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If you didn’t see her on TV, you almost certainly read about Susan Boyle or heard her 

remarkable voice. In fact, it was more than her voice that was remarkable. She stepped in front of 

the cameras for the UK’s Britain’s Got Talent TV show as a rather awkward, plainly-dressed, 

middle aged woman, and took a deep breath. The audience snickered behind its collective hand. 

Then she sang, and at once the audience rose to its feet in exultation at the sound of her stunning 

voice. 

On so many levels, Susan Boyle represents what we all secretly believe about ourselves: 

that we have hidden depths and talents. We yearn to triumph over the odds, transforming 

ourselves from an apparently ordinary person into an exceptional individual. Peter Bregman 

believes that we all want to channel our inner Susan Boyle to achieve our dreams, if we could 

just create the opportunity. 

Of course, we don’t all want to become celebrities, but we do yearn for fulfillment.  

“Who among us,” he asks, “does not move through life with the hidden sense, maybe even quiet 

desperation, that we are destined for more?” 

He references Bronnie Ware’s morbidly titled book: Top Five Regrets of the Dying 

which discovered that the number one source of remorse is the wish to have had the courage to 

live a life true to ourselves and not the life others expected of us.  

Bregman, CEO of his own global management consulting firm, believes he has the 

formula for helping us do just that. Some of his ideas, such as structured “to do” lists, are already 

familiar to most of us, but others are less well-known and even controversial - like settling for 

“good enough” in the face of our self-demands for perfection. 

In this book, he carefully combines his suggestions into a personal-discovery route map 

that takes a year to fully traverse, just using 18 minutes a day to put into practice. It turns out that 

this18 minutes is a rather arbitrary number, but its message is to ritualize behaviors so we never 

lose sight of our goals and how to achieve them. 

Take a Look at Yourself 

Somehow, many of us fall far short of our expectations and aspirations in both our 

business and personal life. One of the reasons is that the carousel of life whirls around so fast. It 
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creates an irresistible momentum in our haste to get everything done and this prevents us from 

slowing down to examine our priorities. 

We need time to think. We should figuratively take a leaf out of the official marathon 

training plan, says Bregman: spend four days a week doing short runs, one day a week running 

long and hard and two days a week not running at all – your thinking time. 

“Regular rest stops are useful interruptions,” he tells us. “They will refuel your body and 

mind, naturally reorient your life toward what’s important to you, and create the time and space 

to aim your efforts more accurately.” 

Our inability to pause even briefly creates other problems for us. For example, we react 

impulsively to situations instead of making time to weigh up issues beforehand. If you have ever 

fired off an email and instantly regretted it, you will recognize this type of behavior.  

Why does this impulsive behavior occur? At the neurological level, a battle between two 

brain regions, the primitive, reflexive amygdala and the sophisticated, analytical prefrontal 

cortex, is under way.  The reactive behavior of the amygdala produces an instant response, an 

outcome we may regret. The prefrontal cortex on the other hand, is inclined to look first at the 

desired outcome and frame a more reasoned reaction calculated to achieve it.  

If you take a deep breath before reacting, you will give the cortex time to gain control. 

For example, you may take an instant dislike to a new client and allow your feelings to show 

through, souring the relationship. But if your desired outcome is a long-term, harmonious 

relationship, you will reconsider how to behave and adjust your reactions accordingly. 

Reinventing Yourself 

Bregman tells us we can build a better foundation for success and happiness by focusing 

on four key aspects of our personal make-up during the year ahead: 

 First, exploit your strengths. Although this seems obvious, many of us fail to do so in 

the flat-out pursuit of doing what others think we should do. But since you probably 

already know what your strengths are, you must make time to think how you can 

devise activities that are well-suited to them. 

 Second, embrace your weaknesses. This seems counter-intuitive but what Bregman 

really seems to be getting at are quirks rather than weaknesses. These, he suggests, 

may be the secret of your power, the attribute that makes you stand out and be good at 

what you do - like the investment manager he knew who always took financial 

statements on vacation with him and spent all of his time studying them when 

everyone else was having fun. 

