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FOREWORD BY SEAN COVEY

As a young man, my father, Stephen R. Covey, had a job lined up. His father owned a successful hotel chain, and as the oldest son he was set to take over the business.

But a stint as a teacher infected him with a desire to use his talents elsewhere. His own voice—a combination of passion, talent, and conscience—cried out to be heard. He decided he wanted to be a teacher above all else. He had sensed the wondrous potential of his students and burned with a desire to unleash that potential. But he knew his father wanted him to take over the family business. He decided to talk with his father, but he was so afraid of what his father might think.

One day he approached his father and told him he wanted to be a teacher. His father replied, “That’s fine, son. You’ll be a great teacher. To be honest, I never liked business that much myself.” So Dr. Covey went on to become a university professor, a writer, and ultimately one of the world’s most sought-after thought leaders on the topics of leadership, organizational effectiveness, and family, all because he had the courage to find his own voice and make a distinctive contribution.

He helped others find their voice too. On one occasion I asked my father what he thought a good definition of leadership was. He said, “Leadership is communicating to another person their worth and potential so clearly they are inspired to see it in themselves.” This was the first time I’d ever heard such a definition, and I teared up a little. Why? Because that definition personified him. He was always communicating to me my worth and potential, even when I didn’t see it in myself. He made me feel like I could do anything and that I had an important mission to fulfill. He did the same for my brothers and sisters and basically to everyone around him. He believed that every single human had a unique purpose to fulfill and that each of us was of infinite worth and potential, not to be compared to anyone else.

He was a great teacher, first by his example, and then by his words, and I was deeply influenced by his insights. One of the fundamental things he continually taught me is that there are two ways to live: a life of primary greatness or a life of secondary greatness. Primary greatness is who you really are—your character, your integrity, your deepest motives and desires. Secondary greatness is popularity, title, position, fame, fortune, and honors. He taught me not to worry about secondary greatness and to focus on primary greatness. He also noted that secondary greatness would often—but not always—follow those who achieve primary greatness, and that primary greatness had its own intrinsic rewards, such as peace of mind, contribution, and rich and rewarding relationships. These rewards far outweigh the extrinsic rewards of secondary greatness—money, popularity, and the self-absorbed, pleasure-ridden life that we too often consider “success.”

This book is a collection of several of my father’s best essays that have never appeared in book form before and aren’t well known. But they are vintage Stephen Covey and contain some of his best thinking. So, my colleagues and I thought it only appropriate to share them with the world. At the writing of this foreword, it has been three years since my father died. But in these essays you will hear his insightful and penetrating voice speaking to your core. These essays are virtually untouched from when he first wrote them. We have simply woven them into a narrative about living a life of primary greatness. My father wrote some of these while he was formulating The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, and it’s exciting to see in these articles the genesis of ideas that have since transformed the world of business and many millions of lives. But this is not The 7 Habits all over again. This book contains refreshing insights about moving from a life absorbed with the external trappings of success to a life of deep peace, satisfaction, and wisdom.

Many people are hurting. They have chronic life problems, dissatisfactions, and disappointments. There’s a lot of discouragement, and much of what is passed off as a “cure” for these ailments is just superficial. This book can give you real healing in a world of aspirin and bandages. I’ve faced some wrenching tests in my own life, and I can tell you from personal experience that the principles I learned from my father—principles clearly taught in this book—have given my family and me the courage and the confidence to move forward, make a contribution, and find happiness. Those principles will do the same for you.



PREFACE

PRIMARY VS. SECONDARY GREATNESS

There were 614 wooden deck chairs on the Titanic when it put to sea for its first and last voyage. Every morning the crew would untie the chairs and arrange them attractively so the passengers could lounge on the deck. Passengers could arrange them any way they liked.1

Presumably, no one was actually rearranging the deck chairs as the great Titanic sank.

But “rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic” is now shorthand for doing pointless or trivial things instead of the important things in life.

Rearranging deck chairs while the ship is sinking is literally the last thing you’d do.

