
- THE WISDOM OF LIFE CONSISTS IN THE ELIMINATION OF NON-ESSENTIALS. —Lin Yutang 

- Now when a request would come in he would pause and evaluate the request against a 

tougher criteria: “Is this the very most important thing I should be doing with my time and 

resources right now?” 

- In this example is the basic value proposition of Essentialism: only once you give yourself 

permission to stop trying to do it all, to stop saying yes to everyone, can you make your highest 

contribution towards the things that really matter. 

- Have you ever found yourself stretched too thin? Have you ever felt both overworked and 

underutilised? Have you ever found yourself majoring in minor activities? Do you ever feel 

busy but not productive? Like you’re always in motion, but never getting anywhere? If you 

answered yes to any of these, the way out is the way of the Essentialist. 

- Essentialism is not about how to get more things done; it’s about how to get the right things 

done. It doesn’t mean just doing less for the sake of less either. It is about making the wisest 

possible investment of your time and energy in order to operate at your highest point of 

contribution by doing only what is essential. 

- “Why is it,” I wonder, “that we have so much more ability inside of us than we often choose 

to utilise?” 

- He was making a millimetre of progress in a million directions. He was overworked and 

underutilised. That’s when I sketched out for him the image on the left in the figure here. He 

stared at it for the longest time in uncharacteristic silence. Then he said, with more than a hint 

of emotion, “That is the story of my life!” Then I sketched the image on the right. “What would 

happen if we could figure out the one thing you could do that would make the highest 

contribution?” I asked him. He responded sincerely: “That is the question.” 

- As Peter Drucker said, “In a few hundred years, when the history of our time will be written 

from a long-term perspective, it is likely that the most important event historians will see is 

not technology, not the Internet, not e-commerce. It is an unprecedented change in the 

human condition. For the first time – literally – substantial and rapidly growing numbers of 

people have choices. For the first time, they will have to manage themselves. And society is 

totally unprepared for it.” 

- Here’s how an Essentialist would approach that wardrobe. 

- If you’re not quite there, ask the killer question: “If I didn’t already own this, how much would 

I spend to buy it?” This usually does the trick. 

- Instead, we can conduct an advanced search and ask three questions: “What do I feel deeply 

inspired by?” and “What am I particularly talented at?” and “What meets a significant need in 

the world?” 

- These three elements – explore, eliminate, execute – are not separate events as much as a 

cyclical process. And when we apply them consistently we are able to reap greater and greater 

benefits. 



- When we forget our ability to choose, we learn to be helpless. Drip by drip we allow our 

power to be taken away until we end up becoming a function of other people’s choices – or 

even a function of our own past choices. 

- certain types of effort yield higher rewards than others. 

- Working hard is important. But more effort does not necessarily yield more results. “Less but 

better” does. 

- Most people have heard of the “Pareto Principle,” the idea, introduced as far back as the 

1790s by Vilfredo Pareto, that 20 per cent of our efforts produce 80 per cent of results. Much 

later, in 1951, in his Quality-Control Handbook, Joseph Moses Juran, one of the fathers of the 

quality movement, expanded on this idea and called it “the Law of the Vital Few.”2 His 

observation was that you could massively improve the quality of a product by resolving a tiny 

fraction of the problems. He found a willing test audience for this idea in Japan, which at the 

time had developed a rather poor reputation for producing low-cost, low-quality goods. By 

adopting a process in which a high percentage of effort and attention was channelled towards 

improving just those few things that were truly vital, he made the phrase “made in Japan” 

take on a totally new meaning. And gradually, the quality revolution led to Japan’s rise as a 

global economic power.3 Distinguishing the “trivial many” from the “vital few” can be applied 

to every kind of human endeavour large or small and has been done so persuasively by Richard 

Koch, author of several books on how to apply the Pareto Principle (80/20 Rule) to everyday 

life.4 Indeed, the examples are everywhere. 

