
The One Thing by Gary Keller 
 
As you probably know, Gary Keller is the founder of Keller Williams Realty Group. 
 
He has done a brilliant job building an incredible company.  His status within the agent ranks at Keller 
Williams is almost mythical.  He is like a Steve Jobs, Warren Buffet, Michael Jackson type. 
 
The book is very well written.  The subject matter is very near and dear to my heart.  I suffer from the 
shiny object syndrome.  Show me a magical unicorn, and I’ll chase it!  Until the mermaid or show pony 
happens by, then I’m chasing it. 
 
What I’ve found in life and in business, whenever I get frazzled.  Whenever I’m spinning my wheels, 
expending energy but going nowhere… I like to slow everything down and focus on one thing. 
 
What is the most important “thing” I can do right now? 
 
That question almost always has a focusing and stress reducing impact on me.  Now take a deep breath, 
and DO IT! 
 
Here are my notes on one of my favorite books.  The title says it all… The One Thing. 
 
Enjoy!   
 

Pg. 7 

(From City Slickers) 

Curly: Do you know what the secret of life is? 

Mitch: No. What? 

Curly: This. [He holds up one finger.] 

Mitch: Your finger? 

Curly: One thing. Just one thing. You stick to that and everything else don’t mean sh*t.  

Mitch: That’s great, but what’s the “one thing”? 

Curly: That’s what you’ve got to figure out.  

 

That ONE Thing is the best approach to getting what you want.  

Pg. 9 

“What’s the ONE Thing you can do this week such that by doing it everything else would be easier or 

unnecessary?” 

Where I’d had huge success, I had narrowed my concentration to one thing, and where my success 

varied, my focus had too.  



If everyone has the same number of hours in a day, why do some people seem to get so much more 

done than others? 

The answer is they make getting to the heart of things the heart of their approach. They go small.  

Pg. 10 

“Going small” is ignoring all the things you could do and doing what you should do. It’s recognizing that 

not all things matter equally and finding the things that matter most.  

It’s realizing that extraordinary results are directly determined by how narrow you can make your focus. 

You want your achievements to add up, but that actually takes subtraction, not addition. You need to be 

doing fewer things for more effect instead of doing more things with side effects.  

Pg. 16 

Extraordinary success is sequential, not simultaneous. 

You do the right thing and then you do the next right thing.  

Success builds on success.  

When you see someone who has a lot of money, they earned it over time.  

They key is over time. Success is built sequentially. It’s one thing at a time.  

Pg. 19 

“There can only be one most important thing. Many things may be important, but only one can be the 

most important.” –Ross Garber 

No one is self-made.  

Pg. 20 

Everyone has one person who either means the most to them or was the first to influence, train, or 

manage them. No one succeeds alone. No one.  

Pg. 21 

Passion for something leads to disproportionate time practicing or working at it. That time spent 

eventually translates to skill, and when skill improves, results improve. Better results generally lead to 

more enjoyment, and more passion and more ime is invested. It can be a virtuous cycle all the way to 

extraordinary results.  

Pg. 22 

“Success demands singleness of purpose.” –Vince Lombardi 



The ONE Thing shows up time and again in the lives of the successful because it’s a fundamental truth. 

Applying the ONE Thing to your work—and in your life—is the simplest and smartest thing you can do to 

propel yourself toward the success you want.  

Pg. 24 

The unintended consequence of abundance is that we are bombarded with more information and 

choices in a day than our ancestors received in a lifetime.  

The ONE Thing sits at the heart of success and is the starting point for achieving extraordinary results.  

Pg. 28 

“It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. It’s what you know for sure that just ain’t so.” –

Mark Twain 

Pg. 29 

The ONE Thing becomes difficult because we’ve unfortunately bought into too many others—and more 

often than not those “other things” muddle our thinking, misguide our actions, and sidetrack our 

success.  

Life is too short to chase unicorns.  

The real solutions we seek are almost always hiding in plain sight; 

Pg. 30 

The six lies between you and success 

1. Everything Matters Equally 

2. Multitasking 

3. A Disciplined Life 

4. Willpower Is Always on Will-Call 

5. A Balanced Life 

6. Big Is Bad 

Pg. 32 

“Things which matter most must never be at the mercy of things which matter least.” –Johann Wolfgang 

von Goethe 

Pg. 33 

Equality is a lie. It all becomes our choice. And when our lives are defined by our choices, the all-

important question becomes, How do we make good ones? 



Lacking a clear formula for making decisions, we get reactive and fall back on familiar, comfortable ways 

to decide what to do.  

Activity is often unrelated to productivity, and busyness rarely takes care of business.  

Pg. 34 

Knocking out a hundred tasks for whatever the reason is a poor substitute for doing even one task that’s 

meaningful. Not everything matters equally, and success isn’t a game won by whoever does the most. 

Pg. 35 

Achievers always work from a clear sense of priority. 

Instead of a to-do list, you need a success list—a list that is purposefully created around extraordinary 

results. To-do lists tend to be long; success lists are short. One pulls you in all directions; the othe aims 

you in a specific direction.  

