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Imagine being more successful and fulfilled in both your personal and business life - 
by actually doing less than you’re doing right now. 

It’s totally possible provided you rigorously apply two simple rules:

First, choose to do only the things that are most important to you.

Second, apply yourself to these activities with total focus.

That’s what Greg McKeown means when he talks about the disciplined pursuit of 
doing less.

McKeown doesn’t just give us a formula to identify what is or should be essential 
in our lives, he shows us how we can invoke the discipline to eliminate the non-
essential.  This is extremely important given the many promising opportunities on our 
path that can distract us from what is truly essential to us.

McKeown is a leadership expert, teacher and public speaker. He’s a Young Global 
Leader for the World Economic Forum, a LinkedIn “Influencer” and the founder of a 
Stanford course called “Designing Your Life, Essentially.”

He’s also co-author of the book Multipliers: How the Best Leaders Make Everyone 
Smarter, and has spent the past 15 years researching and developing his 
Essentialist ideas.

He shares his plan through his three step process: Explore & Evaluate; Eliminate; 
and Execute.

It’s straightforward, logical even, but far from easy. You’ll only reap the full benefits if 
you truly and continuously make tough no-can-do decisions. In today’s fast-moving, 
demanding and competitive climate, we all know how difficult that can be.

But his basic value proposition is that it’s “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.”

Or, as he puts it more succinctly: If you don’t prioritize your life, someone else will.

Essentialism 
The Disciplined Pursuit of Doing Less 
By Greg McKeown 
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The Essence of Essentialism
Most of us spend our personal and business lives taking on more than we can 
realistically cope with, making, as McKeown puts it, a millimeter of progress in a 
million directions. 

Instead, what we should be doing is making miles of progress in just a few 
directions.

We become the victims of our own success - the more effort we expend, the more 
demands come in. And the more that comes in, the more our efforts and focus are 
diffused.

This leads to what he calls the success paradox. By losing the focus that drove us 
to our current level of achievement, we find ourselves unable to break through to a 
higher level.

Imagine trying to clear out a closet with its years of accumulated apparel. As we try 
to perform what’s already a difficult task, we find people are also stuffing more and 
more into it.

“Essentialism is about creating a system for handling the closet of our lives,” he 
declares. 

The first step is to replace our entrenched assumptions that everything is important. 
Start with three core truths:

1. You have a choice. Choice is an action, not a thing, so it can’t be 
taken away from you. But it can be forgotten. A Nonessentialist lives by 
the creed of “I have to do it” but the starting point for an Essentialist is 
“I choose to” or “I choose not to.” 

2. Only a few things really matter. In the 18th century, Vilfredo Pareto 
told us that 20 percent of our efforts produce 80 percent of our results. 
That still applies today. Even Warren Buffett has built nearly all of his 
wealth on just 10 investments.

3. You can do anything but you can’t do everything. Making choices 
involves a trade-off - you have to choose between options, all of which 
you might be capable of doing but some of which you have to let go. 

 
The value of narrowing your options applies as much at the corporate 
level as it does to individuals. For example, Southwest Airlines built 
its success as a discount carrier by focusing on just a few essentials, 
abandoning other “nice-to-haves.” Established, competing airlines tried 
to mimic Southwest with separate discount brands, but they also held 
on to their established full-price business models. Trying to cover all 
options, their diffused efforts ultimately led to the failure of their cut-
price brands.
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EXPLORE & EVALUATE
Applying the three core truths calls for powerful insight into what really matters in 
your business and personal life.

Here are five ways to help you determine what’s essential:

1. Escape

First, create the space to think, deliberately setting aside distraction-free time and 
space to do nothing but think and evaluate priorities. This can be a solo or group 
pursuit. The key is in the discipline of regularly getting away from it all.

Some key business figures already do this. They may set aside one day a month 
for an undisturbed, full-day review meeting with colleagues. Others ensure free time 
in their daily schedules, like LinkedIn CEO Jeff Weiner, who keeps two hours clear 
every single day.

Another approach is to remove yourself totally from your work environment to pursue 
a single-minded quest. A senior executive once checked into a motel for eight weeks 
- without his cell phone - to complete an important task; and the author himself 
adopted a habit called “monk mode” that allowed him to work undisturbed on this 
book.

