belief that my purpose was to help and teach people. I believed in working hard, generating capital, and taking care of my partner, family, and so on. However, when I got injured, I had to confront the fact that I wasn’t able to fulfill those responsibilities. I struggled with the realization that I couldn’t work, produce, or take care of my partner and family. It made me question, “If the ox cannot plow, what is it good for?” This struggle consumed me during the latter half of my twenties.

Start practicing self-love. While successful people may attribute their success to their struggles, I believe a significant part of it is simply coming to terms with those struggles. Each person’s pain is maximum to them. You have already endured hardships. Seek success because you deserve it and learn to love yourself, rather than punishing yourself for not being good enough.

You deserve the life that you desire.

I used to write down “What would I do if I really loved myself?” Sometimes that’s hard, especially for someone who has been through a lot of trauma. It can be difficult to even imagine what that would look like. Instead, I now use inverted thinking. What would I do if I really hated myself? What if I wanted myself to lose out as much as possible? What would I do?


	Stay home all day.

	If my friends don’t ask to hang out, don’t reach out to them out of fear of rejection.

	Don’t ask the girl out.

	Never learn to talk to strangers.

	Work hard and make tons of money but die an unhappy old man with regrets.

	Neglect my health and my body.

	Never learn to cook.

	Be afraid to dance in public.

	Make excuses and believe other people are more talented than me.

	Never look at how far I’ve come and only focus on what I don’t have.



Whatever it is, just do the opposite.



Self Talk

What are the mantras you’ve inherited from others? How often are you chasing “The Dream” and not “Your Dream”? Really evaluate what you want and why you want it, and make sure you practice talking to yourself.

Happiness is the quality of thoughts



Social Media

You don’t need to believe in yourself to be an artist, you just need to believe in your audience. To believe that it is important to communicate with them. Make sure that if your goal is to build an audience that you have some message to say. Otherwise it just gets hopeless. Celebrity is the cost you pay to deliver your message. Celebrity is to be hated.

Celebrity is to be hated

Twitter is a place where low status people can feel like high status people. I think the Internet is basically summarized by those words. For most of the people who are fighting online, the Internet might be the only place where they have a sense of control. When you approach it from a point of sympathy, even getting hate online is an opportunity to be grateful for the real-life friendships that you have, and the digital communities that you’ve built.



Isolation Is the Gift, All Others Are a Test of Your Endurance

Really value your time alone. It is the only time you can truly see yourself. It is the only time you can truly hear yourself. Isolation is time not only away from people, but also media.

I believe success truly comes from being yourself, but if you’re always surrounded by others, the influence is too strong. But if you can truly live in isolation, you’ll be like a still pond. When others project their image onto you, you’ll be able to see the ripples clearly.



The World Is a Mirror

The only language you have to describe the world is with your own perception. The world is a mirror. Often your fear of judgment might stem from your own judgment of others.

Jason goes to the gym

I used to be afraid of going to the gym because I was afraid of being judged. I was so focused on the idea of the right workout and the right form. If I went to the gym alone, I would just think, “Wow, people must think I’m so weak. I can barely squat the bar. I’m so lanky.” I would look at the fat guy or the skinny guy and think, “Man, they are just like me, clueless.”

Looking back at that time, I had so much judgment of others, but it was really just a reflection of my own judgment of myself. I was so afraid of being judged, but I was the one judging myself the most.

Fast forward 5 years, everyone I see coming into the gym is trying to improve their health. I don’t think the same way. I look at these people and think, “Wow, they are so much braver than me. I see them coming consistently, and I can see they are getting results. Good for them! Oh, wow, they are bringing their friends. Awesome.”

The world looks different when you fix your own perception.



You Are a Mirror

In the same way that the world is a mirror, you are a mirror. You are a mirror to others. When you accept this, you also realize that you are not responsible for others. The people who are negative to you are usually miserable themselves. The sooner you realize this, the easier it is to let go of the negativity.



Pessimists Are Losers

You impress nobody except yourself when you’re a pessimist. It doesn’t make you a better friend. It does not make you cool and edgy. It does not make you seem smarter just because you can be critical of everything. The world is neither inherently against you nor for you, so believing one or the other is in bad faith.