Pg. 37 

Richard Koch, in his book the 80/20 Principle, defined it about as well as anyone: “The 80/20 Principle 

asserts that a minority of causes, inputs, or effort usually lead to a majority of the results, outputs, or 

rewards.”  

A small amount of causes creates most of the results. Just the right input creates most of the output. 

Selected effort creates almost all of the rewards.  

Pg. 38 

The majority of what you want will come from the minority of what you do. Extraordinary results are 

disproportionately created by fewer actions than most realize.  

A to-do list becomes a success list when you apply Pareto’s Principle to it.  

I want you to take Pareto’s Principle to an extreme. I want you to go small by identifying the 20 percent, 

and then I want you to go even smaller by finding the vital few of the vital few.  

Pg. 40 

You can actually take 20 percent of the 20 percent of the 20 percent and continue until you get to the 

single most important thing.  

Start with as large a list as you want, but develop the mindset that you will whittle your way from there 

to the critical few and not stop until you end with the essential ONE. The imperative ONE. The ONE 

Thing.  

Pg. 41 



The inequality of effort for results is everywhere in your life if you will simply look for it. And if you apply 

this principle, it will unlock the success you seek in anything that matters to you.  

BIG IDEAS 

1. Go small. Don’t focus on being busy; focus on being productive. Allow what matters most to 

drive your day.  

2. Go extreme. Once you’ve figured out what actually matters, keep asking what matters most 

until there is only one thing left. That core activity goes at the top of your success list.  

3. Say no. Say “not now” to anything else you could do until your most important work is done.  

4. Don’t get trapped in the “check off” game.  

Pg. 42 

The truth is that things don’t matter equally and success is found in doing what matters most.  

Doing the most important thing is always the most important thing.  

Pg. 43 

“To do two things at once is to do neither.” –Publilius Syrus 

Pg. 44 

“But it turns out that high multitaskers are suckers for irrelevancy.” 

Multitasking is a lie.  

Pg. 46 

It’s not that we have too little time to do all the things we need to do, it’s that we feel the need to do 

too many things in the time we have.  

Researchers estimate that workers are interrupted every 11 minutes and then spend almost a third of 

their day recovering from these distractions.  

Multitasking is a scam.  

Pg. 48 

Task switching exacts a cost 

Pg. 49 

…talk and walk at the same time 



If you were trying to talk a passenger through landing a DC-10, you’d stop walking. Likewise, if you were 

walking across a gorge on a rope bridge, you’d likely stop talking. You can do two things at once, but you 

can’t focus effectively on two things at once.  

Pg. 50  

You simply can’t effectively focus on two important things at the same time.  

Here’s the short list of how multitasking short-circuits us: 

2. The more time you spend switched to another task, the less likely you are to get back to your original 

task. This is how loose ends pile up.  

3. Bounce between one activity and another and you lose time as your brain reorients to the new task. 

Researchers estimate we lose 28 percent of an average workday to multitasking ineffectiveness.  

4. Chronic multitaskers develop a distorted sense of how long it takes to do things.  

5. Multitaskers make more mistakes than non-multitaskers.  

6. Multitaskers experience more life-reducing, happiness-squelching stress.  

Pg. 51 

(“Driving to Distraction”) on the dangers of driving while texting or using cell phones. He found that 

distracted driving is responsible for 16 percent of all traffic fatalities and nearly half a million injuries 

annually.  

Pg. 52 

Why would we ever tolerate multitasking when we’re doing our most important work? 

“The people we live with and work with on a daily basis deserve our full attention. When we give people 

segmented attention, piecemeal time, switching back and forth, the switching cost is higher than just 

the time involved. We end up damaging relatinships.” 

Pg. 53 

BIG IDEAS 

1. Distraction is natural.  

2. Multitasking takes a toll.  

3. Distraction undermines results. When you try to do too much at once, you can end up doing 

nothing well.  

Pg. 54 



The truth is we don’t need any more discipline than we already have. We just need o direct and manage 

it a little better.  

Pg. 55 

Success is actually a short race—a sprint fueled by discipline just long enough for habits to kick in and 

take over.  

…regularly working at something until it regularly works for you. When you discipline yourself, you’re 

essentially training yourself to act in a specific way. Stay with this long enough and it becomes routine—

in other words, a habit.  

You don’t need to be a disciplined person to be successful. You can become successful with less 

discipline than you think, for one simple reason: success is about doing the right thing, not doing 

everything right. The trick to success is to choose the right habit and bring just enough discipline to 

establish it. That’s it.  

Pg. 57 

The fact of the matter is that aiming discipline at the right habit gives you license to be less disciplined in 

other areas. When you do the right thing, it can liberate you from having to monitor everything.  

The right discipline goes a long way, and habits are hard only in the beginning.  

Pg. 58 

University College of London…  In 2009, they asked the question: How long does it take to establish a 

new habit? The point of “automaticity” came when participants were 95 percent through the power 

curve and the effort needed to sustain it was about as low as it would get.  

 

Pg. 59 

The results suggest that it takes an average of 66 days to acquire a new habit.  