Then why is it the first thing so many of us do?

To rearrange deck chairs is to put appearances before reality, to care more about image than substance, to have your priorities backward.

And that’s what we do. We put last things first.

The result? Missed goals, failed careers, broken families, bad health, faltering companies, lost friendships, a life swallowed up in the debris of poor decisions.

That’s what happened to the Titanic, which sank in 1912 with 1,517 dead. “Safety first” was put last. The ship had been plowing at high speed through dangerous ice fields. There weren’t enough lifeboats for all the passengers. There were no lifeboat drills, so they didn’t know what to do when disaster struck.2

The story of the Titanic reminds us of the truth of Goethe’s saying, “Things that matter most must never be at the mercy of things that matter least.”

How many of us tend to put last things first?

Do we put our hidden agendas ahead of the people we’re responsible for?

Are we nice to people’s faces but then bad-mouth them behind their backs?

Do we treat strangers better than we treat our own family members—the people who matter most to us?

Do we take as much as we can in return for giving as little as we can?

Do we put long-term success at the mercy of short-term success?

Do we value the trappings of success (deck chairs) more than the inner peace and satisfaction that come from making a real contribution (saving the ship)?

According to Dr. Stephen R. Covey, primary greatness is the kind of success that comes from contribution. By contrast, the trappings of success—position, popularity, public image—are secondary greatness. When you see the actions and behaviors of celebrities, famous athletes, CEOs, movie actors, or whatever, you’re seeing secondary greatness.

Primary greatness is on the inside. It’s about character. Secondary greatness is on the outside. As Dr. Covey taught, “Many people with secondary greatness—that is, social recognition for their talents—lack primary greatness or goodness in their character. Sooner or later, you’ll see this in every long-term relationship they have, whether it is with a business associate, a spouse, a friend, or a teenage child going through an identity crisis. It is character that communicates most eloquently. As Emerson once put it, ‘What you are shouts so loudly in my ears that I cannot hear what you say.’ ”3

A successful life is about primary greatness—a life of duty, honor, integrity, perseverance, self-sacrifice, and service, regardless of material rewards or circumstances. These are natural, universal, unbreakable principles. They are the same for everyone everywhere and for all time. Going for secondary greatness without primary greatness doesn’t work. People don’t build successful lives on the unstable sands of what is outwardly or temporarily popular, but they do build successful lives on the bedrock of principles that do not change.

Ironically, secondary greatness often—but not always—follows primary greatness. People of good character tend to win at life because people trust them. Their hard work usually brings a certain level of security and, sometimes, even prosperity. Their service ethic earns them the love and loyalty of others. These are natural consequences of primary greatness.

Of course, there are no guarantees: People of good character can get sick or have bad luck, just like anyone else. There are plenty of decent people who work hard all their lives without prospering financially. But people who seek primary greatness enjoy a kind of peace and satisfaction that cannot come to those who strive for secondary greatness but know there’s nothing substantial inside.

Many people confuse success with secondary greatness. That means they do everything they can to seem successful on the outside, while hiding from who they really are on the inside. They won’t pay the price to be truly successful. They look for ways to succeed without putting in the effort. They project a false image. They pretend to be your friend. Most of us have been guilty of this kind of thinking at one time or another.

It should be obvious that negative traits like egotism, idleness, procrastination, and dishonesty have natural consequences, just as positive virtues do. However, in the age of secondary greatness, polls seem to matter more than moral convictions, and what’s on the outside has become more consequential than what is on the inside.

Still, deep down in the innermost part of the self, we know that we can’t live successful lives that are not also lives of principle. “Gallup Polls show that over 90 percent of American adults support the teaching of honesty, democracy, acceptance of people of different races and ethnic backgrounds, patriotism, caring for friends and family members, moral courage, and the Golden Rule.”4 At our core, we know that outward success is failure if it isn’t rooted in inner success. We want that for our children. We should also want it for ourselves.

