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1

the prison of availability

One of my clients is a television news producer in his late 
twenties. He comes into his therapy sessions every week 
with two smartphones. He places one on each arm of the 

chair he sits in. Throughout our sessions, the devices light up at least 
ten times (between the two), if not more. He glances down at his 
technology a minimum of once per minute. We talk about his need to 
keep the phones on and to always be available to what messages might 
be coming in from the office. He is aware that such behavior increases 
his state of anxiety and keeps him from being able to be fully present 
in his sessions or anywhere else. Still, he does not feel it is in his power 
to turn the phones off, not even during his therapy. He believes that 
his profession requires and deserves his attention around the clock 
and that if he is not available when a new story comes in, he could 
potentially miss out on an opportunity to make a name for himself in 
his professional world. The next story could be the one that rockets 
him to producer stardom. Furthermore, if something happens on a 
story that he’s already covering, he believes he is the only one who can 
take care of what needs to be done. He has come to view himself as 
fundamentally irreplaceable, even for fifty minutes, in the process of 
the news being reported properly. 

Another client recently interviewed for a job with an executive 
in the marketing industry. The executive explained that if she were 
to get the job as his assistant, it would mean that she would have to 
keep her phone on 24/7 and be constantly available to the needs of 
the job. This included sleep time, bathroom visits, and, of course, 
holidays. She was never to be without or even out of sight of her 
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phone. While it may sound extreme, for people starting out in careers 
these days, uninterrupted availability is the assumed expectation of 
many employers — and what employees demand of themselves as well. 
When an employer provides a cell phone to an employee, there is 
an assumption that the employee will be available to answer it. The 
line between work life and personal life is now blurred. As Arnold 
Bakker, a professor of work and organizational psychology at Erasmus 
University Rotterdam, framed it, “The smartphone is the Trojan horse 
through which work sneaks into the home.”1 Even for those who have 
solidly established professions or for whom technology makes working 
remotely a much-appreciated option, still, constant connectivity and 
überavailability are now the norm and not the exception. 

It is not just our professions to which we believe we must remain 
überavailable in the age of technology. As parents, we feel that we must 
be relentlessly on call to our children’s needs. One woman I know 
takes every FaceTime request from her child, regardless of what she 
is doing. The fact that her child wants to be with her (on technology) 
means that she should make herself available. When many of the par-
ents I know consider powering off for a moment, they are stymied by 
such thoughts as What if it’s my child really wanting or even needing me 
at the other end of that ding? What if it’s that time when something really 
bad has happened? 

I notice that, like the news producer, the mothers of young chil-
dren (and older children too) no longer turn their phones off during 
their therapy sessions. While they don’t generally leave them in full 
view, nonetheless the phones are there, chiming softly inside their bags 
and being attended to when they do ring — just in case. “Just in case,” 
in fact, has become the new guiding principle by which most parents 
live. We can’t not be available now that technology has gifted us with 
the possibility of being available. To be unavailable when we could be 
available would be, as one mother put it, neglectful. The idea of our 
child receiving a voicemail and not our direct and immediate atten-
tion has become synonymous with abandonment. 

Before mobile devices made around-the-clock communication pos-
sible and expected, it was generally only in the case of life or death, 
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when a relative or other person close to us was sick, that we made our-
selves unceasingly available, staying close to the phone at all times, just 
in case it might bring news. It was in the face of a potential emergency 
that we felt it necessary to live in a state of hyperreadiness, to be on 
call without a break. What’s different now is that we are living in this 
state of hyperreadiness around the clock. In fact, we are not only living 
this way, we believe that we must live this way. As one friend explained, 

“The biggest fear when my smartphone goes dead is that everyone will 
think I’m receiving what they’re sending me, regardless of whether I 
respond.” When someone sends a text, there is an assumption that we 
are reading it right then, the instant it appears. (Of course, our phone 
is on, and we are checking it!) This assumption makes many of us feel 
like we have to do something with or about every communication that 
lands on our screen — reward the sender immediately with the flashing 
dots of our on-the-way response. 

The definition of “being available” is being able to be used or 
obtained, to be at someone’s disposal. Our basic state is now one of 
being at someone or something else’s disposal without pause. Unfortu-
nately, relentless availability creates relentless stress. Most of us know 
the anxiety we experience when someone we love is ill and we are on 
alert, constantly waiting. We now live that stress, to some degree, all 
the time, and it is as damaging as a situational, short-term state of 
acute stress. Actually, in some ways it is worse, because the demand 
for hyperavailability never eases and the situation that requires such 
availability is never resolved. We never get that phone call that allows 
us to finally stop listening for it. As one woman I know put it, “It’s 
like never quite being finished with the job, whatever that job may be.” 
Our new resting state is one that doesn’t allow for real rest; a part of us 
must remain always at the ready, as if about to leap out of the starting 
gate. Although we may have gotten used to it, and thus not notice it 
as abnormal or even uncomfortable, we are living in what is really an 
ongoing fight or flight state. 

