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Summary 

Why does a noticeable proportion of uber successful people seem to have a very limited wardrobe?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

It may seem counterintuitive, but sometimes in order to do more we must do less.  

Have you ever heard of the 80/20 principle? This principle states that 80% of results come from 20% of 

outputs. In essence, it means that our largest gains come from our smallest and simplest actions.  

This book will help you find your own personal 80/20 by eliminating the junk that’s currently in the way 

of being truly productive and fulfilled.  

 

My Takeaway 

Self-discrepancy theory states that we always are confronted with an ought decision (what society 

wants us to do) and an ideal decision (what we want to do). What happens most often is that we choose 

the ought, and as we continuously make ought decisions they build up into a snowball full of stuff we 

don’t want until this snowball gets so big that it blocks us from achieving what we actually do want. 

Let’s Connect! 
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Essentialism gets us to understand and prohibit this snowball before it gets started. How? By showing us 

what’s essential, and how to block out everything that’s not.  
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What is Essentialism 

Lesson 1: Essentialism 

Ready for a fun fact… the word “priority” first appeared in the English language in the 1400’s but only in 

the 1900’s did it pluralize to “priorities”.  

In other words, essentialism - the belief and system of blocking out everything that is not “essential” - 

was the accepted norm until priority became “priorities”.  

So what exactly is essentialism beyond it’s literal translation? The author highlights four main points: 

1: Do less, but do it better – Self-explanatory, identify your 20% and attack it relentlessly.  

2: The Everything Paradox – We need to stop believing that we can do everything. Instead, we 

need to pick specific directions we can excel in.  

3: Flexibility – Nothing is ever set in stone. Instead, we must be always questioning and adjusting 

our plans in accordance. It is OKAY to realize you’re not doing what you want to and to change 

direction. 

4: Action – The above 3 points are only as good as the action taken to ensure them.  

 

“If one’s life is simple, contentment has to come. Simplicity is extremely important for 

happiness” – Dalai Lama 

 

Lesson 2: Learned Helplessness 

Ever feel like life’s an accelerated merry go round, with you as the rider holding no control over the 

speed or the ability to stop it?  

This feeling is called learned helplessness - a condition in which a person suffers from a sense of 

powerlessness, arising from a traumatic event or persistent failure to succeed.  

Unfortunately, it doesn’t need to be a traumatic event. Rather, it can be the gradual progression of not 

making your own choices. In the “My Takeaway” section we discussed the theory of ought and ideal 

decisions. Learned helplessness is the side effect of allowing too many ought decisions, to the point 

that your life is simply this merry go round, or as society calls it the “rat race”.  

 

Lesson 3: I have to vs. I choose to 

People in a learned helplessness state revert to saying “I have to”. I have to go to work. I have to finish 

______. The list never ends. 

Fortunately there’s a solution, and it starts by reframing your decisions from being “I have to” and 

saying “I choose to”.  
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The example given in the book was a study on dogs, in which scientists wanted to understand if dogs 

could be put into this learned helplessness state. They used three groups, with group 1 being a group 

that could stop the shock by pressing a lever. A second group had a lever but nothing could happen, and 

the third didn’t receive a shock. After this initial stimuli, all dogs were broken up into a huge box divided 

into two. One side of the box had a shock, the other didn’t. The hypothesis was that dogs who felt the 

control of making a decision to stop the pain (pulling the lever that worked) would move to the other 

side, while those who were disempowered would stay in the shock side of the box – in essence, learning 

to accept a helpless state. When they ran the experiment, this is exactly what happened, the second 

group of dogs didn’t move from being shocked since they learned to be helpless. 

 

“When we forget our ability to choose, we learn to be helpless” 

 

Lesson 4: Tradeoffs 

Let’s go back in time, say to the 60’s, and I’ll give you $100,000 to invest in either, Apple, IBM, Microsoft, 

or Southwest Airlines. Who would you pick? 

Obviously Apple right? WRONG.  

According to the author, the best pick based off ROI would have been Southwest Airlines. Shocking I 

know, but if we apply our lens of essentialism it’s not that surprising. 

Southwest Airlines focused on one thing – flying there customers from point A to point B with no frills, 

and the result was that they were price leaders. Were they the “comfiest” airline? No. But that didn’t 

matter, because they understood their tradeoffs and instead focused on the essentials of flying from A 

to B.   
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How to Become Essential  

Lesson 1: Schedule Boredom 

Beyond the computational brilliance, smartphones have an incredible property – the eradication of 

boredom. However, boredom, and the ability to revel in it, is a key principle in essentialism.  

