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Introduction
What is the organizing principle of great manage-
ment? What is the essence of great leadership?
What is the driving force behind a successful career?

The questions kept coming at Marcus Bucking-
ham from people who wanted to get to the core. To
some extent, it seemed like an effort to skate by on
a PowerPoint version of life instead of struggling
with complex reality. But we’re all attracted to clari-
fied versions of reality, not because we’re intellec-
tually lazy but because these versions often wind
up being so useful.

Take winter, spring, summer and fall. The four
seasons are the PowerPoint version of the weather.
Certainly they leave out a great deal of complexity,
exception and local variation, but nonetheless
they’ve helped generations of farmers sowing and
harvesting.

Tests for the One Thing
The One Thing people are searching for is a “con-
trolling insight” rather than some deep truth. Al-
though controlling insights don’t explain all out-
comes or events, they do serve as the best
explanation of the most events. Other factors will
undoubtedly come into play, but the kind of in-
sights that are most useful are the ones that un-

derpin, and therefore control, every other factor.  
The One Thing must pass three tests:
• It must apply across a wide range of situations. 
• It must serve as a multiplier, showing you

how to get exponential improvement — how to
gain the greatest return on your investment of time
and energy.

• It must guide action. You want to do things
differently, not simply look at them differently.

Great Managing
To grasp the One Thing you need to know about
great managing doesn’t mean ignoring the basics.
Let’s begin, then, with the four skills you simply
must learn if you’re not to fail as a manager.

First, you must select good people. The old
maxim says, “You marry as is. You get any change
if you’re lucky.” The same is undoubtedly true of
hiring. Obviously that doesn’t mean you can’t help
a person learn and grow. It simply means that
when you hire someone, you’re hiring a human
being blessed with certain predictable patterns of
emotion, learning, memory and behavior. If those
patterns aren’t to your liking, you’ll have to expend
tremendous effort to eradicate them and forge en-
tirely new ones.

The second skill of good management is to de-
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fine clear expectations. Confused employees aren’t
productive employees. Confusion retards everything,
from efficiency and focus (how can you distinguish a
shortcut from a distraction if you don’t know what the
goal is?) to teamwork and partnership (how can you
value the contributions of others if you don’t know
what your own contribution is supposed to be?) all the
way to pride and satisfaction (if you don’t know how
your success is being measured, how will you ever feel
successful?).

Despite the consensus need for clarity, however, it
turns out that most managers aren’t very good at pro-
viding it. Research reveals that fewer than 50% of em-
ployees claim they know what’s expected of them at
work. Apparently, while all managers know that setting
clear expectations is paramount, some struggle to exe-
cute that goal.

The third basic skill deals with praise and recogni-
tion. In Bringing Out the Best in People, Aubrey C.
Daniels reminds us that we must carefully manage the
behaviors of our staff. If we want to see specific behav-
iors repeated, we must make sure those behaviors
meet with consequences that are certain, immediate
and positive. In short, we must come to be known as
managers who will recognize excellence immediately
and praise it.

The final skill of good management is disconcert-
ingly warm and fuzzy: you must show care for your
people. A multitude of research studies confirm that
employees are more productive when they feel some-
body at work cares about them. In fact, it also reveals
that employees who feel cared about are less likely to
miss workdays, less likely to have accidents on the job,
less likely to file workers’ compensation claims, less
likely to steal, less likely to quit, and more likely to ad-
vocate the company to friends and family.

Great managers also play chess rather than
checkers with their people. To manage people suc-
cessfully, you have to understand that all the pieces
move differently.

Mediocre managers assume (or hope) that all their
employees will be motivated by the same things, driven
by the same goals, desire the same kind of relation-
ships and learn in roughly the same way. When they set
expectations for their people, they define in great detail
the behaviors they expect to see. When they coach
their people, they identify which of these behaviors

each employee is struggling with, and then tell the em-
ployee to work on those behaviors and practice them
until they become habit. When they praise their people,
they’re most impressed by employees who have
worked diligently to replace their natural style with
these preset behaviors. 

Great managers do the opposite. The One Thing all
great managers know about managing is this:

Discover What is Unique About Each Person 
and Capitalize on It

Given that your most precious resource as a man-
ager is time, by far the most effective way to invest that
resource is to identify exactly how each employee is
different, and then, as in chess, figure out how you can
best incorporate the differences into your overall plan
of action. 

Great management isn’t about transformation. If
you dedicate yourself to transforming each employee
into some predetermined perfect version of the role,
you’ll wind up frustrating yourself and annoying the
employee. Great managing is about release. It’s about
constantly tweaking the world so the unique contribu-
tion, unique needs and unique style of each employee
will be given free rein.

Great Leading
On Sept. 11, 2001, after the attack on the World Trade
Center, New Yorkers were stunned and frightened,
scared about the future and the future of their families.
During the terror of the first day, what they needed was
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somebody to soothe their fears. They needed empathy.
And they found it, improbably, in their mayor, Rudy Giu-
liani, who until then was known more for his combat-
iveness than his empathy.

When he was asked what he thought the final
body count would be, he sighed, looked down,
looked up and replied, “I don’t know what the final
number will be, but it will be more than we can
bear.” With those words, he won over New Yorkers.
He revealed himself to be a leader who understood
what all 12 million diverse, disagreeable, discordant
New Yorkers were going through. He found the emo-
tion they were all feeling — this day is unbearable —
and he articulated it for them. He voiced what was in
their hearts.

Giuliani’s ability to cut through individual differ-
ences and fasten on those few emotions or needs that
all of them shared is at the core of great leadership.
This ability is called extended empathy. No matter how
admirable his (or her) achievements, or how valuable
his experience and expertise, when a leader lacks ex-
tended empathy, when he loses sight of the things we
all share, he loses the ability to lead.