- According to the power law theory, certain efforts actually produce exponentially more 

results than others. For example, as Nathan Myhrvold, the former chief technology officer for 

Microsoft, has said (and then confirmed to me in person), “The top software developers are 

more productive than average software developers not by a factor of 10X or 100X or even 

1,000X but by 10,000X.” 

- This is why an Essentialist takes the time to explore all his options. The extra investment is 

justified because some things are so much more important that they repay the effort invested 

in finding those things tenfold. 

- STRATEGY IS ABOUT MAKING CHOICES, TRADE-OFFS. IT’S ABOUT DELIBERATELY CHOOSING 

TO BE DIFFERENT. —Michael Porter 

- In the simplest terms, straddling means keeping your existing strategy intact while 

simultaneously also trying to adopt the strategy of a competitor. One of the most visible 

attempts at the time was made by Continental Airlines. They called their new point-to-point 

service Continental Lite. 

- A non-Essentialist approaches every trade-off by asking, “How can I do both?” Essentialists 

ask the tougher but ultimately more liberating question, “Which problem do I want?” An 

Essentialist makes trade-offs deliberately. She acts for herself rather than waiting to be acted 

upon. As economist Thomas Sowell wrote: “There are no solutions. There are only trade-offs.” 



- Jim Collins, the author of the business classic Good to Great, was once told by Peter Drucker 

that he could either build a great company or build great ideas but not both. Jim chose ideas. 

As a result of this trade-off there are still only three full-time employees in his company, yet 

his ideas have reached tens of millions of people through his writing. 

- Essentialists see trade-offs as an inherent part of life, not as an inherently negative part of 

life. Instead of asking, “What do I have to give up?” they ask, “What do I want to go big on?” 

The cumulative impact of this small change in thinking can be profound. 

- To discern what is truly essential we need space to think, time to look and listen, permission 

to play, wisdom to sleep, and the discipline to apply highly selective criteria to the choices we 

make. 

- We need space to escape in order to discern the essential few from the trivial many. 

Unfortunately, in our time-starved era we don’t get that space by default – only by design. 

- For some reason there is a false association with the word focus. As with choice, people tend 

to think of focus as a thing. Yes, focus is something we have. But focus is also something we 

do. 

- Inspired by Newton, I took a similar, if perhaps less extreme, approach to writing this book. 

I blocked off eight hours a day to write: from 5 a.m. to 1 p.m., five days a week. The basic rule 

was no e-mail, no calls, no appointments, and no interruptions until after 1 p.m. I didn’t always 

achieve it, but the discipline made a big difference. I set my e-mail automatic replies to explain 

that I was in “monk mode” until after the book was complete. It is difficult to overstate how 

much freedom I found in this approach. By creating space to explore, think, and write, I not 

only got my book done faster but gained control over how I spent the rest of my time. 

- “In that instant,” Ephron recalled, “I realised that journalism was not just about regurgitating 

the facts but about figuring out the point. It wasn’t enough to know the who, what, when, and 

where; you had to understand what it meant. And why it mattered.” Ephron added, “He 

taught me something that works just as well in life as it does in journalism.” 

- I have seen play reverse these effects in my own children. When they are stressed and things 

feel out of control, I get them to draw. When they do, the change is almost immediate. The 

stress melts away and their ability to explore is regained. 

- Play doesn’t just help us to explore what is essential. It is essential in and of itself. 

- Our highest priority is to protect our ability to prioritise. 

- Think back to what happens to our wardrobes when we use the broad criterion, “Is there a 

chance that I will wear this someday in the future?” The wardrobe becomes cluttered with 

clothes we rarely wear. But if we ask, “Do I absolutely love this?” then we will be able to 

eliminate the clutter and have space for something better. We can do the same with other 

choices – whether big or small, significant or trivial – in every area of our 

- You can think of this as the 90 Per Cent Rule, and it’s one you can apply to just about every 

decision or dilemma. As you evaluate an option, think about the single most important 



criterion for that decision, and then simply give the option a score between 0 and 100. If you 

rate it any lower than 90 per cent, then automatically change the rating to 0 and simply reject 

it. This way you avoid getting caught up in indecision, or worse, getting stuck with the 60s or 

70s. Think about how you’d feel if you scored a 65 on some test. Why would you deliberately 

choose to feel that way about an important choice in your life? 