Self-help circles tend to preach that it takes 21 days to make a change, but modern science doesn’t back 

that up. It takes time to develop the right habit, so don’t give up too soon. Decide what the right one is, 

then give yourself all the time you need and apply all the discipline you can summon to develop it.  

It’s why those with the right habits seem to do better than others. They’re doing the most important 

thing regularly and, as a result, everything else is easier.  

BIG IDEAS 

1. Be a person of powerful habits and use selected discipline to develop them.  



2. Build one habit at a time. Success is sequential, not simultaneous. Super-successful people 

aren’t superhuman at all; they’ve just used selected discipline to develop a few significant 

habits. One at a time. Over time.  

3. Give each habit enough time. Stick with the discipline long enough for it to become routine. 

Habits, on average, take 66 days to form. Once a habit is solidly established, you can either build 

on that habit or, if appropriate, build another one.  

Harness the power of selected discipline to build the right habit, and extraordinary results will find you.  

Pg. 62 

I didn’t always have willpower. One moment I had it, the next—poof! I didn’t 

…reached a humbling conclusion: willpower isn’t on will-call. As powerful as my motivation was, my 

willpower wasn’t just sitting around waiting for my call, ready at any moment to enforce my will on 

anything I wanted. I was taken aback. I had always assumed that it would always be there. That I could 

simply access it whenever I wanted, to get whatever I wanted. I was wrong.  

Pg. 63 

Willpower is always on will-call is a lie.  

Toddler Torture- In the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, researcher Walter Mischel began methodically 

tormenting four-year-olds at Stanford University’s Bing Nursery School. More than 500 children were 

volunteered for the diabolical program by their own parents, many of whom would later, like millions of 

others, laugh mercilessly at videos of the squirming, miserable kids. The devilish experiment was called 

“The Marshmallow Test.” It was an interesting way to look at willpower.  

Kids were offered one of three treats—a pretzel, a cookie, or the now infamous marshmallow. The child 

was told that the researcher had to step away, and if he could wait 15 minutes until the researcher 

returned, he’d be awarded a second treat. One treat now or two later. (Michael knew they’d designed 

the test well when a few of the kids wanted to quit as soon as they explained the ground rules.) 

Left alone with a marshmallow they couldn’t eat, kids engaged in all kinds of delay strategies, from 

closing their eyes, pulling their own hair, and turning away, to hovering over, smelling, and even 

caressing their treats. On average, kids held out less than three minutes. And only three out of ten 

managed to delay their gratification until the researcher returned. It was pretty apparent most kids 

struggled with delayed gratification. Willpower was in short supply.  

Pg. 64 

Initially, no one assumed anything about what success or failure in the marshmallow test might say 

about a child’s future. That insight came about organically. Mischel’s three daughters attended Bing 

Nursery School, and over the next few years, he slowly began to see a pattern when he’d ask them 



about classmates who had participated in the experiment. Children who had successfully waited for the 

second treat seemed to be doing better. A lot better.  

Starting in 1981, Mischel began systematically tracking down the original subjects. He requested 

transcripts, compiled records, and mailed questionnaires in an attempt to measure their relative 

academic and social progress. His hunch was correct—willpower or the ability to delay gratification was 

a huge indicator of future success. Over the next 30-plus years, Mischel and his colleagues published 

numerous papers on how “high delayers” fated better. Success in the experiment predicted higher 

general academic achievement, SAT test scores that were on average 210 points higher, higher feelings 

of self-worth, and better stress management. One the other hand, “low delayers” were 30 percent more 

likely to be overweight and later suffered higher rates of drug addiction. When your mother told you “all 

good things come to those who wait,” she wasn’t kidding.  

Willpower is so important that using it effectively should be a higher priority. Unfortunately, since it’s 

not on will-call, putting it to its best use requires you to manage it. Just as with “the early bird gets the 

worm” and “makes hay while the sun shines,” willpower is a timing issue. When you have your will, you 

get your way. Although character is an essential element of willpower, the key to harnessing it is when 

you use it.  

Pg. 65 

Willpower has a limited battery life but can be recharged with some downtime. It’s a limited but 

renewable resource.  

Pg. 66 

The brain makes up 1/50th of our body mass but consumes a staggering 1/5th of the calories we burn for 

energy.  

Pg. 67 

The studies concluded that willpower is a mental muscle that doesn’t bounce back quickly. If you 

employ it for one task, there will be less power available for the next unless you refuel. To do our best, 

we literally have to feed our minds, which gives new credence to the old saw, “food for thought.” Foods 

that elevate blood sugar evenly over long periods, like complex carbohydrates and proteins, become the 

fuel of choice for high-achievers—literal proof that “you are what you eat.” 

Pg. 68 

When our willpower runs out, we all revert to our default settings. This begs the question: What are 

your default settings? If your willpower is dragging, will you grab the bag of carrots or the bag of chips? 

Will you be focusing on the work at hand or down for any distraction that drops in? When your most 

important work is done while your willpower wants, default will define your level of achievement. 

Average is often the result.  



Pg. 70 

You make doing what matters most a priority when your willpower is its highest. In other words, you 

give it the time of day it deserves.  

Pg. 71 

When it comes to willpower, timing is everything. You will need your willpower at full strength to ensure 

that when you’re doing the right thing, you don’t let anything distract you or steer you away from it. 