As we’ve seen, great managers need to discover
what is unique about each person. They act as inter-
mediaries between the individual and the company.
And like all intermediaries, they perform their role well
only when they perform it one-on-one.

Great leaders must play a different role. Their job is
to rally people toward a better future, and as such they
aren’t intermediaries. They’re instigators. Driven by

their compulsion for a better future, their challenge is to
do everything in their power to get other people to join
together to make this future come true.

So by definition they’ll perform this role well only
when they find a way to make many people, regardless
of each individual’s uniqueness, excited by and confi-
dent in this better future. If, through their words, ac-
tions, images, pictures and scores, they tap into those
things we all share, they’ll succeed as leaders. If they
can’t, they’ll struggle.

So while great managers discover what is unique
about each person and capitalize on it, great leaders
do the inverse. The One Thing every great leader
knows he must do is:

Discover What is Universal 
and Capitalize on It

The truly effective leader, while not denying the
truth that each person is different, chooses to focus on
a separate but equally powerful truth: despite our dif-
ferences, we all share a great deal. 

The effective leader calls upon his extended empa-
thy, sifts through the employees’ many missions until
he finds one they all share, and then reflects that
shared mission back to his employees. He paints vivid
pictures of what the future would look like if this mis-
sion were made real. He pinpoints one key metric to
track everyone’s progress toward that future. And by
doing that he reveals his understanding of his people
and his hope for them. 

Sustained Individual Success
Gallup research has found that only 20% of people re-
port that they’re in a role where they have a chance to
do what they do best every day. The rest of the working
world — the 80% — feel their strengths aren’t being
called upon every day.

The difference between the 20-percenters and the
rest of us can be found less in what they choose to do
and more in what they choose not to do. Time is an an-
noyingly inelastic resource. You can’t slow time down
or speed it up or stash some of it away or buy more of
it. When confronted with a resource as scarce and in-
flexible as this, 20-percenters are rigorously discrimi-
nating about how they choose to deploy it.

No matter how tempting the offer, they refuse to
get sucked into activities that, on some visceral level,
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they know they won’t enjoy. They remember the one
thing we all need to know to sustain our success:

Discover What You Don’t Like Doing 
and Stop Doing It

Your strengths — your love of problem solving,
your intuition, your assertiveness, your altruism, your
analytical mind — are your natural appetites and are ir-
repressible. When using them, you feel powerful, au-
thentic, confident and, in the best sense, challenged.
They’re self-reinforcing.

But after you’ve employed your strengths and
achieved some initial success, you may be offered new
opportunities, new assignments or new roles by people
who may be well-meaning but, more often than not, are
unaware of their own strengths. Some of these may call
upon your strengths, but many will not. The secret to
sustained success lies in knowing which of them en-
gage your strengths and which don’t, and in having the
self-discipline to reject the latter.

Some people will tell you that only those who are
successful have the luxury of cutting their dislikes out of
their jobs. That advice is backwards. People who are al-
ready successful became so precisely because they were
unwilling to tolerate aspects of their jobs they didn’t like. 

Conclusion
To excel as a manager you must never forget that each
of your direct reports is unique and your chief responsi-
bility is not to eradicate this uniqueness but rather to
arrange roles, responsibilities and expectations so you
can capitalize on it. The more you perfect this skill, the
more effectively you’ll turn talents into performance.

To excel as a leader requires the opposite skill. You
must become adept at calling on those needs we all
share. Our common needs include the need for securi-
ty, community, authority and respect — but for you, the
leader, the most powerful universal need is our need for
clarity. To transform our fear of the unknown into confi-
dence in the future, you must discipline yourself to de-
scribe our joint future vividly and precisely. 

Last, you must remember that your sustained suc-
cess depends on your ability to cut out of your working
life those activities, or people, that pull you off the path
of your strengths. 

In each of these roles, the critical skill isn’t balance

but its inverse: intentional imbalance. The great manag-
er bets that he (or she) will prevail by magnifying, em-
phasizing and then capitalizing on each employee’s
uniqueness. The great leader comes to a conclusion
about his (or her) core customer, his organization’s
strengths, its core score and the actions he’ll commit to
right now. Then, in the service of clarity, he banishes al-
most everything else from his thought and conversa-
tion. The sustainably effective individual, by rigorously
removing the irritants from everyday life, engages with
the world in an equally imbalanced fashion.

It takes insight to focus in this way, and discipline,
and since lopsided bets can be scary, courage. e

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Marcus Buckingham spent 17
years with The Gallup Organization, helping lead re-
search into the world’s best leaders, managers and
workplaces.

Related Reading
Confronting Reality: Doing What Matters to Get Things
Right, by Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan, Crown Busi-
ness, 2004, ISBN 1400050847. 

First, Break All the Rules: What the World’s Greatest Man-
agers Do Differently, by Marcus Buckingham and Curt
Coffman, Simon & Schuster, 1999, ISBN 0684852861. 

The 8th Habit: From Effectiveness to Greatness, by
Stephen R. Covey, Free Press, 2004, ISBN 0684846659.

execuKits!
Want to run an engaging and effective workshop for
your team on an issue covered by execuBooks?

Try execuKits: turnkey toolkits for 60-minute work-
shops! 

With these all-inclusive kits, busy team leaders can
easily and efficiently organize powerful knowledge and
skill development events for their teams. The kits incor-
porate proven adult learning principles and contain con-
cepts drawn from the best minds in business — like
those found in execuBooks.

Contact us for a catalog and more information at 1-
866-888-1161 or clientcare@execugo.com

The One Thing You Need To Know   By Marcus Buckingham 

www.execubooks.com 4