This intuition is backed up by good data. Scientists interested in finding out which skills and traits lead to success no longer focus so much on intelligence or talent; many now see character as a more significant determiner of success. For example, the famous Perry Preschool Project has tracked people over decades to isolate the factors that lead to fulfilling lives and true accomplishment. Begun in Michigan in 1965, the project involved 123 preschool children whose lives have been studied ever since. As children, the Perry treatment-group members were drawn from deep inner-city poverty and taught to “persist at a boring and often unrewarding task .  . . to delay gratification .  . . to follow through on a plan.” In other words, basic character strengths. A half century later, those teachings are still paying off in the lives of the Perry group members. Compared to their contemporaries, they have been significantly more likely to graduate, twice as likely to be employed and earn a good wage, and half as likely to be arrested or spend time on welfare.5

Ironically, the Perry Project was intended to raise the IQ of the students. That didn’t happen, but it’s easy to see that their SQ, or “success quotient,” rose wonderfully as they internalized the principles of a good character.

Dr. Covey felt strongly that inner character was far more significant a factor in success than talent or intelligence or circumstances. He spent his life helping people around the world recognize that fundamental truth and transform their lives. Thousands have done so through corporate and government training or just through reading his best-selling books. Today in schools and colleges on every continent those principles are taught to young people through The Leader in Me, a whole-school process and system offered by FranklinCovey. The results are nothing short of remarkable, as students learn the difference between primary and secondary greatness, and how to live lives of primary greatness.

How do we internalize the principles of primary greatness? Isn’t character fixed at birth? Is it even possible to change our character?

Although it’s not easy, character change is possible. As Dr. Covey taught, we can change because we have the power to choose how we will act. Human character might be like a recipe—a cup of genetics, a tablespoon of environment, and a few ounces of luck—but we get to decide what we will make out of all those ingredients.

The key to success is to align ourselves to unchangeable principles and stop taking detours away from them. If you want to go directly north, you align your nose to the needle on the compass. Any deviation, and you’re no longer headed toward true north; that’s just reality. The principles that govern reality are the same principles that govern success, and if you violate those principles, you will suffer the consequences.

You won’t necessarily feel guilty or even uncomfortable if you violate a principle, at least not immediately. You might even feel what researchers call the “cheater’s high”—the satisfying feeling of getting away with it. Many people get pleasure out of cheating on their taxes, padding their expense accounts, or bad-mouthing somebody. They may congratulate themselves and feel superior to the poor saps who don’t cheat.6

However, most of us know deep down when we are hurting others—or ourselves—and the consequences to our character are inescapable.

If you violate the principle of saving by spending too much, you’ll tend to be poor. If you make a habit of violating the principles that govern your physical body, like exercise and proper nutrition, you’ll probably end up weak and sick. If you violate the principles of kindness and respect, you’ll almost certainly end up with more enemies than friends.

Of course, none of these consequences of bad behavior are absolutely inevitable. But if you look at life through the cold, realistic lens of probability, they are more than likely to happen.

The principles that govern reality are inarguable. They are beyond our control. They don’t care if we believe in them—they simply are. Thus, we’re more likely to succeed in life if we align ourselves to those principles and stop trying to ignore them.

That means examining our character and motives. If we want success in life, we might have to realign our character and motives to different principles. We might have to work on a character flaw, such as procrastination or envy or selfishness. In any case, we have to confront who we really are inside and align our lives to principles that govern success.

It can be difficult to enter what Dr. Covey calls the “secret garden” of our lives and find out what’s actually growing there. It’s not easy to realign to true principles, but it’s the only way to real success.

Principles are like levers. It might be impossible to move a boulder by yourself; but if you use a lever, it can be relatively easy. And the longer and stronger the lever, the easier it gets. As Archimedes said, “Give me a lever long enough .  . . and I can move the world!” Principles like integrity, service, and priority have great leverage. Only by consistently applying these levers can you hope to dislodge the biggest obstacles to your success—lapses of character such as selfishness, victimism, and “fatal distractions” from true priorities. If you’re a person of integrity, people will easily trust you. You’ll get much further with most people by giving them good service than by treating them with indifference. By putting your true priorities first, you won’t have to pay the heavy price of wasting your time and your life.