- Mastering this Essentialist skill, perhaps more than any other in this section, requires us to 

be vigilant about acknowledging the reality of trade-offs. By definition, applying highly 

selective criteria is a trade-off; sometimes you will have to turn down a seemingly very good 

option and have faith that the perfect option will soon come along. Sometimes it will, and 

sometimes it won’t, but the point is that the very act of applying selective criteria forces you 

to choose which perfect option to wait for, rather than letting other people, or the universe, 

choose for you. Like any Essentialist skill, it forces you to make decisions by design, rather than 

default. 

- On one occasion I saw the quietest and most junior member of the team push back on the 

most senior executive. She simply said, “Should we be taking on this account, given the criteria 

we have?” This had never happened until the criteria were made both selective and explicit. 

- First, they interview someone by phone. This is deliberate because they want to strip away 

all visual cues while forming their first impression. 

- If it isn’t a clear yes, then it’s a clear no. 

- Then Nancy read Jim Collins’s Good to Great, in which he contends if there’s one thing you 

are passionate about – and that you can be best at – you should do just that one thing. 

- Here’s a simple, systematic process you can use to apply selective criteria to opportunities 

that come your way. First, write down the opportunity. Second, write down a list of three 

“minimum criteria” the options would need to “pass” in order to be considered. Third, write 

down a list of three ideal or “extreme criteria” the options would need to “pass” in order to 

be considered. By definition, if the opportunity doesn’t pass the first set of criteria, the answer 

is obviously no. But if it also doesn’t pass two of your three extreme criteria, the answer is still 

no. 

- Instead, why not conduct an advanced search and ask three questions: “What am I deeply 

passionate about?” and “What taps my talent?” and “What meets a significant need in the 

world?” Naturally there won’t be as many pages to view, but that is the point of the exercise. 

We aren’t looking for a plethora of good things to do. We are looking for the one where we 

can make our absolutely highest point of contribution. 

- Enric is one of those relatively rare examples of someone who is doing work that he loves, 

that taps his talent, and that serves an important need in the world. 

- If you’re not quite ready to part with that metaphorical blazer, ask the killer question: “If I 

didn’t already own this, how much would I spend to buy it?” 

- “What will I say no to?” This is the question that will uncover your true priorities. It is the 

question that will reveal the best path forward for your team. It is the question that will 



uncover your true purpose and help you make the highest level of contribution not only to 

your own goals but to the mission of your organisation. It is that question that can deliver the 

rare and precious clarity necessary to achieve game-changing breakthroughs in your career, 

and in your life. 

- When I ask people, “What do you really want out of your career over the next five years?” I 

am still taken aback by how few people can answer the question. 

- When Martha Lane Fox was asked by the British prime minister to be the United Kingdom’s 

first “Digital Champion,” she had the opportunity to create a description for this newly created 

role. You can just imagine all the vague, uninspired, or jargony ways Martha might have tried 

to explain it; it was a Dilbert comic strip waiting to happen. Instead, Martha and her team 

came up with this essential intent: “To get everyone in the UK online by the end of 2012.” 

- Brad Pitt, who, appalled by the lack of progress in rebuilding New Orleans after Hurricane 

Katrina, had started an organisation called “Make It Right” with the essential intent “to build 

150 affordable, green, storm-resistant homes for families living in the Lower 9th Ward.” 

- As it happens, Cynthia’s father was the management thinker Stephen R. Covey (author of 

The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People) who had passed away only weeks before Cynthia 

told me this story. So it was with deep emotion she recalled that evening in San Francisco. His 

simple decision “Bonded him to me forever because I knew what mattered most to him was 

me!” she said.5 

- Stephen R. Covey, one of the most respected and widely read business thinkers of his 

generation, was an Essentialist. Not only did he routinely teach Essentialist principles – like 

“The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing” 

- A true Essentialist, Peter Drucker believed that “people are effective because they say no.” 

