
 

BIG IDEAS 
Inside-Out Success 

(Succeed from within FIRST) 

Habits Build Change 

(It’s about more than willpower) 

Habit #1. Be Proactive 

(You can choose) 

Habit #2. Begin with the End in 

Mind 

(Measure twice, cut once) 

Habit #3. Put First Things First 

(Handle what’s important) 

Habit #4. Think Win / Win 

(Don’t hate; collaborate!) 

Habit #5. Seek First to Understand 

(Listen, dammit...) 

Habit #6. Synergy 

(1+1 = 3+++) 

Habit #7. Sharpen the Saw 

(PQ, IQ, EQ, SQ) 

Missions 

(Tap into your purpose) 

THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE PEOPLE 
 
Powerful Lessons in Personal Change 

BY STEPHEN R. COVEY • Simon & Schuster • 1989 • 400 pages 

FOCUS: Business / Leadership / Systems 
 
 
 
 

 

“...there are principles that govern human effectiveness—natural laws in                 

the human dimension that are just as real, just as unchanging and                       

unarguably ‘there’ as laws such as gravity are in the physical dimension.” 

 

“People can’t live with change if there’s not a changeless core inside them.                       

The key to the ability to change is a changeless sense of who you are,                           

what you are about and what you value.” 

 
“Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our 
power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our 
freedom.” 

 

When a book sells over 25 million copies in over 40 languages, it’s safe to say that people start talking -- and 

in the case of “The 7 Habits” -- it seems like no one can stop talking… not even 20+ years since it first hit the 

self-help shelves at Barnes & Noble.  

If you’re like most professionals in the modern world, you’ve probably been told it’s a life-changing book. It’s 

likely someone you know has read it and raves about it. You might’ve even been given the book as a gift at 
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some point, but rather than forcing 400 pages of text into your schedule, you’ve decided to do yourself a BIG 

favor with these FlashNotes! So instead of me telling you about how much of an impact it’s had on my life 

(MASSIVE), let’s talk about how much of an impact it can have on yours. 

INSIDE-OUT SUCCESS 

After researching, studying, and dissecting the last 200 years of success literature, Covey drew two 

distinctions that form the basis of the 7 Habits:  

1. The Personality Ethic: the quick-fix solutions and human relations techniques that had pervaded 

much of the writing in the twentieth century—and,  

2. The Character Ethic: which revolved around unchanging personal principles.  

Bottom line? INNER success comes before OUTER success. We’ll never master the outer without first getting 

a handle on the inner. As Covey puts it: “private victory” must precede “public victory.” This, in essence, is 

mastery of yourself (aka: personal leadership). 

HABITS ARE THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF CHANGE. 

The emphasis on habits as the basic units of change has also been important in the book’s success. Covey saw 

that real greatness was the result of the slow development of character over time; it is our daily habits of 

thinking and acting that are the ground on which that greatness is built. The 7 Habits promises a life 

revolution, not as a big bang, but as the cumulative result of thousands of small, evolutionary changes. The 

English novelist Charles Reade summarized what Covey is referring to: 

“Sow a thought, and you reap an action; sow an action, and you reap a habit; sow a habit, and you reap a 

character; sow a character, and you reap a destiny.” 

EFFECTIVE VS. EFFICIENT 
Finally, the success of the book owes much to the use of “effective” in the title. By the late 1980s, western 

culture had had decades of management theory about efficiency. The concept of time management, a product 

of a machine-obsessed culture, had spilled over into the personal domain, and we could have been forgiven 

for thinking that any problems in our lives were the result of “inefficient allocation of resources.” However, 

Covey took a different perspective, and he had this message:  
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Think about what is most important to you and see if it is the center around which your life 

revolves. Don’t worry about efficiency. There is no use being “efficient” if what you are doing lacks 

meaning or an essential good.  

Effectiveness trumps Achievement every day of the week. Achievement is hollow unless what you achieve is 

actually worthwhile, both in terms of your highest aims and service to others. Covey’s view is that the 

personality ethic of twentieth-century self-help had helped to create a high-achieving society that also did 

not happen to know where it was going. 

HABIT #1.  BE PROACTIVE. 

“Your life doesn't just "happen." Whether you know it or not, it is carefully designed by you. The 

choices, after all, are yours. You choose happiness. You choose sadness. You choose decisiveness. You 

choose ambivalence. You choose success. You choose failure. You choose courage. You choose fear. Just 

remember that every moment, every situation, provides a new choice. And in doing so, it gives you a 

perfect opportunity to do things differently to produce more positive results.” 