In this book, Dr. Covey describes how to make that important journey from an obsession with secondary greatness to a focus on primary greatness. He then describes twelve of the highest-leverage principles successful people live by, giving guidance as to how to internalize those principles:

• Integrity

• Contribution

• Priority

• Personal Sacrifice

• Service

• Responsibility

• Loyalty

• Reciprocity

• Diversity

• Continuous Learning

• Renewal

• Teaching to Learn

The first lever is integrity, the state of being whole and undivided. People with integrity are the same on the inside and the outside. They have no hidden agendas, no ulterior motives. They are, as Dr. Covey says, “totally integrated around a set of correct principles.”

We will be truly successful only if our goal is total integrity at our innermost core. Once we have set that goal for ourselves, primary greatness is within our grasp. The twelve levers take us from seeming successful to being successful; from deep-down insecurity to the inner confidence people feel when they anchor their lives in natural principles.

Why these twelve levers?

Clear back to ancient times, thoughtful people have made many such lists of useful principles. Aristotle’s table of virtues and Benjamin Franklin’s thirteen virtues come to mind. And in our time, the eminent psychologist Dr. Martin Seligman’s twenty-four character strengths are based on serious research into what makes the good life possible.7

Dr. Covey’s twelve levers are based on his own deep research and long experience working with thousands of people around the globe. For him, they were fundamental and inescapable, and there is something of a hierarchy about them. As noted, integrity is the foundation of real success, along with contribution—the principle of leaving a meaningful legacy, of making a positive difference. Living by the principle of priority enables us to make that contribution without losing our way in the thick of thin things.

It’s impossible to achieve any lasting legacy without personal sacrifice. When we begin to ask what we can do to be of service to others, we begin to understand what it means to get beyond the ego and taste true success.

The natural principle of responsibility is neglected more and more in our world. Nobody has any trouble taking responsibility for success, but the distinction between people of primary and secondary greatness becomes very clear when it’s time to account for things that don’t work out so well. Then the person of primary greatness blames no one else but steps forward and frankly accepts responsibility when it’s due.

Loyalty is the natural consequence of serving others. As you persevere in dedicated service, you build up tremendous equity in your relationships. You grow in loyalty to them and they grow in loyalty to you. Closely related to loyalty is the law of reciprocity—it is just as constant as the law of gravity. We all have consequences of our daily actions paid over to us at the end of every minute of our lives, and the balance can be in our favor or against us. We will be treated as we treat others. To violate a trust invites a reciprocal violation. It might not come immediately, but the price will be paid in time.

At the core of our being, we must value diversity if we want to maximize our success in life. Whether you’re talking about biology or business, politics or product development, nature kills off sameness and celebrates differences. As Dr. Covey says, “If two people have the same opinion, one of them is unnecessary.” As we learn to value and leverage the diverse strengths different people bring, we are far likelier to succeed.

Finally, without continuous learning and self-renewal, we face the natural consequences of stagnation and irrelevance. We renew ourselves through exercise, reading, making time for loved ones, and rejuvenating practices like meditation. We internalize the principles of primary greatness by teaching to learn—that is, becoming not just an exemplar but a teacher of primary greatness.

Taken together, the twelve levers make your life easier and more fruitful. By using these levers, you strengthen your character and your influence with other people. You’ll still work hard to move the boulders of life, but your efforts will no longer be futile.

These twelve levers are not the sum total of the principles of success—there are many others—but they are the indispensable principles. Without them, no one can truly succeed. This book looks deeply into these principles and helps us understand how to make them part of our inner selves.

Primary greatness is the natural consequence of pushing on these levers.

An act of kindness has great power.

An understanding friend has tremendous influence.

A responsible worker gains more and more responsibility.

A person with integrity has a lot of moral muscle.