- A case in point is the time the graphic designer Paul Rand had the guts to say no to Steve 

Jobs.10 When Jobs was looking for a logo for the company NeXT, he asked Rand, whose work 

included the logos for IBM, UPS, Enron, Westinghouse, and ABC, to come up with a few 

options. But Rand didn’t want to come up with “a few options.” He wanted to design just one 

option. So Rand said: “No. I will solve your problem for you. And you will pay me. And you 

don’t have to use the solution. If you want options go and talk to other people. But I will solve 

the problem the best way I know how. And you use it or not. That’s up to you.” Not 

surprisingly, Rand solved the problem and created the “jewel” logo Jobs wanted, but the real 

lesson here is the effect Rand’s “push back” had on Jobs, who later said of Rand, “He is one of 

the most professional people I have ever worked with: in the sense that he had thought 

through all of the formal relationship between a client and a professional such as himself.” 

Rand took a risk when he said no. He bet a short-term popularity loss for a long-term gain in 

respect. And it paid off. 

- Essentialists accept they cannot be popular with everyone all of the time. Yes, saying no 

respectfully, reasonably, and gracefully can come at a short-term social cost. 



- Say, “Yes. What should I deprioritise?” Saying no to a senior leader at work is almost 

unthinkable, even laughable, for many people. 

- Tom Friel, the former CEO of Heidrick &amp; Struggles, once said to me, “We need to learn 

the slow ‘yes’ and the quick ‘no.’ ” 

- An Essentialist has the courage and confidence to admit his or her mistakes and uncommit, 

no matter the sunk costs. 

- Asks, “If I weren’t already invested in this project, how much would I invest in it now?” 

- one study demonstrating the power of the endowment effect, the Nobel Prize-winning 

researcher Daniel Kahneman and colleagues randomly gave coffee mugs to only half the 

subjects in an experiment.5 The first group was asked how much they would be willing to sell 

their mug for, while the second group was asked what they would be willing to pay for it. It 

turned out the students who “owned” the mugs refused to sell for less than $5.25, while those 

without the cups were willing to pay only $2.25 to $2.75. The mere fact of ownership, in other 

words, caused the mug owners to value the objects more highly and made them less willing 

to part with them. 

- You can apply zero-based budgeting to your own endeavours. Instead of trying to budget 

your time on the basis of existing commitments, assume that all bets are off. All previous 

commitments are gone. Then begin from scratch, 

- That may be one reason why Stephen King has written, “To write is human, to edit is divine.” 

- In filtering out 7 companies from 20,400, the authors found that the ones that executed most 

successfully did not have any better ability to predict the future than their less successful 

counterparts. Instead, they were the ones who acknowledged they could not predict the 

unexpected and therefore prepared better.5 

- Have you ever underestimated how long a task will take? If you have, you are far from alone. 

The term for this very common phenomenon is the “planning fallacy.”6 This term, coined by 

Daniel Kahneman in 1979, refers to people’s tendency to underestimate how long a task will 

take, even when they have actually done the task before. In one study thirty-seven students 

were asked how long they thought it would take them to complete their thesis. 

- One way to protect against this is simply to add a 50 per cent buffer to the amount of time 

we estimate it will take to complete a task or project (if 50 per cent seems overly generous, 

consider how frequently things actually do take us 50 per cent longer than expected). So if 

you have an hour set aside for a conference call, block off an additional thirty minutes. 

- We can apply these five questions to our own attempts at building buffers. Think of the most 

important project you are trying to get done at work or at home. Then ask the following five 

questions: (1) What risks do you face on this project? (2) What is the worst-case scenario? (3) 

What would the social effects of this be? (4) What would the financial impact of this be? and 

(5) How can you invest to reduce risks or strengthen financial or social resilience? Your answer 

to that fifth and crucial question will point you to buffers – perhaps adding another 20 per 

cent to the project’s budget, or getting a PR person on board to handle any potential negative 



press, or calling a board meeting to manage shareholder expectations – that you can create 

to safeguard you against unknowable events. 