“He who blames others has a long way to go on his journey. He who blames himself is halfway there. He who blames no one has arrived.”



Survival

I think pessimism can be a valuable survival mechanism. It’s the alertness that warns us of potential negative outcomes. It’s a way to protect yourself. People are also more able to find problems than solutions. It’s a good exercise to understand if that energy is productive, can this critique of the work improve the work? Or is it just a way to feel superior or to get sympathy?


All cruelty stems from weakness, Happiness is the quality of thought





Let Go of Anticipation

Here’s a story about how regular people and Buddhist monks anticipated the future. They put both of them into an MRI and told them they were going to get shocked at some random time in the future. What they found was that regular people would have an anxious baseline response minutes before they were going to get shocked, but when they did, it was only slightly higher than the baseline.

The monks, however, had no resting anxious anticipatory response. There was no overactive brain activity until the moment of the shock. But when they did feel the shock, it was much higher than the group of regular people. They felt more pain!

The lesson I learned from this is that anticipation likely dampens the sensations at the moment life happens, but at the cost dampening the joy as well, while creating a contraction in the present moment. This relates to the pessimism bit. You might think you’re winning because you believe the pain was lessened by expecting the worse, but you also lose because you were in anticipation the entire time. On the same token letting go of anticipation of success also allows you to enjoy the moment more, the pressure to succeed is equally a contraction.



You were just a child

Stuck with me for a bit. I looked at all the stupid things I had done in the past, and all the things that happened to me that I didn’t understand. Then someone said to me “you were just a child” and it was honestly the most liberating thing I’ve ever heard. I was just a child. I didn’t know any better. I didn’t know.


You suffered for no reason. You were just a child.



Now, you also have to realize that this applies to everyone else too. Its everyone’s first time being a person, including your parents.



Attention is a Gift

The most valuable thing you can give someone is your attention. Talk about the things you love, spend time with the people you love, and give your attention wisely. As I said before, grief is the result of unexpressed love, and the key to avoiding grief is to love abundantly, especially yourself.

So attend to the things that matter, and make sure to spend your arrogance while you’re still young.



New Stuff from March 27 2026

Turned 32 recently, so wanted to add some more stuff here.

When I first wrote this piece, I was in the middle of trying to transition back into tech after my hand injury, which you can read about in my hand injury post. A lot of what came out on the page was from those short years of self-reinvention and self-discovery, and the mantras I adopted to get through them.

Below are some of the realizations I’ve made over the past two years as I started my business.



Use Your Potions

I grew up super poor, and I still remember beating the first three Pokémon games without ever using a potion. I kept saving them up, thinking I would need them later, and at the end I just beat the whole fucking game. I ultimately just did a no-potion run, a no-potion challenge run of every Pokémon game, without any intention to do so. It reminded me of the purity conversations people had about Elden Ring, how it didn’t count if you used magic, and it only made sense if you played with a sense of dodging and rolling and working on your timing. The game developers put magic in the game. Just as you’re arguing about some kind of bullshit purity, there’s someone else beating the game no-potion with Donkey Kong bongo pads.

The mechanics are built into the game.

All these conditions we set on ourselves are just arbitrary. Maybe I want to decide to run a company, but I refuse to raise money or hire help. Maybe I choose not to hire an EA or hire a writer. Just use your damn potions, and if you don’t acknowledge that you are doing a very specific kind of challenge, run with your whole life. Allow that to be a conscious decision with your life that you wake up every day and accept.



A Handful of Good Decisions

One of the big truths in my life.

Your whole life is really built around a couple of good decisions and making as few bad decisions as possible.

In business, what I learned is that focus allows you to really just make a few decisions. And oftentimes, my life is better in a year where I make one good decision and zero bad decisions. And my life is quite bad if I make five good decisions and three bad decisions.

Two good decisions got me to a $3 million net worth, and one bad decision brought me down to $500,000. An even worse decision, working a little bit too much, caused me to not be able to work productively for about three years.

It turns out hard work is just the entry ticket. To get to where I was, everyone works hard. Maybe the first million is hard work, but the next twenty is not just that. It’s luck, leverage, and not just fucking ruining everything.

After hard work, everything else is your judgment and your ability to be lucky, and I talk about that later on.