Then you need enough willpower the rest of the day to either support or avoid sabotaging what you’ve 

done.  

So, if you want to get the most out of your day, do your most important work—your ONE Thing—early… 

BIG IDEAS 

1. Don’t spread your willpower too thin.  

2. Monitor your fuel gauge.  

3. Time your task.  

Pg. 72 

Nothing ever achieves absolute balance. Nothing.  

Seen as something we ultimately attain, balance is actually something we constantly do. A “balanced 

life” is a myth—a misleading concept most accept as a worthy and attainable goal without ever stopping 

to truly consider it.  

Pg. 73 

A balanced life is a lie.  

The idea of balance is exactly that—an idea.  

This is a grand idea, but not a very practical one. Idealistic, but not realistic. Balance doesn’t exist.  

This is tough to conceive, much less believe, mainly because one of the most frequent laments is “I need 

more balance,” a common mantra for what’s missing in most lives. We hear about balance so much we 

automatically assume it’s exactly what we should be seeking. It’s not. Purpose, meaning, significance—

these are what makes a successful life. Seek them and you will most certainly live your life out of 

balance, criss-crossing an invisible middle line as you pursue your priorities. The act of living a full life by 

giving time to what matters is a balancing act. Extraordinary results require focused attention and time. 

Time on one thing means time away from another. This makes balance impossible.  

Pg. 75 



If you think of balance as the middle, then out of balance is when you’re away from it. Get too far away 

from the middle and you’re living at the extremes. The problem with living in the middle is that it 

prevents you from making extraordinary time commitments to anything. If your effort to attend to all 

things, everything gets shortchanged and nothing get its due.  

Pg. 76 

Knowing when to pursue the middle and when to pursue the extremes is in essence the true beginning 

of wisdom. Extraordinary results are achieved by this negotiation with your time. The reason we 

shouldn’t pursue balance is that the magic never happens in the middle; magic happens at the 

extremes.  

Pg. 78 

Time waits for no one. Push something to an extreme and postponement can become permanent.  

Pg. 79 

When you gamble with your time, you may be placing a bet you can’t cover.  

When we say we’re out of balance, we’re usually referring to a sense that some priorities—things that 

matter to us—are being underserved or unmet. The problem is that when you focus on what is truly 

important, something will always be underserved. No matter how hard you try, there will always be 

things left undone at the end of your day, week, month, year, and life. Trying to get them all done is 

folly. When the things that matter most get done, you’ll still be left with a sense of things being 

undone—a sense of imbalance. Leaving some things undone is a necessary tradeoff for extraordinary 

results.  

Pg. 80 

The idea of counterbalancing is that you never go so far that you can’t find your way back or stay so long 

that there is nothing waiting for you when you return.  

 

 

Pg. 81 

The key ingredient is focused time over time. To achieve an extraordinary result you must choose what 

matters most and give it all the time it demands. This requires getting extremely out of balance in 

relation to all other work issues, with only infrequent counterbalancing to address them.  

Whether or not to go out of balance isn’t really the question. The question is: “Do you go short or long?” 

In your personal life, go short and avoid long periods where you’re out of balance. Going short lets you 

stay connected to all the things that matter most and move them along together. In your professional 

life, go long and make peace with the idea that the pursuit of extraordinary results may require you to 



be out of balance for long periods. Going long allows you to focus on what matters most, even at the 

expense of other, lesser priorities. In your personal life, nothing gets left behind. At work it’s required.  

Pg. 82 

“imagine life is a game in which you are juggling five balls. The balls are called work, family, health, 

friends, and integrity. And you’re keeping all of them in the air. But one day you finally come to 

understand that work is a rubber ball. If you drop it, it will bounce back. The other four balls—family, 

health, friends, integrity—are made of glass. If you drop one of these, it will be irrevocably scuffed, 

nicked, perhaps even shattered.”  

The question of balance is really a question of priority. When you change your language from balancing 

to prioritizing, you see your choices more clearly and open the door to changing your destiny. 

Extraordinary results demand that you set a priority and act on it. When you act on your priority, you’ll 

automatically go out of balance, giving more time to one thing over another. The challenge then doesn’t 

become one of not going out of balance, for in fact you must. The challenge becomes how long you stay 

on your priority.  

When you’re supposed to be working, work, and when you’re supposed to be playing, play. It’s a weird 

tightrope you’re walking, but it’s only when you get your priorities mixed up that things fall apart.  

Pg. 83 

Your work life is divided into two distinct areas—what matters most and everything else. You will have 

to take what matters to the extremes and be okay with what happens to the rest. Professional success 

requires it.  

Pg. 84 

“We are kept from our goal, not by obstacles but by a clear path to a lesser goal.” –Robert Brault 

Pg. 85 

Big is bad is a lie.  

Place big and results in the same room and a lot of people balk or walk. Mention big with achievement 

and their first thoughts are hard, complicated, and time-consuming. Difficult to get there and complex 

once you do pretty much sums up their views. Overwhelming and intimidating is what they feel. For 

some reason there is the fear that big success brings crushing pressure and stress, that the pursuit of it 

robs them of not only time with family and friends but eventually their health.  