2. Look

Second, make the time to look and listen, to thoughtfully observe what’s going on 
around you. Often key issues and important signals as to what really matters are 
buried below the surface of everyday activity. In every set of facts, says McKeown, 
something essential is hidden. 

The Nonessentialist pays attention to the loudest voices, hears everything that’s 
being said and is overwhelmed by the information. The Essentialist, on the 
other hand “hears” what’s not being said and scans information for what’s been 
overlooked. 

A good practice (which the author uses) is keeping a daily journal and reviewing it 
every couple of months for trends, patterns and relationships, always looking for that 
one piece of information that all the others have missed.

3. Play

Third, give yourself permission to play. 

Play is anything we do simply for the joy of doing, rather than as a means to an end. 
Its value to the Essentialist is to significantly improve many aspects of life - personal 
health, relationships, education, and even your ability to innovate.

It fuels exploration in three specific ways – play helps us to discover creative 
possibilities that broaden our options, it relieves us of stress and, according to 
research findings, improves brain functionality.

Some enlightened companies have already introduced a leisure element into the 
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workplace. 

Also, history teaches us that key breakthroughs have taken place in times of play 
- Columbus’s realization that the world was round, Newton’s theory of gravity and 
Watson and Crick’s discovery of DNA’s double helix structure, for example.

4. Sleep 

Behavior number four is having the wisdom to sleep.

“If we underinvest in ourselves, and by that I mean our minds, our bodies and 
our spirits, we damage the very tool we need to make our highest contribution,” 
McKeown writes.

Research shows that a good night’s sleep makes us more productive. So while 
a Nonessentialist thinks an hour less sleep means an hour more productivity, the 
Essentialist knows one hour more of sleep equals several more hours of high 
productivity.

McKeown believes it’s such a vital issue that businesses should actually have a 
policy or create an initiative to explicitly encourage sleep. Some firms, he notes, 
allow employees to come in late after staying late at work, or to go home instead of 
coming in to work after a red-eye flight. 

Getting good sleep should be our highest priority - because it protects our ability to 
prioritize everything else.

5. Select

The final and, some might argue, the most critical key practice is having the 
discipline to apply highly selective criteria to the choices we make.

Should you do something or agree to do something, or shouldn’t you?

Let’s go back to the closet.  We all know how difficult it can be to decide which 
clothes go to the thrift store. But it’s simple, says McKeown. Just ask yourself two 
questions: Do I wear this? Do I love this? If you can’t say “Yes” to either of these 
questions, pitch it.

In the same way, when considering if a task is essential, “if the answer isn’t a definite 
yes then it should be a no,” he says.

A really tough approach is to apply his 90 Percent Rule. To evaluate an option, 
identify the single most important criterion for your decision on its importance and 
score that factor between 0 and 100. If it scores below 90, then re-rate it as a zero 
and reject it!

For example, the single most important hiring criterion for Aaron Levie, CEO of cloud 
storage company Box, is whether the person he’s seeing is someone he’d like to 
work with all day. If they’re not, they don’t get hired.

This approach applies even when good opportunities come your way. If the 90 
Percent Rule seems too prescriptive, try writing down three basic criteria an option 
would need to meet to even be considered. Then write down three extreme or ideal 
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criteria it should have to meet.

By definition, says McKeown, if it doesn’t pass the first set of criteria the answer 
is obviously no. But even if does meet them but doesn’t pass at least two of the 
extreme criteria, the answer is still no.

ELIMINATE
Meanwhile, back in the closet, we’ve created a stack of clothes for the thrift store but 
when it comes to actually disposing of them we’re full of misgivings. You might want 
that item one day, or you may be able to fit into it again sometime in the future.

You’re suffering from what’s called the endowment effect - our tendency to value 
things we own more than they’re really worth.

So, says McKeown, ask the killer question: “If I didn’t already own this, how much 
would I spend to buy it?”

Back in your workplace, faced with opportunities and choices, ask: “If I didn’t have 
this opportunity, what would I be willing to do to acquire it?”