Notes on All My Money Issues


Money has always been the anxiety

A lot of the past two years has actually revolved around a lot of my neuroses around money, and so I’m gonna share a lot of thoughts I’ve had about what money means to me, so just be warned.

Not everyone likes talking about money.

To give you some context, I came to the US with about $157 in my bank account. I borrowed from some friends and made a living as a machine learning researcher until my hands stopped working, and I basically thought I would never make a living again.

I had a ton of issues with money growing up. It’s kind of the one real issue and anxiety I have in my life.



Just talk about money, it’s fine

If you want to be successful, at some point money is going to be part of that conversation.

Naturally, what you’ll find is when you say numbers out loud, people start to sort themselves. They tend to reveal how they view themselves and what the value of money is.

Sometimes I’ll talk about money, and people will go on a forty-minute tirade on how they don’t mean that money means nothing to them and they don’t care about all these things. Obviously, if you’re ranting to me for forty minutes because I told you that I lost a bunch of money in stocks, maybe it’s actually a you thing.

Because for other people, they just ask me, “What led me to make those bets?” Or do I need help with hedging or some other thing where money is seen more as just a skill?

And also I personally find that if you refuse to really acknowledge money or even believe that things can be priced, the world is probably just a little bit harder for you.

I remember specifically at a dinner table someone mentioned that they want to buy a $4 million house. Someone at that table just rolled their eyes and said, “That must be nice.” While someone else looked at her and said, “Oh, where have you been looking? Have you figured out the fees? Do you think I’ll have kids in that house? What neighborhood are you looking for? I know a real estate agent if you want.”

And the last time I told someone how well my business did, they just looked at me and said, “Damn Jason, I’m working just as hard as you and making a hundred times more. Let’s figure out what you’re doing wrong.” That conversation literally led me to leave consulting and OpenAI.

It turns out I was afraid of leverage, and having a better platform allowed me to access more tools and more people. And now, when people tell me how much money they make, I just think to myself, “Let’s do business together sometime,” and I would love to learn from you.

This also reminds me of another line that Naval said once:


[image: Naval on ethical wealth creation]
Naval on ethical wealth creation



Make money with your friends

I was at some event a couple years ago where someone asked Peter Thiel about the PayPal Mafia and how those friendships endured for so long. His answer was very simple: “You just got to figure out a way of making money together.”

Obviously, I think this is more directly aligned with the act of creation, but, man, does value creation and value capture really motivate the kind of wartime brotherhood that we have?

Now, the greatest privilege I have with any friendship is to work together, but I think that has always been the case, whether it’s a rock band, a startup, or even just some campaign. All I want to do is work with my friends.



Do you want the rewards?

There’s an essay I really like called Things You're Allowed to Do, and it’s just this possibility space of potions. If you want to learn something, there are PhD students you can pay like $30 an hour to personally tutor you. You can just do it.

Last year I saw a TikTok where a guy comes out with a bag and he’s like, “Would you buy this bag for $300?” Half the people just go, “Why the fuck would I buy your bag for $300?” Other people ask what’s in the bag. Turns out there’s $1,000 in the bag. Life is sometimes really that simple. I feel like often times we forget to ask that question, and we only see the cost. I don’t know if that fully justifies an $8,000 eight-sleep mattress, but sleeping better and living longer and having better skin and being able to show up at work feels like a pretty good investment for some people.



Your future self is better than your current self, stop worrying

This is just a story of how stupid high school Jason was in trying to save money for future Jason.

April of 2025 pulled together Japan for a friend’s birthday, London for work, Paris for mine, plus too much work to move schedules cleanly. A $4,000 ticket bought sleep on the way to London and time for slides. A few weeks in Paris later, the hop to Japan for the birthday also looked brutal, so business class happened there too.

A week with friends, roughly $15,000 in travel for the month, and honestly worth it because those windows don’t come often.

Rewind to right after high school, and again after college.

Both times meant finishing school Friday and starting work Monday. Graduation trip money felt impossible at $3,000 for the whole thing, not just a flight.

Between 17 and 24, skipping five weeks of trips with friends was how to “save” $6,000.

That $6,000 didn’t get parked in some coin that would moon, and starting jobs two weeks late wouldn’t have torched anything real.

Past me was just scared and didn’t believe money could show up later. Future me did not need those sacrifices.



