
 
  

The ONE Thing Focus Principle 

Idea In Short

Identify the single domino that knocks over all others in each area of your life. Narrow your
focus, eliminate could-do items, and tackle your one thing each morning when willpower is
highest.

This Book Is About Extreme Focus

The ONE Thing, authored by Gary Keller and Jay Papasan, argues that narrowing your focus
to a single priority in each area of life makes you happier, more successful, and more
effective. Pseudo multitasking and refusing to identify what matters most simply makes you
tired and miserable. The concept sounds overly simplistic, which is exactly why it works.
This is undeniably an anti-Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) book 1.

The Russian proverb captures the essence. If you chase two rabbits, you will not catch
either one. Focus is not a platitude. It is a lever.

Focus Creates Geometric Leverage

Keller tells the story of dominos to illustrate the power of geometric growth. A single domino
can knock down another 50 percent larger. The math compounds quickly. The 23rd domino
stands taller than the Eiffel Tower. The 57th domino could build a bridge to the moon. The
principle is clear. Small, focused actions create disproportionate results over time.

The task is to isolate the first domino in every part of your life. As Og Mandino observed, it is
those who concentrate on but one thing at a time who advance in the world. Consultants
continually use data to demonstrate the Pareto Principle to clients, showing the nonlinear
relationship between inputs and outputs. Stop peanut-buttering costs across every initiative.
Stop creating more Stock Keeping Units (SKUs) that drive up inventory costs while
contributing nothing to revenue.
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The Pareto Principle, which Vilfredo Pareto first articulated, suggests that 20 percent of
effort produces 80 percent of results 2. The ONE Thing asks what happens when you take
this further. What is the one thing that will drive 80 percent of your results? What is the first
domino?

Kill the Could-Do List

Keller argues that we all make lists and try to manage our time, but we should do less. Get
rid of the could-do items. Focus on the should-do items. This is the only way to accomplish
what matters most. This concept parallels Cal Newport's ideas around Deep Work, which
argues that sustained, distraction-free focus produces outsized value.

Most professionals fill their calendars with tasks that feel productive but accomplish little.
The could-do list is a graveyard of good intentions. The should-do list is short,
uncomfortable, and effective. The discipline to distinguish between them separates high
performers from busy mediocrity.

Go Small or Go New

Keller advocates addressing the smallest profitable market you can serve. This concept
echoes across business literature. Seth Godin talks about building a tribe in the smallest
viable market. Peter Thiel argues for creating monopolies in smaller markets in his book
Zero to One. The classic Blue Ocean Strategy makes a similar case for finding uncontested
market space.

The pattern is consistent. Dominate a niche before expanding. Focus creates depth. Depth
creates expertise. Expertise creates differentiation. Differentiation creates pricing power
and defensibility. Starting small is not a limitation. It is a strategy.

Say No to Distraction

Finding a smart way to drive your own calendar, thoughts, and actions requires saying no.
Do not make yourself a victim of circumstance, other people's agendas, or boring, useless
tasks. The modern office is a carnival of distracting multitasking demands. Multitasking is a
scam. You cannot do two cognitively demanding things simultaneously. You switch between
them, losing time and quality with each switch.
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Saying no is not rude. It is essential. Every yes to something trivial is a no to something
important. Protect your time blocks ruthlessly. Guard your mornings. Decline meetings
without clear agendas. The professionals who accomplish the most are often those who say
no the most often.

Selective Discipline Through Habits

The most appealing concept in the book is counterintuitive. Narrowing your focus to one
thing means you need less discipline to succeed. You start to create habits, one after
another, that do the work for you. Habits are easier to follow than sheer force-of-will
discipline. This is attractive because we are all a little lazy at heart. If we can simplify and
hard-wire into habits, the path becomes sustainable.

Creating habits seems less onerous than constantly monitoring and prioritizing everything.
When we are unfocused and distracted, we play a guilt trip on ourselves and try to be more
disciplined. That cycle is exhausting. Research on ego depletion supports this insight.
Willpower is a finite resource that drains with use, making habit formation far more
sustainable than relying on constant self-control 3.

Keller illustrates this with the story of Michael Phelps. The Olympic swimmer had serious
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Once his coach recognized his talent and
focused him on one thing, Phelps swam and swam and swam. It is about isolating the one
thing. Finding the first domino.

Do the ONE Thing in the Morning

Willpower is a resource that diminishes as it is used. You wake with a full battery in the
morning. Capacity goes down slowly all day. This explains late-night television watching,
snacking on junk food, and browsing the internet without purpose. Keller's answer is simple.
Do your one thing early in the day before willpower is gone.

This principle has practical implications. Schedule your most important work for the first
hours of the day. Protect that time from meetings, emails, and interruptions. The work you
do at 9 AM with full willpower will be better than the same work attempted at 4 PM when
your reserves are depleted.
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Think Big

Peter Thiel constantly provokes people to think bigger. He argues that most of developed
society believes we have technologically and culturally plateaued, as if there are no more
frontiers or secrets to uncover. Thiel pushes against this complacency. So does Peter
Diamandis of the X Prize. So does Gary Keller.

The book offers amazing examples of thinking big. Arthur Guinness signed a 9,000-year
lease on his first brewery. J.K. Rowling thought through seven years of Hogwarts before
writing the first chapter. Sam Walton thought through his estate planning before opening his
first store, saving $11 to $13 billion in estate taxes. Andrew Carnegie captured the
philosophy. Do not put all your eggs in one basket is all wrong. Put all your eggs in one
basket, and then watch that basket. Men who do that do not fail often.

Discovering Your ONE Thing

The critical question is how you discover your one thing. Keller provides a focusing
question. What is the one thing I can do such that by doing it everything else will be easier
or unnecessary? This question can be rewritten more simply. What is the first domino that
will start knocking over the other dominos?

Apply this question to every area of your life. Spiritual life, personal life, key relationships,
physical health, business, work, and finances. The exercise is challenging but
transformative. The second half of the book covers purpose, priorities, and productivity in
depth. As one friend noted, business books are often the same. You just need to read the
first 20 pages. For the second half of this book, that may be true. For the first half, every
page matters. Have you thought about your one thing?

1Wikipedia
2Wikipedia
3Wikipedia

Summary

Focus creates leverage. A single domino can knock down another 50 percent larger. Find
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your first domino in each life area, build habits around it, and attack it early when willpower
is full. Multitasking is a scam.
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