When we connect big with bad, we trigger shrinking thinking. Lowering our trajectory feels safe. Staying 

where we are feels prudent. But the opposite is true: when big is believed to be bad, small thinking rules 

the day and big never sees the light of it.  

Pg. 86 



How many ships didn’t sail because of the belief that the earth was flat? How much progress was 

impeded because man wasn’t supposed to breathe underwater, fly through the air, or venture into 

outer space? Historically, we’ve done a remarkably poor job of estimating our limits. The good news is 

that science isn’t about guessing, but rather the art of progressing. And so is your life.  

None of us knows our limits. I was once asked if I thought thinking big was realistic. I paused to reflect 

on this and then said, “Let me ask you a question first: Do you know what your limits are?” “No,” was 

the reply. So I said that it seemed the question was irrelevant. No one knows their ultimate ceiling… 

What if someone told you that you could never achieve above a certain level? That you were required to 

pick an upper limit to which you could never exceed? What would you pick? A low one or a high one? 

Put in this situation, we would all do the same thing—go big. Why? Because you wouldn’t want to limit 

yourself.  

It’s about bold ideas tha might threaten your comfort zones but simultaneously reflect your greatest 

opportunities. Believing in big frees you to ask different questions, follow different paths, and try new 

things. This opens the doors to possibilities that until now only lived inside you.  

Pg. 87 

Thinking big is essential to extraordinary results. Success requires action, and action requires thoughts. 

But here’s the catch—the only actions that become springboards to succeeding big are those informed 

by big thinking to begin with.  

Pg. 88 

Everyone has the same amount of time, and hard work is simply hard work. As a result, what you do in 

the time you work determines what you achieve. And since what you do is determined by what you 

think, how big you think becomes the launching pad for how high you achieve.  

Think of it this way. Every level of achievement requires its own combination of what you do, how you 

do it, and who you do it with. The trouble is that the combination of what, how, and who that gets you 

to one level of success won’t naturally evolve to a better combination that leads to the next level of 

success.  

Pg. 89 

What you build today will either empower to restrict you tomorrow.  

Pg. 90 

Big gives you the best chance for extraordinary results today and tomorrow. When Arthur Guinness set 

up his first brewery, he signed a 9,000-year lease. When J.K. Rowling conceived Harry Potter, she 

thought big and envisioned seven years at Hogwarts before she penned the first chapter of the first of 

seven books. Before Sam Walton opened the first Wal-Mart, he envisioned a business so big that he felt 



he needed to go ahead and set up his future estate plan to minimize inheritance taxes. By thinking big, 

long before he made it big, he was able to save his family an estimated $11 to $13 billion in estate taxes.  

Pg. 91 

That’s when it’s important to realize that on the journey to achieving big, you get bigger.  

Your thinking, your skills, your relationships, your sense of what is possible and what it takes all grow on 

the journey to big.  

Dweck’s work with children revealed two mindsets in action—a “growth” mindset that generally thinks 

big and seeks growth and a “fixed” mindset that places artificial limits and avoids failure. Growth-

minded students, as she calls them, employ better learning strategies, experience less helplessness, 

exhibit more positive effort, and achieve more in the classroom than their fixed-minded peers. They are 

less likely to place limits on their lives and more likely to reach for their potential. Like any other habit, 

you set your mind to it until the right mindset becomes routine.  

Pg. 92 

Big stands for greatness—extraordinary results. Pursue a big life and you’re pursuing the greatest life 

you can possible live. To live great, you have to think big.  

Don’t fear big. Fear mediocrity. Fear waste. Fear the lack of living to your fullest.  

Only living big will let you experience your true life and work potential.  

Pg. 93 

 BIG IDEAS 

1. Avoid incremental thinking that simply asks, “What do I do next?” 

2. The point was that they didn’t choose from the available options; they imagined outcomes that 

no one else had. They ignored the menu and ordered their own creations. “People who are 

crazy enough to think they can change the world are the only ones who do.” 

3. Big thoughts go nowhere without bold action. Go study people who have already achieved it. 

What are the models, systems, habits, and relationships of other people who have found the 

answer? As much as we’d like to believe we’re all different, what consistently works for others 

will almost always work for us.  

Pg. 94 

…accurate to say that we fail our way to success. When we fail, we stop, ask what we need to do to 

succeed, learn from our mistakes, and grow.  

Pg. 100 



We overthink, overplan, and overanalyze our careers, our businesses, and our lives; that long hours are 

neither virtuous nor healthy; and that we usually succeed in spite of most of what we do, not because of 

it. I discovered that we can’t manage time, and that the key to success isn’t in all the things we do but in 

the handful of things we do well.  

Success comes down to this: being appropriate in the moments of your life.  

Pg. 101 

The ONE Thing is the surprisingly simple truth behind extraordinary results.  

Pg. 102 

Andrew Carnegie addressed the students of the Curry Commercial College. 