As Dr. Covey taught, “If you want to have a happy marriage, be the kind of person who generates positive energy and sidesteps negative energy rather than empowering it. If you want to have a more pleasant, cooperative teenager, be a more understanding, empathic, consistent, loving parent. If you want to have more freedom, more latitude in your job, be a more responsible, a more helpful, a more contributing employee. If you want to be trusted, be trustworthy. If you want the secondary greatness of recognized talent, focus first on primary greatness of character.”8

The influence of Dr. Stephen R. Covey is nothing short of a global phenomenon. Starting with the 1989 publication of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, millions of leaders, educators, and families worldwide have drawn inspiration and comfort from Dr. Covey’s affirming, inspiring voice. If that voice is familiar to you, it’s because his language has become the language of our time—affirming phrases such as “be proactive” and “think win-win” and “seek first to understand” have reshaped the culture we live in.

But Dr. Covey had much more than The 7 Habits to contribute. The editors of this new book went through dozens of articles published by Dr. Covey to isolate more of his insights into the principles of successful living. The powerful readings in this book have been inaccessible until now. If you are like millions of others, Dr. Covey’s meditations on the levers of primary greatness can transform your life from good to great.

—Stephen Covey’s colleagues




I

HOW TO ACHIEVE PRIMARY GREATNESS
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CHAPTER 1

THE SECRET LIFE

If you look the right way, you can see that the whole world is a garden.

—FRANCES HODGSON BURNETT

We all live three lives: public, private, and secret. The secret life is where your heart is, where your real motives are—the ultimate desires of your life. It is also the source of primary greatness. If you have the courage to explore your secret life, you can honestly question your deepest motivations. Are you prepared to rescript those motivations—to realign your life to the core principles of true success?

The secret life is the key to primary greatness.

In New York City, I attended the Broadway play The Secret Garden. The play was particularly poignant for me, because my mother had just died.

The Tony Award–winning musical is the story of a young girl whose mother and father die of cholera in India as the play begins. She is sent to live with her uncle in a large British manor. The old house is filled with romantic spirits. As the restless girl explores the grounds of the estate, she discovers the entrance to the magical secret garden, a place where anything is possible.

When she first enters the garden, she finds that it appears to be dead, much like her cousin, a bedridden boy, and her uncle, still haunted by memories of his lovely wife who died giving birth to the boy. In harmony with natural laws and principles, the girl faithfully plants seeds and brings new life to the garden. As the roots are warmed and the garden cultivated, she brings about a dramatic transformation of her entire family culture within one season.

In my many years of teaching and training, I have seen several such transformations brought about by proactive people who live by principles of greatness in their secret, private, and public lives.

When I returned home the next day to speak at my mother’s funeral, I referred to The Secret Garden, because for me and many others, my mother’s home was a secret garden where we could escape and be nurtured by positive affirmation. In her eyes, all about us was good, and all that was good was possible.

Our Three Lives

In our public life, we are seen and heard by colleagues, associates, and others within our circle. In our private life, we interact more intimately with spouses, family members, and close friends. The secret life is part of the other two.

The secret life is the mainspring that motivates the other two lives. Many people never visit the secret life. Their public and private lives are essentially scripted by whom and what precedes and surrounds them or by the pressures of the environment. Thus, they never exercise that unique endowment of self-awareness—the key to the secret life—where you can stand apart from yourself and observe yourself.

Courage is required to explore your secret life because you must first withdraw from the social mirror—the reflection of ourselves that society feeds back to us but may have little to do with our inner selves. We get used to the view of ourselves in the social mirror. And we may opt to avoid self-examination and idle away our time in a vacuum of reverie and rationalization. In that frame of mind, we have little sense of identity, safety, or security.

Examine Your Motives

The most critical junctures in my life take place when I visit my secret life and ask, “What do I think? What do I believe is right? What should my motives be?” These are times when I deeply visit my secret life and choose my motives. “Wait a minute,” I say to myself. “It’s my life. I can choose how to use my time and energy. I can choose whether to get up in the morning and exercise. I can choose to get angry or not. I can choose whether I want to make reconciliation with this person or not. I can choose my own motives.”