- Then he is mentored by a professor who tells him he can make incredible progress in a short 

time if only he can find the plant’s “constraints.” Constraints, he is told, are the obstacles 

holding the whole system back. 

- The question is this: What is the “slowest hiker” in your job or your life? What is the obstacle 

that is keeping you back from achieving what really matters to you? By systematically 

identifying and removing this “constraint” you’ll be able to significantly reduce the friction 

keeping you from executing what is essential. 

- Essentialists don’t default to Band-Aid solutions. Instead of looking for the most obvious or 

immediate obstacles, they look for the ones slowing down progress. They ask, “What is getting 

in the way of achieving what is essential?” While the non-Essentialist is busy applying more 

and more pressure and piling on more and more solutions, the Essentialist simply makes a 

one-time investment in removing obstacles. This approach goes beyond just solving problems; 

it’s a method of reducing your efforts to maximise your results. 

- Aristotle talked about three kinds of work, whereas in our modern world we tend to 

emphasise only two. The first is theoretical work, for which the end goal is truth. The second 

is practical work, where the objective is action. But there is a third: it is poietical work.2 The 

philosopher Martin Heidegger described poiesis as a “bringing-forth.” 

- Often we don’t take the time to really think about which efforts will produce results and 

which will not. But even when we do, it is easier to think of execution in terms of addition 

rather than subtraction. If we want to sell more products, then we get more salespeople. If 

we want to produce more output, then we ramp up production. There is clearly evidence to 

support this approach. However, there is another way to think of improving results. Instead 

of focusing on the efforts and resources we need to add, the Essentialist focuses on the 

constraints or obstacles we need to remove. 

- The way of the Essentialist is different. Instead of trying to accomplish it all – and all at once 

– and flaring out, the Essentialist starts small and celebrates progress. Instead of going for the 

big, flashy wins that don’t really matter, the Essentialist pursues small and simple wins in areas 

that are essential. 

- Multiply that type of positive interaction by forty thousand times a year for ten years and 

you can sense why it started to make a difference. Each time a young person was recognised 

and commended for doing something good, he or she was that much more motivated to 

continue doing good until, eventually, doing good became natural and effortless. 

- Harvard Business Review articles of all time, Frederick Herzberg reveals research showing 

that the two primary internal motivators for people are achievement and recognition for 

achievement.4 More recently, Teresa Amabile and Steven Kramer gathered anonymous diary 

entries from hundreds of people and covering thousands of workdays. On the basis of these 

hundreds of thousands of reflections, Amabile and Kramer concluded that “everyday progress 

– even a small win” can make all the difference in how people feel and perform. “Of all the 



things that can boost emotions, motivation, and perceptions during a workday, the single 

most important is making progress in meaningful work,” they said.5 

- As former Stanford professor and educator Henry B. Eyring has written, “My experience has 

taught me this about how people and organizations improve: the best place to look is for small 

changes we could make in the things we do often. There is power in steadiness and 

repetition.” 

- My wife Anna and I have tried to apply these ideas to our system of parenting. At one point, 

we had become concerned with how much screen time had crept into our family. Between 

television, computers, tablets, and smartphones it had become just too easy for the children 

to waste time on non-essential entertainment. But our attempts to get them to change these 

habits, as you can imagine, were met with friction. The children would complain whenever we 

turned the TV off or tried to limit their “screen time.” And we as the parents had to consciously 

police the situation, which took us away from doing things that were essential. So we 

introduced a token system.9 The children were given ten tokens at the beginning of the week. 