But it’s not enough to determine which activities and efforts don’t contribute the most 
to your performance and priorities. You have to actively eliminate them.

Here are some of the techniques you can use:

Clarifying

Time and effort can be wasted on activities and goals - even essential ones - if they 
haven’t been properly defined.

Seek clarity of the purpose and objective of individual activities - their essential 
intent.

This clarity not only helps you see whether a particular task or activity aligns with 
your own goals and priorities; it also helps your team understand the goal. And it 
provides a metric for judging success.

So, when Martha Lane Fox was asked by the British Prime Minister to be the UK’s 
“Digital Champion” she came up with the essential intent: “To get everyone in the UK 
online by the end of 2012.”

And when Brad Pitt launched his “Make It Right” campaign after Hurricane Katrina 
struck New Orleans, he declared his essential intent: “To build 150 affordable, green, 
storm-resistant homes for families living in the Lower 9th Ward.”

With clear statements like these, everyone knows what they’re working towards, and 
you’ll have eliminated confusion, uncertainty and time-wasting activities.

Saying No

Another important step in the elimination process is developing the ability to say no. 
It’s such a short word but, often, one that’s laden with fear, misgivings and hidden 
meanings.
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Nonessentialists avoid it because they fear unpopularity and social awkwardness. 
But Essentialists say no firmly, resolutely and gracefully. How do they do it?

• They don’t let their relationship with the requester influence their 
decision. They look at it objectively.

• They find alternatives to the word “no.” For example they might say: 
“I’d like to help but I’m over-committed,” or “I can’t do it but X might 
be interested.”

• They focus on the trade-off. They might ask: “If I do this, which task 
should I drop?”

• They accept that saying no often involves trading popularity for 
respect. 

Saying no can be difficult and it’s definitely an art that improves with practice. Says 
McKeown: “(A)s hard as it can be to say no to someone, failing to do so can cause 
us to miss out on something far more important.”

Uncommitting

Sometimes we agree to requests that turn out to have been a time-wasting mistake. 
Is it too late to back out? Not at all, says the author.

Most of us suffer from what researchers call sunk cost bias - a determination to 
see things through because of the time, money or effort we’ve already committed to 
them. So we’ll sit through an awful movie because we paid for a ticket or we’ll see a 
project through to completion because we don’t like to admit failure.

You end up piling problem upon problem. You achieve nothing but pay more in terms 
of time, effort and sometimes money.

While a Nonessentialist hates admitting mistakes and declares “If I keep trying, I can 
make this work,” the Essentialist is comfortable with cutting losses.

Recalling the endowment effect, she asks “If I weren’t already invested in this 
project, how much would I invest now?” and “What else could I do with this time or 
money if I pulled the plug now?” 

Editing

Using the analogy of a literary editor, the Essentialist looks for opportunities to 
eliminate the trivial, the unimportant and the irrelevant. While a Nonessentialist 
thinks he can improve things by adding to them, the Essentialist eliminates 
distracting details.

Characteristics of an editor’s job that apply to the art of eliminating the non-essential 
in business life include:

• Getting rid of options or activities that may be good or even really 
good but get in the way of what’s really important.
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• Condensing, by looking for opportunities to save time and effort. The 
author cites an employee he encountered who routinely skipped a 
weekly two-hour meeting, then asked attendees for a summary of 
what he missed, condensing the time he used for this activity to 10 
minutes!

• Correcting - making course corrections by coming back to your core 
purpose and realigning your activities with it. Are you still focused on 
the essential? Does this task fit with your priorities?

Limiting

The Essentialist sets boundaries that define what they will and won’t do. As others 
learn to recognize those boundaries, they don’t ask the Essentialist to go beyond 
them. 

If you don’t set boundaries, you’re making other people’s problems your own. Don’t 
rob people of their problems, the author urges.

“Whoever it is that’s trying to siphon off your time and energies for their own purpose, 
the only solution is to put up fences,” he writes.

The way to do this is to identify activities that would take you beyond your 
boundaries - the dealbreakers as McKeown calls them. Think of a person who 
frequently diverts you from your Essentialist path and make a list of the type of 
requests you’ll decline in the future.