Pg. 103 

…gave this advice: And here is the prime condition of success, the great secret—concentrate your 

energy, thought and capital exclusively upon the business in which you are engaged. Having begun on 

one line, resolve to fight it out on that line, to lead in it, adopt every improvement, have the best 

machinery, and know the most about it… “Don’t put all your eggs in one basket” is all wrong. I tell you 

“put all your eggs in one basket, and then watch that basket.” Look round you and take notice; men who 

do that do not often fail. It is easy to watch and carry the one basket. It is trying to carry too many 

baskets that breaks most eggs in this country.  

Mark Twain described it this way: The secret of getting ahead is getting started. The secret to getting 

started is breaking your complex overwhelming tasks into small manageable tasks and then starting on 

the first one.  

Pg. 104 

LIFE IS A QUESTION 

“Why focus on a question when what we really crave is an answer?” it’s simple. Answers come from 

questions, and the quality of any answer is directly determined by the quality of the question.  

Questions engage our critical thinking. Research shows that asking questions improves learning and 

performance by as much as 150 percent.  

“Sometimes questions are more important than answer.” 

Pg. 105 

My Wage by J.B. Rittenhouse - I bargained with Life for a penny, and Life would pay no more, however I 

begged at evening when I counted my scanty store. For Life is just employer, he gives you what you ask, 

but once you have set the wages, why, you must bear the task. I worked for a menial’s hire, only to 

learn, dismayed, that any wage I had asked of Life, Life would have willingly paid.  



Life is a question and how we live it is our answer. How we phrase the questions we ask ourselves 

determines the answers that eventually become our life.  

Pg. 106 

Clarity must come from us. It seems we must envision our own journeys, make our own maps, and 

create our own compasses. To get the answers we seek, we have to invent the right questions—and 

we’re left to devise our own.  

Anyone who dreams of an uncommon life eventually discovers there is no choice but to seek an 

uncommon approach to living it. The Focusing Question is that uncommon approach. In a world of no 

instructions, it becomes the simple formula for finding exceptional answers that lead to extraordinary 

results.  

What’s the ONE Thing I can do such that by doing it everything else will be easier or unnecessary?  

What must I do right now to be on the path to getting the big picture? Where’s the bull’s-eye? 

Pg. 107 

It tells you not only what your basket should be, but also the first step toward getting it. It shows you 

how big your life can be and just how small you must go to get there. It’s both a map for the big picture 

and a compass for your smallest next move.  

Extraordinary results are rarely happenstance. They come from the choices we make and the actions we 

take. The Focusing Question always aims you at the absolute best of both by forcing you to do what is 

essential to success—make a decision. But not just any decision—it drives you to make the best 

decision. It ignores what is doable and drills down to what is necessary, to what matters.  

Pg. 108 

ANATOMY OF THE QUESTION 

Part one: “What’s the one thing I can do…” 

“What’s the ONE Thing” tells you the answer will be one thing versus many. It forces you toward 

something specific.  

You’re allowed to pick one thing and one thing only. 

The last phrase, “can do,” is an embedded command directing you to take action that is possible. People 

often want to change this to “should do,” “could do,” or “would do,” but those choices all miss the 

point. There are many things we should, could, or would do but never do. Action you “can do” beats 

intention every time.  

Part two: “…such that by doing it…” 



The bridge between just doing something and doing something for a specific purpose.  

Part three: “…everything else will be easier or unnecessary?” 

Archimedes said, “Give me a level long enough and I could move the world,” … When you do this ONE 

Thing, everything else you could do to accomplish your goal will now be either doable with less effort or 

no longer even necessary. Most people struggle to comprehend how many things don’t need to be 

done, if they would just start be doing the right thing.  

Pg. 110 

BIG IDEAS 

1. Great questions are the path to great answers.  

2. The Focusing Question is a double-duty question. It comes in two forms: big picture and small 

focus. One is about finding the right direction in life and the other is about finding the right 

action.  

3. The Big-Picture Question: “What’s my ONE Thing?” Use it to develop a vision for your life… it is 

your strategic compass.  

4. The Small-Focus Question: “What’s my ONE Thing right now?” Use this when you first wake up 

and throughout the day. It keeps you focused on your most important work and, whenever you 

need it, helps you find the “levered-action”… in any activity.  

Pg. 112 

“Success is simple. Do what’s right, the right way, at the right time.” –Arnold Glasow 

Pg. 113 

Start with the big stuff and see where it takes you.  

Because I want my life to matter, I approach each area by doing what matters most in it. I view these as 

the cornerstones of my life and have found that when I’m doing what’s most important in each area, my 

life feels like it’s running on all cylinders.  

Pg. 117 

BIG IDEAS 

So how do you make The ONE Thing part of your daily routine? 

1. Understand and believe it.  

2. Use it. Ask yourself the Focusing Question. Start each day by asking, “What’s the ONE Thing I can 

do today for [whatever you want] such that by doing it everything else will be easier or even 

unnecessary?” When you do this, your direction will become clear. Your work will be more 

productive and your personal life more rewarding.  



3. Make it a habit. If you’re not serious about learning the Success Habit, you’re not serious about 

getting extraordinary results.  

4. Leverage reminders. “Until my ONE Thing is done—everything else is a distraction.”  

5. Recruit support.  

pg. 119 

“People do not decide their futures, they decide their habits and their habits decide their futures.” –F.M. 