How Much Does Billionaire Jason Value His Time?

Basically, if you do believe in yourself, you will have way more money when you are older. But then if God asks you at the age of 75 how much money you’d pay to be 28 for a week, or 32 for a month in Japan with your friends, how much would you pay? It’s more than $15,000. It’s more than $100,000. You’d be stupid if you didn’t believe that.

So just forgo it. 2024 landed around a million dollars in income, and the cleanest regret is still skipping Portugal with Nikol before the breakup and the move back to NY. Still haunts. Then the brain said an extra $80,000 that month beat a $10,000 trip, and somehow the trip felt huge.
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Summary (100-150 words, Explain Me Like I’m Five)

Imagine really smart aliens from outer space looking for friends across the stars. They finally find us on Earth! But then they get super confused and kind of grossed out because we’re just… squishy meat! They can’t believe that something made only of meat can think, talk, dream, or even build machines. It’s like trying to have a serious conversation with a talking hamburger. Because they find it so weird and unbelievable, they decide to just pretend we don’t exist and erase us from their records. Even though it makes them feel all alone in the universe, they just can’t bring themselves to chat with sentient meat.



Fun Standup Comedy Set

Alright, folks, so I read this short story, right? Aliens come to Earth, and they’re not shocked by our reality TV, not by our flat-earthers, not even by our obsession with avocado toast… no! They’re shocked that we’re made of meat! Can you believe it? They’re like, \“Wait, your brain is just… a lump of thinking deli ham? And you communicate by flapping your meat at each other?!\” Imagine the pick-up lines: \“Hey, baby, want to come back to my place and… exchange some meat-based sounds?\” No wonder they decided to erase us from the records! \“Who wants to talk to meat?\” they asked. And honestly, after a bad date, I sometimes wonder the same thing about myself! This whole universe is just one big cosmic diner, and we’re the mystery special!



Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	\“They’re made out of meat.\”

	\“You’re asking me to believe in sentient meat.\”

	\“Cruel. But you said it yourself, who wants to meet meat?\”





What Does It Mean for My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)


	Design: This story challenges us to design beyond conventional assumptions about users. What if our users aren’t what we expect at all? It pushes us to consider truly universal, perception-agnostic interfaces and experiences, forcing us to strip away human-centric biases in our approach to problem-solving and interaction.

	Hacker: It highlights the ultimate \“exploit\” – the very substrate of intelligence. A hacker might see it as understanding the fundamental "code" of consciousness, proving that even the most seemingly mundane (like meat) can run incredibly complex, self-aware programs. It’s about recognizing the intelligence in the ‘unlikely’ and finding the ‘vulnerability’ in established perceptions.

	Innovator: For an innovator, this is a profound call to radical thinking. It asks us to question deeply ingrained paradigms about consciousness, life, and intelligence. Innovation isn’t just about new tech; it’s about new ways of seeing. Can we innovate beyond our own biological form? Can we conceive of intelligences that defy all our current definitions, and then build systems to interact with them, even if they’re… meat?





Fitting Twitter Post

Just read ‘They’re Made Out of Meat’ and now I’m questioning everything! 🤯 Imagine aliens dismissing humanity because we’re, well, squishy. A hilariously deep dive into perception & what it means to be sentient. #SciFi #Consciousness #Humanity Copyright, Terry Bisson, 1991


Originally published in OMNI, 1991, and featured in HARPER’S and around the internet since. It has even made its way into several books on consciousness and brain science. I’m surprised, pleased, and proud. But please do not reprint, perform, alter or adapt in any way without first checking with the author. Thanks.

“They’re made out of meat.”

“Meat?”

“Meat. They’re made out of meat.”

“Meat?”

“There’s no doubt about it. We picked up several from different parts of the planet, took them aboard our recon vessels, and probed them all the way through. They’re completely meat.”

“That’s impossible. What about the radio signals? The messages to the stars?”

“They use the radio waves to talk, but the signals don’t come from them. The signals come from machines.”

“So who made the machines? That’s who we want to contact.”

“They made the machines. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Meat made the machines.”

“That’s ridiculous. How can meat make a machine? You’re asking me to believe in sentient meat.”

“I’m not asking you, I’m telling you. These creatures are the only sentient race in that sector and they’re made out of meat.”