 Third, assert your differences. In this case, the author is talking not so much about 

quirks as about your personal USP - like the Central Park pedibike tour operator who 

took all the business from his rivals by offering heated seats for his winter passengers. 

Being different, says Bregman, is the only way to win: “Don’t waste your year, and 

your competitive advantage, trying to blend in.” 

 Fourth, and arguably most important, is the need to pursue your passion.  Don’t know 

your passion? Ask yourself what you like to do in your spare time and you’ll 

probably get it. Passion has several manifestations: it’s something you want to do 
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rather than feel you should do; something you’re prepared to persist with even when 

it seems tough because you don’t mind contributing the effort; something you enjoy 

doing with others; and something that matters to you, that seems to give meaning to 

your life.  

When you reflect on it, none of these ideas is revolutionary in concept but taking the time 

to identify them and then making sure they work together could make a significant difference not 

just to your level of achievement but also to your sense of personal fulfillment. You’ll feel 

happier and more at ease with yourself, says Bregman. 

And as you practice these behaviors in the coming year, don’t be afraid of failure. Regard 

failure instead as an opportunity to improve, a positive experience. Take your lead from 

basketball star Michael Jordan, whom the author quotes as saying: “I’ve missed more than 9,000 

shots in my career. I’ve lost almost 300 games. Twenty-six times I’ve been trusted to take the 

game-winning shot and missed. I’ve failed over and over and over again in my life. And that is 

why I succeed.”  

Failure is inevitable, Bregman says. But it’s also useful and educational: “Just don’t give 

up - stay focused over the year - and it will pay off.” 

Equally, he warns of the danger of inertia arising out of uncertainty about how the future 

is going to work out. When we don’t know what lies ahead, we become wary, panicked even, 

and, as a result, do nothing. To avoid this, he wants us to set clear goals and make sure we have 

sufficient authority to be able to achieve them. Make the goals challenging and interesting and 

look for opportunities to work with others to achieve them. 

So, how will you reinvent yourself using Bregman’s approach?  Your starting point is to 

learn to do less, not more. For the year ahead, he suggests, select only five or so issues on which 

you will focus. Three of these might be work-related and two personal. These are broad-brush 

areas where you want to devote time. For illustration, he provides his own for a typical year: 

1. Do great work with current clients. 

2. Attract future clients. 

3. Write and speak about my ideas. 

4. Be present with family and friends. 

5. Have fun and take care of myself. 

You have to create specific goals for each area, testing them to ensure they play to your 

strengths, embrace your weaknesses, assert your differences and reflect your passions. 

Equally important, he calls on readers to “make tough decisions about what doesn’t fit on 

your plate.” In other words: Just don’t do them. 

Focusing on the Day 

Having provided us with a way of setting an approach to the year as a whole, Bregman 

drills down to the day-to-day management of behaviors required to fulfill our aspirations. He is a 

staunch advocate of meticulous planning to avoid the risk of being overwhelmed by the scale of 

the task ahead. 
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A structured to-do list based on your five behaviors should be “the organizing map for 

your day,” he ventures, and nearly everything you do will be in furtherance of fulfilling them. 

But this is a different kind of to-do list - not a catalog of the things you should do (though there 

may be some of those) but rather the tasks you devise that will support those five areas.  

As previously suggested, since you don’t have time to do everything, deciding what you 

won’t do is almost as important as determining what you will. In effect, says Bregman, you also 

need to create a second, “not to do” or “ignore” list. People who will make good in the future are 

those who will mentally test each demand on their attention by asking whether it will sharpen 

their focus or weaken it. 

“Which means,” he adds, “you shouldn’t create these lists once and then put them in a 

drawer. These two lists are your map for each day. Review them each morning along with your 

calendar.” 

Ah yes, the calendar. While it is an essential tool in life and business, Bregman wants us 

to integrate it with our to-do list, scheduling each item on the list to be done not only on a 

specific day but also at a specific time. That’s the way to get things done. 