… How powerful is that?!  

So what’s it mean to “be proactive”? Well, for starters, it’s about taking responsibility… let’s take another 

look at that word: response-ability… as in: your ABILITY to RESPOND (to situations - both good and bad - in 

your personal life as well as your professional life). 

As it turns out, this ABILITY to RESPOND is pretty critical if we’re looking to live a successful and fulfilling 

life. Regardless of how we differ in our definitions of Success, Happiness, Fulfillment and so on, there’s one 

thing we’ve got to get a handle on if we want to feel those zesty feelings of ultimate awesomeness out of our 

lives -- and that one thing is response-ability.  

Proactive people take responsibility for their lives and YOU should do it too. They recognize they’re 

"response-able."  

Regardless of situations or circumstances;  

Regardless of conditions or conditioning; 

Regardless of good genetics or bad genetics;  

Regardless of all of the above and more -- PROACTIVE people take FULL response-ability for how they 

choose to RESPOND to the various dimensions of life -- regardless of the cards they’re dealt within them. 
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Proactive vs. Reactive 

- Proactive people choose their behavior. Reactive people let others choose their behavior. 

- Proactive people take control of their own emotions, turning them into empowering beliefs. Reactive 

people believe others can control their emotions, giving away their emotional control and 

power--both empowering and disempowering--to others.  

- Proactive people direct their desires and take action towards what they want. Reactive people let 

other people direct them, allowing others to tell them what to do, and when to do it.  

Reactive people are affected by their physical environment, rarely take responsibility, and often blame 

external circumstances -- trying to blame-shift their own responsibility to others…. If the weather is good, 

they feel good. If it isn't, it affects their attitude and performance, and they blame the weather.  

… how different their lives could be if they only understood that responsibility isn’t about getting people to 

take the blame or do the work; it’s about getting yourself to do the work required to take the blame and 

attach an empowering meaning to it. Note: when I say “blame”, I’m referring to the personal blame of taking 

responsibility over your ability to respond to life’s stimuli/situations… in other words - when you fall down, 

will you stand back up and come back stronger? Or stay on the ground and let the ref count you out? 

Take Responsibility For Your Circle of Concern 

Blaming economic conditions, workplace conditions, or family conditions -- however crappy they may be -- is 

utterly useless. It doesn’t move us forward in life or in business.  We always have the freedom to choose our 

reactions to stimuli, even if everything else is taken away. You don’t have to be (or remain) a reactive 

machine. Instead, you can become a proactive person. Decide on the former, and you’re screwed for life. 

Decide on the latter, and you’re set for life.  

The quality of your language = the quality of your life  

As Dr. Covey puts it: “Between the stimulus and the response is your greatest power--you have the freedom 

to choose your response. One of the most important things you choose is what you say. A proactive person 

uses proactive language--I can, I will, I prefer, etc. A reactive person uses reactive language--I can't, I have to, 

if only. Reactive people believe they are not responsible for what they say and do--they have no choice.” 

How to become a Proactive person 
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Instead of reacting to or worrying about conditions over which they have little or no control, proactive 

people focus their time and energy on things they CAN control. The problems, challenges, and opportunities 

we face fall into two areas--Circle of Concern and Circle of Influence. 

- To become a Proactive person, focus your efforts within your Circle of Influence - the things you 

can do something about: like your health, your family, or work-related challenges. 

- To avoid becoming a Reactive person, understand that they tend to focus their efforts in the Circle 

of Concern - things over which they have little or no control: the weather, the national debt, Martin 

Scorsese's next big blockbuster, and so on. Don’t waste energy on stuff you can’t do anything (or very 

little) about.  

Whew. Habit #1 is pretty deep… but now you’ve got a rock-solid foundation to work with as we dive into the 

other six habits.  

HABIT #2.  BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND. 

““Begin with the end in mind” is based on the principle that all things are created twice. There’s a 

mental or first creation, and a physical or second creation to all things.” 

You know the Carpenter's Rule, right? … Measure twice. Cut once. 

It’s the same thing with everything in life. You don’t want to climb all the way up the ladder -- only to realize 

when you’re all the at the top -- that it was leaning against the wrong wall!  