It is important that we remember we are human beings and not 
robots. Unlike robots, we need to experience rest, but rest with con-
sciousness and not just rest when we are asleep. We need time to 
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be awake but not ready and available — to our boss, clients, partner, 
friends, and even our children. Even the busiest, most responsible, 
indispensable, or in-demand person can create small spaces to step 
off the hamster wheel of others’ needs. When we award ourselves the 
opportunity to turn off the access button to the rest of the world, we 
experience a profound reduction in stress, not just on a mental level 
but also on a cellular level. Being fully off duty allows us to reboot our 
own systems, both body and mind. We need this kind of rest to rees-
tablish well-being and, indeed, to be truly available during those times 
when we claim to be available.

It’s a vicious cycle: the more available we become, the more we 
believe we must be available. The belief itself is a part of the very 
system that creates it. Here are some other beliefs: 

 • We can’t be important in life and to others on just a 
part-time basis.

 • Time by ourselves is time taken away from those who 
need us. 

 • Our level of importance is directly proportionate to the 
level of our availability.

 • If we aren’t there when people need us, we won’t be needed. 

 • We never have enough time.

 • We’ll rest when we’re dead. 

These are the new truths by which we measure ourselves and our lives. 
We have created and locked ourselves inside a prison of inescapable effort. 

While many of us do not believe that we have the choice to make 
ourselves unavailable, periodically we are aware that hyperavailability 
makes us feel tired, harried, and burned out. To escape the demands of 
perpetual availability, two women I know take breaks by cruising the 
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high seas. In both cases, it’s not because they particularly love ships or 
sailing, but because they feel that out in the middle of the sea is the 
only place where they are entitled to be unreachable, the vastness of 
the ocean between them and the rest of the world somehow providing 
them with the permission they need.

People try to cope with the demands of constant availability in all 
sorts of ways. Some people deal with availability stress by becoming 
more reliant on substances. The substance provides them with a sense 
of calm and offers an invitation to live more in line with their wants 
and not their shoulds. 

In addition to substance use, relentless availability causes some 
people to disconnect from their own feelings. They walk around like 
emotional robots, answering every phone call, text, and email on a 
moment’s notice, never stopping to ask if this kind of life is working 
for them or how they feel being constantly on call. It seems that the 
only way some people can bear the demands of availability is to turn 
themselves off to the actual experience of what it’s like to have to be 
so available, to behave as if it’s normal to be a twenty-four-hour ser-
vice provider. When we react in this way, we succeed to some degree 
in avoiding the stress, dissatisfaction, and overwhelm we are carrying, 
but in so doing, we also turn away from our own hearts and real truth. 
We cannot live a fully joyful (or aware) life when we are shut down to 
a primary part of our life experience. 

But rather than finding more ways to cope with the demands of 
availability, we ought to be focusing on whether we agree with such 
demands — those of others, society in general, and our newly condi-
tioned selves. Rather than blindly accepting that we have to live this 
way, we ought to be examining the very belief system out of which our 
compliance arises.

There is a particular kind of relaxation experience that is a direct 
result of and only achieved by the act of bringing our attention to the 
present moment only, just this one singular moment — that is, not 
having our attention scattered in one hundred different directions at 
once. It is precisely the opposite of the stress, fatigue, and depres-
sive symptoms that arise with heavy technology use.2 When invited 
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to be in just one place at one time, just here, we experience a sense of 
calm presence available to only this moment. However, being present 
requires that all of us be here now, not merely a piece of us. We experi-
ence presence when we give ourselves permission to land where we are 
completely and not keep a part of ourselves separate and reserved for 
what might come in from the outside. Ironically, although we demand 
of ourselves that we be available at all times — to everyone else and to 
the world at large — we do not provide ourselves with the same avail-
ability we believe everyone else deserves. We do not hold ourselves at 
the same level of importance as we hold all others. 

Instead, we need to bring awareness to the new demands on our 
availability, recognize the effects that hyperreadiness has on us, and 
invoke the courage to decide for ourselves how available we actually 
want to be, when, and to whom. Even soldiers at war, men and women 
in true emergencies, are awarded the right to be, sometimes, at ease. 
Such a need is not a selfish demand but a biological desire and a vital 
building block in the creation of internal equanimity, as well as a 
requirement for basic mental and physical health. 

Right now, stop what you are doing for just a moment. Can you 
feel this breath? And then the next one? And the next? See if you can 
take three conscious breaths, right now. Feel the breath directly in 
your body, entering and exiting. While turning off our phone is one 
path to breaking the stress of chronic availability, we can also find 
relief through a simple dip into our breath or into any of the body’s 
senses. When we take a single conscious breath, or pause to feel the 
sensations in our body or to listen to the sounds coming into our ears, 
we turn the tables on perpetual availability and become available to 
ourselves in the deepest way. Diving into our own present-moment 
awareness, through the breath, through the senses, is the most simple 
and direct medicine for the condition of constant availability. Try it 
now: enter your body’s experience, arrive here, and make yourself fully 
available to you. 

In addition to conscious breathing (or sensing), try the following: 
schedule a time today to spend fifteen minutes being unreachable, 
entirely. If it helps to tell those who might want to contact you that 
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you will be unavailable, do so. Notice the sensations in your body 
when you are unavailable, as well as the thoughts and feelings that 
arise. Don’t react or judge. Just notice what is happening inside you in 
this off-duty space. If possible, practice this on a daily basis. 
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