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Creating Life Margin 

 
Opening Discussion Question 
What images or concepts come to your mind when you hear the phrase, “Creating Life 
Margin?” 
 
What is Margin? 
 

“Margin is the space between our load and our limits. It is the amount allowed beyond 
that which is needed. It is something held in reserve for contingencies or unanticipated 
situations. Margin is the gap between rest and exhaustion, the space between breathing 
freely and suffocating” (Swenson, p. 69, Margin: Restoring emotional, physical, and 
financial and time reserves to overloaded lives). 
 

Margin = Power — Load 
 

Power Load 

Energy Work 

Skills Problems 

Time Obligations and commitments 

Training Expectations (internal and external) 

Emotional and physical strength Debt 

Finances Deadlines 

Social supports Interpersonal conflicts 

 

Power > Load = Margin  
Severe Negative Margin = Burnout 

  
Individual Reflection Question 
On a scale of 1-10, 1 being extreme margin and 10 being burnout, how would you rate 
your level of margin? 
 
Gauging Life Margin 
“If we were equipped with a flashing light to indicate ‘100 percent full,’ we could better 
gauge our capacities. But we don’t have such an indicator light, and we don’t know 
when we have overextended until we feel the pain. As a result, many people commit to 
a 120 percent life and wonder why the burden feels so heavy. It is rare to see a life 
prescheduled to only 80 percent, leaving a margin for responding to the unexpected” 
(Swenson, p. 70). 
 
Pair Brainstorm/Round Table Sharing 
List tactics for creating life margin.  
Be ready to share one idea with the large group. 
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Behaviors that Create Life Margin 
 
1. The first step in creating margin is to pay attention to your energy levels. Becoming 

aware of when you have a lot of energy and when you don’t will allow you to make 
smarter decisions about how to structure your day. Some people do their most 
creative, high value work early in the morning while others are at their best late at 
night. 

a. Pay attention to your industry’s cycles of activity. Understanding and planning 
for them can help you sustain your energy over the long term. 

 
2. Get more sleep. Sleep helps you make smarter decisions and makes it more likely 

you’ll accomplish your goals. 
a. Exactly how much sleep is necessary depends on the person, but for most 

people the range is between 6.5 to 8 hours. Make this a non-negotiable in 
your life. 

 
3. Schedule in margin. Protect your margin time as an appointment with yourself that 

is just as immovable as you would consider an appointment with someone else. 
 

4. Focus on high pay off activities. 
 
5. Take an extra 15 minutes. 15 minutes before a meeting will give you time to 

mentally prepare and visualize the outcome you want from the meeting. The 15 
minutes after the meeting will give you the chance to process notes and distribute 
follow-up or action items. 
 

6. Practice saying no. If you are saying “yes” to everyone else all the time then you are 
saying “no” to having any space or margin in your life. 
 

7. Limit social media. 
 

8. Take on fewer meetings. The outcome of good meetings is action items. The more 
meetings you are in, the more action items you will have. 

 
 
Individual Reflection and Application 
In the space below write how creating life margin connects with your 2016 goals. What 
commitments will you make in the area of creating life margin? 