“Beginning with the end in mind” is really about figuring out what you want… so, what do YOU want? Most 

folks I talk to don’t know the answer. Here’s a great  

Actionable Insights: 

Ask yourself this question: “What do I want people to say about me at my funeral?” Now write down your 

answer. Seriously. By writing out your eulogy, you’re simultaneously creating a personal mission statement. 

Your blueprint for how you’d like to live your life. For example: if you want to be known as a thought-leader 

with a killer golf-game, and a generous family man that takes his friends to Fiji -- then BE those things… 

- Create a Mission Statement: What are your values? Sit down. Think about it. Figure it out. Identify 

who you want to become and live in alignment and integrity with these values -- and before you know 

it, you’ll be turning them into virtues (which are values in action).  

- Set goals. 

- Work backwards from the end.  
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- Make daily decisions (using your conscience/compass/gut/voice/etc.) towards achieving what 

you’ve envisioned as your ultimate end/goal. 

HABIT #3.  PUT FIRST THINGS FIRST. 

“Habit 1 says, "You're in charge. You're the creator." Being proactive is about choice. Habit 2 is the 

first, or mental, creation. Beginning with the End in Mind is about vision. Habit 3 is the second 

creation, the physical creation. This habit is where Habits 1 and 2 come together” 

“Putting first things first” means to practice and execute daily against your seemingly far-away vision from 

Habit #2. The good news though, is that now you know what you want, you can plan your days accordingly. 

Habit #3 urges us to say “no” to the un-important, and “yes” only to those things we’ve deemed to be our 

highest, most important priorities. Our time is spent with the people and the things that really matter.  

Set priorities. Decide which of your roles and goals are most important, then determine what steps will best 

achieve those goals. Basically it means doing life with your values in hand. It means defining your idea of 

success in life from the image you would like to leave in the roles that you assume like (spouse, grandparent, 

voter, activist, student, employee, manager). The idea is to have these clearly defined and on a piece of paper. 

Schedule your priorities. We can use the time management matrix to determine where to spend our time. 

There are four quadrants where we spend our time: 

1. Important and Urgent 

2. Important but not Urgent 

3. Urgent but not Important 

4. Not Urgent or Important 

To be effective we need to take care of everything in Q1 and then spend as much of our remaining time as 

possible in Q2. We need to live in Qs 1 and 2. 

Quadrant 1 activities = important and urgent: emergencies, deadline-driven projects, crises, some 

meetings, some phone calls. These are the things we cannot and should not ignore. They demand our 

immediate attention. 

Quadrant 2 activities = important but not urgent: life-long learning, reading, and relationship building -- 

these are the things we don't do because they're never urgent. They're important, but once we finish dealing 

with the Urgent and Important crises, we often don't want to work in Q2. We get distracted by Urgent things 

that are not important—Q3 activities—such as phone calls, text messages or interruptions from others. We 
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might want to retreat to the gratifying but wasteful activities of Q4 because we feel like we deserve a break. 

We don't realize that we are setting ourselves up for more crises in Q1 by ignoring the important activities 

of Q2. 

HABIT #4.  THINK WIN / WIN. 

“Most people tend to think in terms of dichotomies: strong or weak, hardball or softball, win or lose. 

But that kind of thinking is fundamentally flawed. It’s based on power and position rather than on 

principle. Win/Win is based on the paradigm that there is plenty for everybody, that one person’s 

success is not achieved at the expense of exclusion of the success of others.” 

It’s not about your way or my way -- it’s about a better way for both of us. Habit #4 is about truly seeing a 

situation through another person’s lens -- and working towards a successful situation for both (or all) 

parties involved. 

HABIT #5.  SEEK TO UNDERSTAND, THEN TO BE UNDERSTOOD. 

Without empathy, there is no influence. Without deposits in the emotional bank account of relationships, 

there is no trust. Genuine listening gives precious psychological air to the other person, and opens a window 

on to their soul. 

HABIT #6.  SYNERGIZE. 

Synergy results from the exercise of all the other habits. It brings forth “third alternatives” or perfect 

outcomes that cannot be predicted from adding up the sum of the parts.  

To put it simply, synergy means "two heads are better than one." Synergize is the habit of creative 

cooperation. It is teamwork, open-mindedness, and the adventure of finding new solutions to old problems. 

But it doesn't just happen on its own. It's a process, and through that process, people bring all their personal 

experience and expertise to the table. Together, they can produce far better results that they could 

individually. Synergy lets us discover jointly things we are much less likely to discover by ourselves. It is 

the idea that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. One plus one equals three, or six, or sixty--you 

name it.  