When you’re working with someone else, agree upfront to the essential intent of the 
work you’re doing and specify the aspects of working together that are important to 
you. By doing so you’re creating a social contract, which defines the boundaries of 
each other’s activities that you’ll adhere to.

EXECUTE
In a real sense, you’re already executing your Essentialist strategy if you’ve 
implemented the approaches outlined in the earlier sections, but McKeown wants us 
to focus on how to make this part of our everyday behavior.

To be effective, Essentialism has to become a habit.

“In other words,” he says, “once you’ve figured out which activities and efforts to 
keep in your life, you have to have a system for executing them. You can’t wait until 
that closet is bursting at the seams and then take superhuman efforts to purge it.”

To improve their effectiveness, Essentialists look ahead and plan for the unexpected, 
they look for opportunities to remove obstacles, they look for ways to mark progress, 
they practice proven ways of creating routines, and they focus on what’s happening 
right now - they get “in the moment” without reliving the past or worrying about the 
future.

Let’s look at these ideas more closely. 

Looking ahead involves preparing well in advance, allowing for potential 
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disruptions, being realistic about the amount of time to undertake a project (add 
50 percent to your initial estimate, McKeown says) and running through what-if 
scenarios to identify ways of reducing risks.

Identifying and removing obstacles is part of this process. Look for ways to 
simplify your tasks and ensure all defined tasks are required to achieve the goal. 

Essentialists also break tasks down into defined component activities, the completion 
of which marks progress and individual successes. Identifying and measuring 
progress has been shown to be one of the most powerful motivators for productivity. 
Nonessentialists on the other hand set big, ambitious, vague and distant goals and 
operate under the false belief that the more they strive, the more they will achieve. 

So, how can these behaviors become habit?

Developing routines is the key to the whole philosophy of Essentialism. It’s about 
creating a flow to your activities that reflect your single-minded approach to your 
priorities.

Initially you’ll have to concentrate on your behavior, for example, identifying and 
replacing distractions that divert you from essential activities, practicing saying no, 
tackling the most difficult tasks first, and even dividing up your working week to focus 
on specific business areas on particular days.

You can start by just establishing one routine, one Essentialist activity that you 
perform every day, and build up from there.

Finally, McKeown stresses the importance of focus, in order to operate at your 
highest level of contribution.

Nonessentialists tend to be so preoccupied with past successes and failures, as well 
as future challenges and opportunities, that they miss the present moment.

The Essentialist is tuned in to the here and now. She doesn’t try to focus on two 
things at the same time and she knows what’s most important.

If she’s confronted with too many tasks and obligations, she pauses, takes a deep 
breath, gets present in the moment and asks herself what’s most important this very 
second. If she’s still not sure, she makes a list of everything vying for her attention 
and crosses off anything that’s not important right now.

Conclusion
Perhaps an extreme example of Essentialism is to be found in the life of Mahatma 
Gandhi, who found a higher purpose in the liberation of the oppressed everywhere. 
He followed such singleness of purpose that when he died he owned fewer than 10 
items.

Greg McKeown isn’t asking us to follow in Gandhi’s footsteps but he points to many 
other well-known figures whose trademark in life has been that of the Essentialist: 
The Dalai Lama, Steve Jobs, Leo Tolstoy, Michael Jordan, Warren Buffet, Mother 
Teresa and Henry David Thoreau, to name just a few.

“We can all purge our lives of the non-essential and embrace the way of the 
Essentialist - in our own ways, and in our own time and on our own scale,” he writes. 
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“We can all live a life not just of simplicity but of high contribution and meaning.”

 There are two ways of thinking about Essentialism - one as something you do 
occasionally and the other as something that represents who you are. Only the latter 
offers you a route to achieving more by doing less. 

“It becomes a lifestyle,” he adds. “It becomes an all-encompassing approach to living 
and leading. It becomes the essence of who we are.”

It’s not easy to become this kind of Essentialist. It does, as the book subtitle 
suggests, demand a remarkable degree of discipline and self-analysis. There will 
always be lots of potential distractions, but McKeown’s three step process – Explore 
& Evaluate; Eliminate; and Execute - provide a clear route map on how to get there.