He relates a charming story of his wife, Eleanor, as a young girl, being let down by her 

mother who failed to take her on a promised weekday shoe-shopping trip. Seeing how upset her 

daughter was, Mom pledged to take the trip during the coming weekend. Not satisfied with the 

vagueness of this arrangement, the young Eleanor asked: “When this weekend?” Tomorrow, said 

her mother. Still not satisfied, Eleanor continued: “But when tomorrow?” Two in the afternoon, 

came the reply. Setting a precise time, says Bregman, ensures the task gets done. Eleanor got her 

shoes! 

So, once you have compiled your to-do list – cross checked against your five behaviors to 

ensure their relevance - schedule them, pacing the toughest and most important at the start of the 

day. 

Almost immediately, you will run up against a familiar problem - with the best will in the 

world, some of the later tasks won’t get done. You will run out of time. To deal with this, you 

apply the three-day rule, which basically says that nothing stays on your to-do list for more 

than three successive days.  

Once those three days are up, you either do the task immediately, schedule it for a more 

distant date (not tomorrow) or let it go. To ease the pain of letting go, Bregman devises a third 

list - his someday/maybe list - where he puts things to slowly die. 

The next problem to tackle is the risk of getting caught up in the hubbub of the day to the 

point of losing sight of your goals and aspirations. Or you lose your self-control and begin, once 

again, to behave impulsively, performing actions and saying things you might later regret. 

The solution is a simple “beep.” That’s it - you just set your watch or smartphone to issue 

an audible reminder, a beep, once every hour. In philosophical parlance, this action makes you 

present in the moment. It reminds you to pause, take a breath, take a minute to consider your 

behaviors, asking yourself, in Bregman’s words, whether you are being the person you want to 

be.  
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That beep becomes “a discipline - a ritual - that can help us stay centered and grounded 

throughout the day.” 

So, this is where we are up to: You started your day by reviewing your aspirations and 

devising a timed to-do list.  You’ve set your watch to beep each hour to nudge you into the 

present moment. Finally, review how things went at the end of each day. Ask yourself about 

your successes and challenges, the lessons learned, the people you interacted with, and the things 

you might need to do the next day, like providing feedback, thanking someone or asking a 

question. 

Now you have the outline for your 18 minutes: 

 Step One is a five minute morning preparation for the day, addressing your to-do list 

and your calendar. 

 Step Two relates to the series of eight, hourly beeps, each giving you one minute to 

help you focus on the here and now. 

 Step three is a five minute evening session to review how the day went and the extent 

to which you stayed on-plan. 

Bregman doesn’t say if it’s important to fit this process into exactly 18 minutes but what 

he does stress is the need for it to become a daily ritual. He cites the example of fitness guru Jack 

Lalane, who spent the first two hours of every single day, almost right up to his death at age 96, 

exercising - 90 minutes of weight-lifting and 30 swimming or walking. 

“(H)e worked, consistently and deliberately towards his goals. He did the same things 

day in and day out. He cared about his fitness and he built it into his schedule. 

“Managing our day needs to become a ritual too.” 

(You can download an 18 minutes template and find other useful information on the 

author’s website at www.peterbregman.com)  

Being in the Moment 

From a year of goals to a day of actions, the book inevitably leads us to behavior from 

moment to moment, a familiar obstacle to getting things done – procrastination. He offers a 

succession of techniques to help us overcome them. 

 First, try to create an environment conducive to your desired behavior. On a diet, for 

example, if you use a large spoon or plate, you’ll eat more, so go small. If you want to 

encourage communication in the office, tear down the walls or remove the screens. 

Your goal is to make life easier for yourself, or others if you are seeking to influence 

their behavior. 

 Second, focus your motivation to help you when you need it most. We don’t need to 

be constantly motivated but there are times when we are most vulnerable – like when 

we’re reviewing whether a troubled project is really worth completing. Save up your 

motivational energy for those times. If you really must review or question your 

progress, schedule a time to do this when you know your commitment will be at its 

strongest, when you won’t weaken on impulse.  

http://www.peterbregman.com/
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 Next, try to turn whatever it is you don’t want to do into a fun experience. Working as 

a waiter during college, for instance, the author tried to use as many different foreign 

accents as he could. Seeking to motivate employees, a company he counseled offered 

a prize of a games console to whoever could come up with a solution to a particular 

problem. 