One of the exciting fruits of the secret life is the ability to consciously choose your own motives. Until you choose your own motives, you really can’t choose to live your own life. Everything flows out of motives and motivation—they are the root of our deepest desires. The question is, which motives will we put first in our lives?

When I face a frustrating or perplexing situation, I enter into my secret life. That’s where I face myself and ask, “Will I live by correct principles, or will I surrender to the demands of secondary greatness?”

As I learn to be proactive in exploring the secret life, I tap into self-awareness, imagination, conscience, and into the exercise of free will to choose my motives.

For example, when thinking about your career, you might ask, “Now, what is my real motive?” N. Eldon Tanner, former Speaker of the Alberta Legislative Assembly and former Cabinet member, once said, “Whenever I had a big career decision, I had to visit my heart and ask, ‘Am I totally prepared to put first things first—and in this position, will I keep my priorities straight?’ ” He said, “I’d have to struggle with that question until it was settled.” Once he had made that decision, he would look at the assignment and ask, “If it would build the causes most dear to me, I will go and serve there.” He became well respected throughout his country.

I met with this great man once when I was serving on a search committee for a new university president. When I entered his office, he left his desk and came around, sat next to me, and said, “What do you want me to understand?” He listened to me with much intensity and sincerity, then said, “I want you to know how much I respect you.” It deeply impressed me.

People who regularly explore their secret life and examine their motives are better able to see into the heart of others, practice empathy, empower them, and affirm their worth and identity.

A healthy secret life will benefit your private and public lives in many ways. For example, when I’m preparing to give a speech, I read aloud a favorite discourse that is inspiring to me because it helps me clarify my motive. I lose all desire to impress. My only desire is to serve. And when I go to a public setting with that motive, I have great confidence and inner peace. I feel more love for the people and feel much more authentic myself.

Executives I have consulted with tell me, “This is the first time in many, many years that I’ve done any soul searching. I’ve seen myself as if for the first time, and I’ve resolved that my life is going to be different. I’m going to try to be true to what I really believe.” Over the years, many people have written me to say, “Your principles have made the difference. I’d never really thought about some of them before, but I resonate with them.” That’s because these principles reside in their secret lives.

And yet, most of us spend our busy days privately doing our thing, never pausing long enough to enter the secret life, the secret garden, where we can create masterpieces, discover great truths, and enhance every aspect of our public and private lives.

A healthy secret life is the key to primary greatness.

Self-Affirmation

A key to having a healthy secret life is self-affirmation. Among the most important bits of communication are messages of affirmation you give yourself and others.

A good self-affirmation has five characteristics:

• It’s personal, meaning it is written in the first person.

• It’s positive rather than negative, meaning that it affirms what is good and right.

• It’s present tense, meaning you are doing it now or have the potential for doing it.

• It’s visual, meaning you can see it clearly in your mind’s eye.

• It’s emotional, meaning you have strong feelings attached to it.

The following two examples of affirmation will serve to illustrate these five principles.

OVERREACTION. Suppose a parent who overreacts to spilled milk decides he has the potential for improvement. Thus, he resolves to respond with wisdom, love, firmness, fairness, patience, and self-control in stressful situations. He then writes his resolve in the form of an affirmation:

“How deeply satisfying (emotional) it is to me (personal) to respond (present tense) under conditions of fatigue, stress, pressure, or disappointment (visual conditions) with self-control, wisdom, firmness, patience, and love (positive).”

PROCRASTINATION. Suppose an individual desires to improve in the area of procrastination. Because she compulsively puts things off and manages by crisis, she selects as her desired behavior to be on top of things, to be current and value-driven. Her affirmation becomes: “How satisfying and exhilarating it is to be in charge of myself, guiding my own destiny, by taking time to plan, to work my plan, and to delegate to others.”
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