These could each be traded in for either thirty minutes of screen time or fifty cents at the end 

of the week, adding up to $5 or five hours of screen time a week. If a child read a book for 

thirty minutes, he or she would earn an additional token, which could also be traded in for 

screen time or for money. The results were incredible: overnight, screen time went down 90 

per cent, reading went up by the same amount, and the overall effort we had to put into 

policing the system went way, way down. In other words, non-essential activity dramatically 

decreased and essential activity dramatically increased. Once a small amount of initial effort 

was invested to set up the system, it worked without friction. 

- popular idea in Silicon Valley is “Done is better than perfect.”10 

- It is the process Pixar uses in their movies. Instead of starting with a script, they start with 

storyboards – or what have been described as the comic book version of a movie. They try 

ideas out and see what works. 

- Often just ten minutes invested in a project or assignment two weeks before it is due can 

save you much frantic and stressed-out scrambling at the eleventh hour. Take a goal or 

deadline you have coming up and ask yourself, “What is the minimal amount I could do right 

now to prepare?” 

- When we start small and reward progress, we end up achieving more than when we set big, 

lofty, and often impossible goals. And as a bonus, the act of positively reinforcing our 

successes allows us to reap more enjoyment and satisfaction out of the process. 

- ROUTINE, IN AN INTELLIGENT MAN, IS A SIGN OF AMBITION. —W. H. Auden 

- Phelps didn’t do this mental routine occasionally. He did it every day before he went to bed 

and every day when he woke up – for years. When Bob wanted to challenge him in practices 

he would shout, “Put in the videotape!” and Phelps would push beyond his limits. Eventually 

the mental routine was so deeply ingrained that Bob barely had to whisper the phrase, “Get 

the videotape ready,” before a race. Phelps was always ready to “hit play.” 



- The way of the Essentialist is different. The Essentialist designs a routine that makes 

achieving what you have identified as essential to the default position. Yes, in some instances 

an Essentialist still has to work hard, but with the right routine in place each effort yields 

exponentially greater results. 

- When faced with so many tasks and obligations that you can’t figure out which to tackle first, 

stop. Take a deep breath. Get present in the moment and ask yourself what is most important 

this very second – not what’s most important tomorrow or even an hour from now. If you’re 

not sure, make a list of everything vying for your attention and cross off anything that is not 

important right now. 

- After this I prioritised each list. Then I worked on each item on the “what is essential now” 

list one at a time. I just calmly worked through the list and erased each item when it was 

complete. By the time I went to sleep I had not only done all the things that needed to be 

executed at that moment, but I had executed them better and faster, because I was focused. 

- As the Dalai Lama, another true Essentialist, has said: “If one’s life is simple, contentment 

has to come. Simplicity is extremely important for happiness.” 

- NEVER DOUBT THAT A SMALL GROUP OF THOUGHTFUL, COMMITTED CITIZENS CAN CHANGE 

THE WORLD; INDEED, IT’S THE ONLY THING THAT EVER HAS. —Margaret Mead 

- LinkedIn CEO Jeff Weiner sees “fewer things done better” as the most powerful mechanism 

for leadership. 

- He uses the acronym FCS (a.k.a. FOCUS) to teach his philosophy to his employees. The letters 

stand for “Fewer things done better,” “Communicating the right information to the right 

people at the right time,” and “Speed and quality of decision making.” Indeed, this is what it 

means to lead essentially. 

- THE ELEMENTS OF LEADING AS AN ESSENTIALIST 

- The iconoclastic entrepreneur and venture capitalist Peter Thiel took “less but better” to an 

unorthodox level when he insisted that PayPal employees select one single priority in their 

role – and focus on that exclusively. As PayPal executive Keith Rabois recalls: “Peter required 

that everyone be tasked with exactly one priority. He would refuse to discuss virtually anything 

else with you except what was currently assigned as your No. 1 initiative. Even our annual 

review forms in 2001 required each employee to identify their single most valuable 

contribution to the company.”2 The result was the employees were empowered to do 

anything within the confines of that clearly defined role that they felt would make a high level 

of contribution to the shared mission of the company. 