 Fourth, use fear to motivate yourself. Close your eyes and picture a negative outcome 

of your inappropriate behavior. If you were trying to lose weight for instance, close 

your eyes and see a bigger, fatter you as you prepare to take a bite of that ice cream. 

 And finally, get out of your own way. When we contemplate a daunting challenge, 

says Bregman, we’re inclined to picture it all going wrong - a different dimension of 

fear which paralyzes us. Stop thinking about “mights” and the “could-bes” and just do 

it. Even pretend to yourself that the outcome will be good and your confidence will be 

bolstered towards achieving success. Act as if you’ll succeed and you most likely 

will. 

The book goes on to discuss the need to set and control boundaries around the time we 

devote to non-core behaviors. For instance, a poll of senior executive revealed that the three 

things that most waste time in business are unnecessary meetings, unimportant emails and 

lengthy PowerPoint presentations. Avoid them if you can. 

Also try a new approach of resisting the temptation to become involved, often at others’ 

request, in tasks that are not appropriate for you; slash proposed meeting times in half (everyone 

will thank you for it); and set hard and fast rules about not being disturbed. Even on vacation, as 

the author found, we are tempted to remain accessible for business calls. If you really must allow 

this, set aside a specific time for work-related tasks and refuse to become involved outside of this 

time boundary. 

And forget about multi-tasking, that buzzword of the 21
st
 century. It just doesn’t work, 

says Bregman. Why? Because when you divide your time between multiple tasks, you are also 

dividing up your brain power. Your cerebral activity is finite and you can’t just kick it up a notch 

so you can do several things at once. What you are really doing, he says, is switch-tasking, 

jumping from one activity to another. 

That turns out to be a very inefficient behavior. Research shows, for example, that people 

distracted by email and phone calls experience a 10% drop in their IQ.  

“What we neglect to realize,” he explains, “is that it’s not extra brainpower. It may be 

imperceptible but it’s all being used, right then and there, in the moment. And diverting it has 

negative consequences.” 

Refuse to attempt several tasks at once. Focusing on a single issue enables you to make 

progress on challenging projects; your stress level drops and you develop greater reserves of 

patience for things that matter, matched by intolerance for things that don’t! 

Finally, the book arrives at one of the most pervasive and stubborn obstructions to 

achievement - perfectionism. Bregman has already made his point about the benefits of accepting 

failure and he reinforces it now by pointing out that the people of Iceland are the happiest 

humans on earth - precisely because they have a culture that doesn’t stigmatize failure. 
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But for the rest of us, fear of falling short of perfection makes starting activities - and, 

even worse, completing them - an almost insurmountable obstacle. But you can overcome it with 

just a few simple actions: 

 Break down a task and tackle just one part at a time rather than thinking about the 

entire project - “Don’t write a book, write a page,” Bregman advises. 

 Do what feels right to you rather than concerning yourself about the judgment of 

others. 

 Acknowledge that your standards of perfection are probably not the same as others’ - 

so what is the point of applying them? 

 Accept that getting things half right is often good enough for laying the ground work 

on which others can build. 

 Don’t worry about inconsistency - life is constantly changing around us anyway. 

“Don’t settle for imperfection,” Bregman urges. “Shoot for it.” 

Conclusion 

The theme of this book is to make life easy on yourself and to stop worrying about what 

you can’t do. Instead, by focusing on the things that truly matter to you, the things you are good 

at, and by shaping a series of five behaviors around them, you are more likely not only to 

succeed but also to feel happier and more fulfilled. 

Adopting a series of rituals, from tightly-scripted to-do lists, to the 18 minute process of 

reviewing our plans and our behaviors before, during and at the end of the day, we can create the 

discipline to stay on course with our chosen plan. And by sweeping aside obstacles like 

procrastination and perfectionism, we can clear the path ahead. 

In the same spirit with which the whole book is written, the final chapter of the book 

encourages us to narrow our focus even further to just one behavior, one goal. 

You don’t need to have “10 Golden Behaviors,” says Bregman. “Choose the one thing 

that you think - given your particular situation - will make the biggest difference in your life. 

Choose it and do it.” 