When people begin to interact together genuinely, and they're open to each other's influence, they begin to 

gain new insight. The capability of inventing new approaches is increased exponentially because of 

differences.  
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Valuing differences is what really drives synergy. Do you truly value the mental, emotional, and 

psychological differences among people? Or do you wish everyone would just agree with you so you could 

all get along? Many people mistake uniformity for unity; sameness for oneness. One word--boring! 

Differences should be seen as strengths, not weaknesses. They add zest to life. 

HABIT #7.  SHARPEN THE SAW. 

This is about consistent renewal of the following four core dimensions of life: physical, spiritual, mental, and 

social. “Sharpening the saw” is about regular renewal in each of these areas. 

Take time to rejuvenate yourself and help prepare yourself to work better in the future. This often means 

relaxing, enjoying nature, meditating, etc. 

The purpose of this habit is to regularly exercise the four components which many believe make up the 

human being: body, mind, heart and spirit. 

● Body: Exercise for a sense of well-being. 

● Mind: Exercise to sharpen the intellectual abilities. 

● Spirit: Exercise with meditations and inner reflections. 

● Heart: Exercise care for important relationships. 

The fourth category is not an exercise like the others, but rather a commitment to use habits 4, 5 and 6 in 

everyday life. 

FINAL NOTES 

The author’s heroes are a guide to his philosophy. Benjamin Franklin is put forward as a perfect example of 

the character ethic in action, “the story of one man’s effort to integrate certain principles and habits deep 

within his nature.” Anwar Sadat, the Egyptian leader who originated the Middle East peace accords, also 

ranks highly in Covey’s mind as a person who successfully “rescripted” himself. Covey uses the story of 

concentration camp survivor Viktor Frankl (see Man’s Search For Meaning) to support his personal 

responsibility ethic, and Henry David Thoreau (see Walden) to illustrate the independent mind. It has been 

said that Covey’s seven habits are merely common sense. On their own they may be, but put together in the 

one package, in that sequence, and with the philosophy of principle-centeredness to support them, they can 

produce the synergy that Covey celebrates. A common criticism of self-help is that a seminar or a book can 

inspire us enormously, then we forget about it. Through its use of habits as the units of action and change, 
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The 7 Habits gives readers the momentum to incorporate its teachings into daily life. We are given the means 

for changing the little, in order to transform the big.  

ABOUT THE AUTHORS 
Dr. Stepehen R. Covey // Author of “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People” 

Over his lifetime, Stephen inspired millions with the power of universal principles. 

As he traveled the globe many times over, his message was a simple one: for true 

success and meaning in life, we must be principle-centered in all areas of life. A 

teacher at heart, he often taught: "there are three constants in life: change, choice 

and principles." From the oval office, the board room, community halls and to the 

school house and family room, Stephen taught the mindset, skillset and toolset found 

in the 7 habits of Highly effective people, his seminal work. His legacy is woven in the 

7 habits, and, just as these habits are universal and timeless, so is Stephen r. Covey, 

who is admired around the world for his simple, yet powerful, universal, timeless teachings. Recognized as 

one of Time magazine’s 25 most influential Americans, Stephen R. Covey was one of the world’s foremost 

leadership authorities, organizational experts, and thought leaders. Stephen Covey passed away on July 16, 

2012, with his loving wife, children and their spouses, grandchildren and great-grandchildren present. His 

legacy to the world is Principle-Centered Leadership and his many contributions will live on through the 

principles he loved, taught and espoused.  1

  

DEAN BOKHARI 

Author + Founder of FlashNotes.com  

Host of The Meaningful Show{Listen on iTunes here: http://bit.ly/1m6v5jD} 

Dean Bokhari believes that everyone deserves to live an optimal lifestyle. 

He believes we can change the world by doing meaningful work that serves 

the greater good.  

1 https://www.stephencovey.com/about/about.php 
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Dean teaches people and organizations how to inspire + empower people in a positive way. He is the 

founder of MeaningfulHQ, a consulting firm in Orange County, CA. 

With a bold mission to change the world through Leadership - Dean and the Meaningful crew are 

teaching leaders how they can move the world forward and move their organizations forward - at 

the same time.  

He speaks five languages and holds a B.S. in Political Communication from Virginia Commonwealth 

University, where he also studied Philosophy. He currently resides in Brea, CA with his wife, Amna, 

where he is also an active supporter of resource-based economic systems and global sustainability 

efforts. 
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