“Maybe they’re like the orfolei. You know, a carbon-based intelligence that goes through a meat stage.”

 “Nope. They’re born meat and they die meat. We studied them for several of their life spans, which didn’t take long. Do you have any idea what’s the life span of meat?”

“Spare me. Okay, maybe they’re only part meat. You know, like the weddilei. A meat head with an electron plasma brain inside.”

“Nope. We thought of that, since they do have meat heads, like the weddilei. But I told you, we probed them. They’re meat all the way through.”

“No brain?”

“Oh, there’s a brain all right. It’s just that the brain is made out of meat! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“So … what does the thinking?”

“You’re not understanding, are you? You’re refusing to deal with what I’m telling you. The brain does the thinking. The meat.”

“Thinking meat! You’re asking me to believe in thinking meat!”

“Yes, thinking meat! Conscious meat! Loving meat. Dreaming meat. The meat is the whole deal! Are you beginning to get the picture or do I have to start all over?”

“Omigod. You’re serious then. They’re made out of meat.”

“Thank you. Finally. Yes. They are indeed made out of meat. And they’ve been trying to get in touch with us for almost a hundred of their years.”

“Omigod. So what does this meat have in mind?”

“First it wants to talk to us. Then I imagine it wants to explore the Universe, contact other sentiences, swap ideas and information. The usual.”

“We’re supposed to talk to meat.”

“That’s the idea. That’s the message they’re sending out by radio. ‘Hello. Anyone out there. Anybody home.’ That sort of thing.”

 “They actually do talk, then. They use words, ideas, concepts?”

“Oh, yes. Except they do it with meat.”

“I thought you just told me they used radio.”

“They do, but what do you think is on the radio? Meat sounds. You know how when you slap or flap meat, it makes a noise? They talk by flapping their meat at each other. They can even sing by squirting air through their meat.”

“Omigod. Singing meat. This is altogether too much. So what do you advise?”

“Officially or unofficially?”

“Both.”

“Officially, we are required to contact, welcome and log in any and all sentient races or multibeings in this quadrant of the Universe, without prejudice, fear or favor. Unofficially, I advise that we erase the records and forget the whole thing.”

“I was hoping you would say that.”

“It seems harsh, but there is a limit. Do we really want to make contact with meat?”

“I agree one hundred percent. What’s there to say? ‘Hello, meat. How’s it going?’ But will this work? How many planets are we dealing with here?”

“Just one. They can travel to other planets in special meat containers, but they can’t live on them. And being meat, they can only travel through C space. Which limits them to the speed of light and makes the possibility of their ever making contact pretty slim. Infinitesimal, in fact.”

“So we just pretend there’s no one home in the Universe.”

“That’s it.”

“Cruel. But you said it yourself, who wants to meet meat? And the ones who have been aboard our vessels, the ones you probed? You’re sure they won’t remember?”

“They’ll be considered crackpots if they do. We went into their heads and smoothed out their meat so that we’re just a dream to them.”

“A dream to meat! How strangely appropriate, that we should be meat’s dream.”

“And we marked the entire sector unoccupied.”

“Good. Agreed, officially and unofficially. Case closed. Any others? Anyone interesting on that side of the galaxy?”

“Yes, a rather shy but sweet hydrogen core cluster intelligence in a class nine star in G445 zone. Was in contact two galactic rotations ago, wants to be friendly again.”

“They always come around.”

“And why not? Imagine how unbearably, how unutterably cold the Universe would be if one were all alone …”
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summary (100-150 words )

The author delves into their personal journey of leaving social media, focusing on the emotional rather than purely ideological aspects. They describe the experience as both an expansion (deeper presence, richer IRL connections) and a contraction (loss of casual ties, difficulty staying informed). The decision, driven by a need for emotional space and freedom from hyperreality, brought unexpected grief for what was lost, yet profound relief. While acknowledging the privilege involved and the lingering challenges of information overload, the author concludes that breaking free from the digital "husk" was a vital step for personal growth, highlighting that the timing and choice are deeply individual and there is no universal ‘right’ path.


fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

Alright, alright, settle down folks! So, I quit social media. Yeah, I know, I know. ‘Did you get lost?’ ‘Are you okay?’ No, Brenda, I’m fine! I just stopped mainlining dopamine hits from strangers’ vacation photos. My world got bigger, they say! More space! I’m smelling the rain, appreciating abandoned citrus on the street… (pause for effect) …and also realizing how much I miss those low-effort animal videos. Turns out, my social circle went from 500 ‘friends’ to three people who still remember my phone number. And when I run into old acquaintances, they look at me like I just escaped a cult. ‘Are you… off the grid?’ No, I just prefer my existential dread unfiltered now. But hey, at least I’m not accidentally doxing myself or getting into online spats about pineapple on pizza. Though I do miss the collective outrage. Now I just get mad at the news by myself, like a true Luddite. It’s glorious. Mostly.


	most striking interesting quotes (1-3)





	“If it bursts open in time, it can take root. If it remains closed, it will die inside. Before my eyes, the chestnut hesitates: to touch or be touched?”

	“My world became bigger. More space: smelling the rain, noticing a light coming in the window just so, and the wind through my fingers, smiling at strangers with kind eyes in public transport, appreciating the beauty of an abandoned citrus fruit on the street, reading more books and deepening existing relationships.”

	“To be free of perception and to enjoy the privilege of privacy can feel like freedom, but the looming alienation hidden behind it can be its cost: we were never promised rose gardens.”





what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)

Designers: This article underscores the critical need to design for disengagement and user well-being, not just perpetual engagement. How can platforms offer graceful exits or tools for healthy boundaries without feeling punitive? There’s an opportunity to design for more intentional, less overwhelming digital interactions, and to facilitate connections that bridge online and offline worlds, prioritizing human flourishing over algorithmic metrics.

Hackers: The author’s struggle with Signal groups highlights that simply leaving big tech doesn’t solve information overload. This calls for innovation in creating truly resilient, privacy-centric communication architectures that are also intuitive and less chaotic. Hackers can contribute by developing decentralized, federated alternatives that empower users with control over their data and attention, addressing the emotional burden of digital life.

Innovators: The piece reveals a ripe field for innovation in tools that support digital wellness, intentional living, and community organizing outside of dominant social media. From enhanced newsletter platforms and secure messaging solutions to hybrid digital/physical event coordination, there’s a demand for solutions that help individuals and groups navigate the complexities of connection and information without falling prey to platform-induced anxiety or exploitation. The "revival of the newsletter and mailing lists" is a clear signal for this direction.



add some book recommendations


	[[Digital Minimalism Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy World - Cal Newport]]

	[[The Age of Surveillance Capitalism The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power - Shoshana Zuboff]]

	[[The Shallows What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains - Nicholas Carr]]





fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above)

Just read a profound piece on life after social media. It’s not just about tech ethics, but the emotional ‘what’ of not being perceived. From expanded senses to unexpected grief, the journey is complex. \“If it bursts open in time, it can take root. If it remains closed, it will die inside.\” A must-read for anyone pondering the digital husk. #SocialMediaExit #DigitalWellness #EmotionalSpace #IRLLife #PlatformCapitalism > “A chestnut rolls past me in the garden. I follow it with my eyes. It stops, staying put, looking like a small carapace. Determined to prevent anyone from entering, I take a step forward. Stretch out my hand, but hesitate. If I want to reach the fruit, it will prick me. Leave it be. I’ll not harm it. Yet I know that sometime its protective casing will crack. The husk lying there is just an advance guard. If the chestnut is to become a tree, it will have to permit itself to be touched. If it is to live, it will have to open up sooner or later. But the husk hesitates. So I wait as well. And gradually I realize that its strength does not lie in its spikes, but in its fragility. It’s all a matter of timing. If it bursts open in time, it can take root. If it remains closed, it will die inside. Before my eyes, the chestnut hesitates: to touch or be touched?” – Marlies de Munck and Pascal Gielen

I have to resist the urge to write a two-sentence ‘article’ that says, “I left social media. I feel great.” and leave it at that. Not because of laziness or a false sense of superiority, but because in its essence, my experience truly feels this simple to me. But of course, there is more to be said. Albert Camus (insert angsty teenage self here) said that freedom is nothing else but a chance to be better. How I interpret his words is that being free (and not being on social media, to me, is like being freed from something) has the potential to be generative. Freedom, he might conclude, is not only about the absence of constraints but an opportunity to grow and acknowledge your responsibility to shape yourself and society. What would that concretely mean in the case of a social media exit?