Alexander 

You ask a great question, then you seek out a great answer.  

1. Ask a great question  Think big and specific 

2. Find a great answer  Research and role model  

Big & Broad, Big & Specific, Small & Broad, Small & Specific 

Pg. 121 

What can I do to double sales? What can I do to double sales in sex months? What can I do to increase 

sales? What can I do to increase sales by 5 percent this year?  

Pg. 122 

(Quadrant 4. Small & Specific) At best it’s an incremental gain, not a life-changing leap forward. Low 

goals don’t require extraordinary actions so they rarely lead to extraordinary results.  

(Quadrant 3. Small & Broad) “What can I do to increase sales?” It’s more of a brainstorming question. 

This is the kind of average question most people ask and then wonder why their answers don’t deliver 

extraordinary results.  

(Quadrant 2. Big & Broad) “What can I do to double sales?” Here you have a big question, but nothing 

specific. It’s a good start, but the lack of specifics leaves more questions than answers.  

Quadrant 1. Big & Specific) “What can I do to double sales in six months?” Now you have all the 

elements of a Great Question.  

Pg. 123 

Convert it to the Focusing Question: “What’s the ONE Thing I can do to double sales in six months such 

that by doing it everything else will be easier or unnecessary?”  

2. FIND A GREAT ANSWER 

The challenge of asking a Great Question is that, once you’ve asked it, you’re now faced with finding a 

Great Answer.  



Answers come in three categories: doable, stretch, and possibility. The easiest answer you can seek is 

the one that’s already within reach of your knowledge, skills, and experience. Think of this a “doable” 

and the most likely to be achieved.  

The next level up is a “stretch” answer. Doing it can be iffy since you might have to extend yourself to 

the very limits of your current abilities. Think of this as potentially achievable and probably, depending 

on your effort.  

High achievers understand these first two routes but reject them. Unwilling to settle for ordinary when 

extraordinary is possible…  

Pg. 124 

Extraordinary results require a Great Answer.  

If you want the most from your answer, you must realize that it lives outside your comfort zone.  

Pg. 125 

A Great Answer is essentially a new answer. It is a leap across all current answers in search of the next 

one and is found in two steps. The first is the same as when you stretch. You uncover the best research 

and study the highest achievers. Your first ONE Thing is to search for clues and role models to point you 

in the right direction. The first thing to do is ask, “Has anyone else studied or accomplished this or 

something like it?” 

You’re trying to find people who have already gone down the road you’re traveling, so you can research, 

model, benchmark, and trend their experience.  

The research and experience of others is the best place to start when looking for your answer.  

Pg. 126 

With a stretch approach this was your maximum, but now it is your minimum. It’s not all you’ll do, but it 

becomes the hilltop where you’ll stand to see if you can spot what might come next. This is called 

trending, and it’s the second step. You’re looking for the next thing you can do in the same direction 

that the best performers are heading or, if necessary, in an entirely new direction.  

A new answer usually requires new behavior, so don’t be surprised if along the way to sizable success 

you change in the process.  

Pg. 127 

BIG IDEAS  

1. Think big and be specific. …big, because you’re after extraordinary results; specific, to give you 

something to aim at and to leave no wiggle room about whether you hit the mark.  



2. Think possibilities. Setting a doable goal is almost like creating a task to check off your list. A 

stretch goal is more challenging. It aims you at the edge of your current abilities; you have to 

stretch to reach it. The best goal explores what’s possible.  

3. Benchmark and trend for the best answer. Benchmark and trend to find the extraordinary 

answer you need for extraordinary results.  

Pg. 132 

There is a natural rhythm to our lives that becomes a simple formula for implementing the ONE Thing 

and achieving extraordinary results: purpose, priority, and productivity.  

Your big ONE Thing is your purpose and your small ONE Thing is the priority you take action on to 

achieve it. The most productive people start with purpose and use it like a compass. They allow purpose 

to be the guiding force in determining the priority that drives their actions.  

Pg. 133 

Think of purpose, priority, and productivity as three parts of an iceberg.  

With typically only 1/9 of an iceberg above water, whatever you see is just the tip of everything that is 

there. This is exactly how productivity, priority, and purpose are related. What you see is determined by 

what you don’t.  

The more productive people are, the more purpose and priority are pushing and driving them.  

Pg. 134 

All businesspeople want productivity and profit, but too many fail to realize that the best path to 

attaining them is through purpose-driven priority. Personal productivity is the building block of all 

business profit. The two are inseparable. Great businesses are built one productive person at a time.  

Connecting purpose, priority, and productivity determines how high above the rest successful 

individuals and profitable businesses rise.  

Pg. 135 

“Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself.” –George Bernard Shaw 

Pg. 136 

Our destinies are determined by our decisions, our lives shaped by our choices.  

Pg. 137 

A simple formula for creating an extraordinary life: Live with purpose. Live by priority. Live for 

productivity.  

Pg. 138 



Our priority is what we place the greatest importance on and our productivity comes from the actions 

we take. Our purpose sets our priority and our priority determines the productivity our actions produce.  