For this reason, many of today’s most successful CEO’s as well as histories best minds like Newton and 

Einstein schedule pockets of solitude to just think.  

 

“Without great solitude no serious work is possible” – Pablo Picasso 

 

Lesson 2: The Journal 

One way to create space to just think is through a journal. However, part of journaling as an essentialist 

requires one not to just write, but instead write only the essential points. The author tells us to write as 

little as possible, stating that as you read prior journal entries you’ll be able to see a bigger picture 

emerge.  

 

Lesson 3: Play  

We all understand the importance of rest, but just important is time for play. The author points to 

current tech leaders like Google, Twitter, Pixar, and the amount of perks they have like free improv, 

yoga, etc.  

Within the field of expertise and creativity this belief permeates, with most great ideas happening while 

the subject was in the back of the persons mind but they were engaging in playful activity.  

 

Lesson 4: Sleep 

We are all guilty of neglecting this. What possible good besides not having bugs under your eyes can be 

done when we’re unconscious?  

According to the author, a lot, as sleep increases our ability to think, connect ideas and maximize our 

productivity. 

 

Lesson 5: Don’t Be a Hoarder 

Not being a hoarder might arguably be the hardest thing to do. We all have that special shirt or outfit 

that we’ve never worn but we know we’ll wear “one day”. The author gives us to exercises to help with 

our judgement: 



Matthew R Mottola | 6  
 

1: 90% Rule – Ask yourself the percentage something is useful, or percentage you’ll wear it 

again, and if it’s not over 90 you have to chuck it.  

2: The 3’s – In order to see if something is a clear cut yes or no, prepare a list of three minimum 

requirements, and three ideal requirements. When making a decision, if something doesn’t cut 

all three minimums or at-least two ideals, you have to chuck it.  

 

Lesson 6: Remove the Relationship 

In theory it’s easy to say no, but we all know the sticky implications and pressures that accompany 

rejecting something. Yet for every time you want to, but don’t say no, you’re inviting learned 

helplessness into your life.  

For this reason, the author advises to replace the emotional attachments with clear, objective goals.  

One framework not included in this book is the SMART framework.  

S: Specific 

M: Measurable 

A: Attainable 

R: Reasonable  

T: Timeframe  

 

Lesson 7: Sunk-Cost Bias 

How many times have you seen or heard slogans such as below: 
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Inspirational? Yes. Smart? For the most part…NO. 

This is because of the sunk-cost fallacy, in which we stick with a bad decision simply because we’ve 

already invested so much time/energy into it. What happens is we start with one bad decision, then 

build little bad decisions on top until we’ve reached a point of no return.  

The best example is relationships. Commonly people find themselves unhappy in long term 

relationships. Instead of looking at the relationship objectively, they instead say things like, “but we’ve 

been dating for 2 years”, or “he/she was my first”, all relating to the investment they’ve put in instead of 

what really matters to be happy in the long term. 

Now how can we rid of the sunk-cost fallacy?  

By setting clear boundaries up front. For example, if a stock investment, having clear metrics of what 

you can’t afford to lose.  

The author uses the example of a fence in a schoolyard to demonstrate this. Initially during recess a 

couple teachers had to watch the kids to make sure they didn’t go past the boundary. This meant 

instead of revising lesson plans, or placing individual attention on students, this teacher was stuck being 

a hall monitor. With a fence, there no longer was the need for teachers monitoring, and because of this 

the teachers were free to be more productive. The authors tell us boundaries provide the same level of 

freedom, honing our biases at bay and allowing our productivity to grow.  
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Execution 

Lesson 1: Proactive, NOT Reactive 

Above we’ve put in play every principle needed to be an essentialist. We’ve established time to think, to 

sleep, and to play. We’ve improved upon thinking through our journal, we’ve taken away any hoarding 

traits, we’ve built boundaries, and we’ve established SMART goals.  

But in order to execute, we must take this thinking and apply it as our design instead of accepting the 

default in each situation. This means being proactive – applying essentialist design to each situation, 

instead of reactive – reacting to each situation.  

“The way of Essentialism means living by design, not by default” 

 

Lesson 2: Baby Steps 

The author tells us that success isn’t built in a day, but rather through small incremental steps.  

 

Lesson 3: Habit 

The last step is taking essentialism from a theory to a habit. A habit means an unconscious routine one 

does with little to no thought.  

The example used is Michael Phelps, and how his coach made him visualize a slow motion video of the 

perfect race every time he went to bed and as soon as he woke up. He would then train, trying to 

attempt what he just visualized. We all know the result, Phelps won gold after gold with perfect races.  

    

 

 

Like What You See? To learn more check 

this out! 
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