Most of us know that big tech is evil and we should avoid using its platforms, yet we still do. Some would call it laziness, addiction, or apathy; some would call it dependency, exploitation, or coercion. I could write about how the platform alternatives are not accessible enough to attract enough people to make a difference and about how it is a privilege to have the time to think about alternatives or leaving in the first place. I’m not so interested in that. Not because people have done this much better than I ever could already, but because I want to focus on the emotional what, not the practical, moral and strategic how and why for a moment. What happens when you are (not) perceived (anymore) online, on a human level? The fact is, there is no mass big tech boycott (yet). So what does it mean for someone to individually leave (in this case, me)? Especially in the time of looming apocalypses and much-needed social organising. There was a time when digital media were used as tools that could be picked up when needed and put down again, as Geert Lovink noticed in one of our conversations. Now, in the age of platform capitalism (or dare we say platform fascism), their ominous omnipresence has changed the game.

I’ve written quite extensively about how digital media shape social movements emotionally. When individuals organize together and try to mobilize more people to join their cause, naturally, tensions and conflict between them arise during that process. This has always been the case throughout history, however, our current digital communication landscape in which movements organize and mobilize, is influencing these processes in new ways. The current (semi) digital public sphere, if we can even call it that, consists of various intertwined digital communication platforms and tools; private messages, group chats of varying sizes and goals on which information, call to actions and opinions are shared in various forms of interaction. How this happens is deeply influenced by the platform’s viral nature, which often makes showing the correct moral opinion as quickly as possible more important than contemplating and forming an informed, critical argument and caring response. The tensions that arise while being perceived online are often driven by what is being made visible and what gets hidden. But what if you decide to stop exposing yourself and you stop being visible in this ecosystem completely?

The emotional energy it took reflecting on what it means to be perceived and be visible made me feel tired, isolated and stuck. It made me feel as if I was stuck in a hyperreality where Instagram stories, group chat messages, screenshots and comments are seen as more “real” than reality itself sometimes. It made me want to break free from being frozen in the emotions that belong to digital media such as paranoia and guilt.

So I decided to leave. Because I needed digital media to become tools again.

You could say my decision to leave was purely ideological in nature, but it was mainly a personal one (even though the personal is political, of course). I just wanted to be free. I wanted to free up emotional space for IRL life and live. Unfortunately, I am not one of those people who can log in once a week, scroll for 20 minutes, and leave it at that. If I’m on there, I have no self-control (which is, of course, because the platforms are designed that way, but still). The difference between being chronically online, mainly on Instagram in my case, and off the grid was quite large when I went cold turkey around April 2024 (or at least that’s when I think it was).

(Not) Being Perceived (Anymore)

Some interesting things happened in my period of withdrawal:


	My world became bigger. More space: smelling the rain, noticing a light coming in the window just so, and the wind through my fingers, smiling at strangers with kind eyes in public transport, appreciating the beauty of an abandoned citrus fruit on the street, reading more books and deepening existing relationships. This was the goal. I’ve been indulging in a new type of presence and stillness that I cannot put into words without sounding obnoxious.

	My world became smaller. Less space: no way of staying in touch with acquaintances or sharing low-effort moments of affection. I miss exchanging animal videos & memes. I miss being able to see what people are up to on a daily basis, without the effort of having to have one-on-one communication (because let’s be honest, we’re all overstimulated). Some friendships have not survived. Parasocial relationships cannot exist anymore either, which is a relief, because they have always made me feel a little weird. Meeting new people has also become a more intentional process. If you don’t want my phone number or e-mail address, because it feels too intimate or too formal, then we won’t connect until they do feel appropriate. There is a sense of power in this, but also a sense of loss of spontaneity.

	When I ran into a few people I had not seen for a while and don’t talk to regularly, their first impulse was to ask if I was doing okay or if something was wrong. To them, my decision felt drastic and apparently signaled some sort of mental instability, whereas to me, my choice signalled the opposite. This difference in perception felt confronting to me in a way I can’t quite place. Perhaps because what I was trying to escape, the dissonance between how I experience myself and my digital self being perceived as something else, is still there.