Pg. 139 

Who we are and where we want to go determine what we do and what we accomplish.  

Pg. 141 

One of our biggest challenges is making sure our life’s purpose doesn’t become a beggar’s bowl, a 

bottomless pit of desire continually searching for the next thing that will make us happy. That’s a losing 

proposition.  

Pg. 142 

Happiness happens on the way to fulfillment.  

There are five factors that contribute to our happiness: positive emotion and pleasure, achievement, 

relationships, engagement, and meaning. Of these, he believes engagement and meaning are the most 

important. Becoming more engaged in what we do by finding ways to make our life more meaningful is 

the surest way to finding lasting happiness. When our daily actions fulfill a bigger purpose, the most 

powerful and enduring happiness can happen.  

Financially wealthy people are those who have enough money coming in without having to work finance 

their purpose in life.  

Pg. 143 

To be financially wealthy you must have a purpose for your life. In other words, without purpose, you’ll 

never know when you have enough money, and you can never be financially wealthy.  

When achieving happiness, any end you seek will only create happiness for you through the means it 

takes to achieve it.  

Purpose is the straightest path to power and the ultimate source of personal strength—strength of 

conviction and strength to persevere. The prescription for extraordinary results is knowing what matters 

to you and taking daily doses of actions in alignment with it. When you have a definite purpose for your 

life, clarity comes faster, which leads to more conviction in your direction, which usually leads to faster 

decisions.  

Pg. 144 

Sticking with something long enough for success to show up is a fundamental requirement for achieving 

extra-ordinary results.  

BIG IDEAS  



1. Happiness happens on the way to fulfillment. We all want to be happy, but seeking it isn’t the 

best way to find it. The surest path to achieving lasting happiness happens when you make your 

life about something bigger, when you bring meaning and purpose to your everyday actions.  

2. Discover your big why. Discover your purpose by asking yourself what drives you.  

3. Absent an answer, pick a direction. “Purpose”…. Think of it as simply the ONE Thing you want 

your life to be about more than any other.  

Pg. 145 

“My purpose is to help people live their greatest life possible through my teaching, coaching and 

writing.” 

Pg. 146 

“Planning is bringing the future into the present so that you can do something about it now.” –Alan 

Lakein 

Pg. 147 

…close connection between purpose and priority. Live with purpose and you know where you want to 

go. Live by priority and you’ll know what to do to get there.  

“What shall I do?” “What should I do?” Whatever you “shall do” will always get you somewhere. But 

when you’re going somewhere on purpose, there will always be something you “should do” that will get 

you where you must go.  

Purpose has the power to shape our lives only in direct proportion to the power of the priority we 

connect it to. Purpose without priority is powerless.  

Pg. 148 

“Why do we set goals and create plans?” 

…to be appropriate in the moments of our lives that matter.  

The truth about success is that our ability to achieve extraordinary results in the future lies in stringing 

together powerful moments, one after the other. What you do in any given moment determines what 

you experience in the next. Your “present now” and all “future nows” are undeniably determined by the 

priority you live in the moment.   

Pg. 149 

Hyperbolic discounting – the farther away a reward is in the future, the smaller the immediate 

motivation to achieve it 

By thinking through the filter of Goal Setting to the Now, you set a future goal and then methodically 

drill down to what you should be doing right now.  



Pg. 150 

Goal Setting to the Now 

Someday Goal: what’s the ONE Thing I want to do someday? 

Five-Year Goal: Based on my Someday Goal, what’s the ONE Thing I can do in the next five years? 

One-Year Goal: Based on my Five-Year Goal, whats the ONE Thing I can do this year? 

Monthly Goal: Based on my One-Year Goal, what’s the ONE Thing I can do this month? 

Weekly Goal: Based on my Monthly Goal, what’s the ONE Thing I can do this week? 

Daily Goal: Based on my Weekly Goal, what’s the ONE Thing I can do today? 

Right Now: Based on my Daily Goal, what’s the ONE Thing I can do right now? 

Pg. 152 

It’s why most people never get close to their goas. They haven’t connected today to all the tomorrows it 

will take to get there.  

In three separate studies, psychologists observed 262 students to see the impact of visualization on 

outcomes. The students were asked to visualize in one of two ways: Those in one group were told to 

visualize the outcome (like getting an A on an exam) and the others were tasked to visualize the process 

needed to achieve a desired outcome (like all of the study sessions needed to earn that A on the exam). 

In the end, the students who visualized the process performed better across the board—they studied 

earlier and more frequently and earned higher grades than those who simply visualized the outcome.  

Visualizing the process—breaking a big goal down into the steps needed to achieve it—helps engage the 

strategic thinking you need to plan for and achieve extraordinary results.  

 

 

Pg. 154 

BIG IDEAS 

1. There can only be ONE. Your most important priority is the ONE Thing you can do right now that 

will help you achieve what matters most to you.  

2. Goal set to the now. Knowing your future goal is how you begin. Identifying the steps you need 

to accomplish along the way keeps your thinking clear while you uncover the right priority you 

need to accomplish right now.  

3. Put pen to paper. Write your goals down and keep them close.  



 