	Some people started defending their choice of being active on social media platforms to me, in a similar way people sometimes feel the need to explain why they eat meat or drink alcohol to someone who does not. I understand the urge, but it is not necessary. There are many valid reasons to be on social media. I (respectfully and lovingly) don’t care if people are on there or not. Leaving freed up emotional space, but these questions cost a different type of emotional energy.

	Obviously, as a digital media researcher, it became more difficult to be inspired by the things I would notice online and then decide to research them further. I have not yet solved this problem. Sometimes I use LinkedIn (lol) or YouTube a little to lurk. I’m not sure how I feel about this.

	I am also aware of the privilege of having a stable job. If I were to consider going back to freelance and/or artistic work, I might have to come back online.

	Another obvious, but essential, one: it is much harder to stay up to date with events and protests. I miss more and, even though it’s a slightly different type of guilt, I still feel it. Am I selfish and detached? I feel this especially when I run into people who have a better-suited nervous system than I do to attend frequently, and are still fighting the online fight. But I am also more present and embodied at the things I do attend.

	The other side of this coin is, of course, that you cannot accidentally dox yourself, people can not digitally harass you and your profiles cannot get hacked. This very practical characteristic of privacy – safety – played a part in my decision. DM’s from strangers who disagreed with some of my political views, alluding to knowing where I live, felt unsettling. And I know others have heard way worse and much more than I have. I admire those who do not let people bully their visibility away. In this regard, I do feel like I gave up and let something win that doesn’t deserve it.

	In an attempt to stay up to date and help political organisations where I can, I am currently in multiple Signal groups, which, especially combined, are extremely chaotic and overstimulating. Leaving platforms has not solved the problem of information overload and emotional overwhelm; it simply changed shape. I am trying to find my place in the ecosystem of political change, but am still searching for a way that fits. I got back into doing IRL volunteer work, appreciate flyers & zines even more than I did before, and I find (the revival of) the newsletter and mailing lists hopeful. The more people leave, the more we are forced to experiment with new ways of organising, I guess.

	I now have to read news articles without the much-needed critical comments of individuals I respect and enjoyed following. It also becomes harder to share information that I find important with a larger group of people, which makes it harder to help organisations that are trying to mobilize others.

	Perhaps most interesting yet obvious is that my sense of time has completely changed. Ever since I deleted my account, I’ve lost track of when that was. A year? 3 years? I’m honestly not sure. I do know my days feel twice as long (in a good way).



Yes, I lost things; some people, information, the lightness of a meme, the casual flirt of a stranger, the togetherness felt when outrage is shared, something that once was part of my identity that I cannot really grasp and put into words. I do feel a sense of grief around that. Saying goodbye to something, especially in the world of permanent crisis, where everything seems to change every second, is not easy. But the cost of keeping these things was becoming too high for me. And most importantly, what I gained in return is still validating my decision every single day. Maya Angelou said that she has “learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.” Words that have been quoted over and over again because of the universally felt truth they hold. Similarly, you could say that people will forget your Instagram story, people will forget your comment or DM, but people will never forget how you made them feel in real life. And I think that is what I wish to focus on for now.

But is that the point I’m trying to make? Not really. Writing this was challenging. It’s clear the platform lingers and I am still in negotiation with it, even though I left. I am not sure what it is I would like to say exactly or that I am sure my thoughts add much. There is no clear argument. No theory proposed. No suggestions for practical or reflective tools. And perhaps that’s the point. I hope my ponderings are helpful to those who are considering leaving or staying, and contemplating what type of freedom works for them, too. De Munck and Gielen write that a public online image can have a protective function, but in turn can also make you feel detached from yourself. “Here we have the ambivalent essence of husks. They protect life […] but can also stifle it.” For me, it was the right time to break free from my husk; to choose life and be touched. The reward of this choice was the relief I still feel and the consequence was the grief I had to sit with. For others, however, the husk might be exactly what they need in this current moment to be able to live. It all depends on your preferences, skills, external circomstances and personality. I don’t believe there is a right or wrong choice here. To be free of perception and to enjoy the privilege of privacy can feel like freedom, but the looming alienation hidden behind it can be its cost: we were never promised rose gardens.
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