
Success by the numbers -- the
denominators
I was looking over the search requests for the website today, and I was struck by
a request that I couldn't fill. The request was for "The common denominator of
success."

Fascinated by the request, I went to Google, my search engine of choice, and put
the phrase into the search box. Up popped a small talk given by Albert E.N. Gray
at the 1940 convention of the National Association of Life Underwriters. In his
talk, which was centered around selling insurance, Mr. Gray said this: "The
common denominator of success --- the secret of success of every man who has
ever been successful --- lies in the fact that he formed the habit of doing things
that failures don't like to do."

What an amazing observation, and so true! It doesn't seem to matter which type
of success you're after; if you are interested in financial success, you save and
invest where others don't. If it's physical health you're after, you exercise and
watch what you eat, while the rest of us eat corn chips while watching TV. If
you're after sales success, you sell when the other guys lay back and rest.

"The things that failures don't like to do are the very things that you and I and
other human beings, including successful men, naturally don't like to do. In other
words, we've got to realize right from the start that success is something which is
achieved by the minority of men, and is therefore unnatural and not to be
achieved by following our natural likes and dislikes nor by being guided by our
natural preferences and prejudices," Mr. Gray went on to say.

Success, after all, is purely a matter of doing something until it becomes habit.
Often, it is something that you don't want to do.

Let me use another example to illustrate this concept.

Last evening, I was reading an excerpt from an author I admire. Perhaps you
know of him; his name is Patrick F. McManus, and he is one of the best humor
writers you might ever read. I've been reading his books for a number of years,
although I prefer to listen to them on audio books.

Anyway, this excerpt, from this book "Deer on a Bicycle," where Pat teaches how
to write humorous stories, fits right in with "The Common Denominator:"
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"The writing schedule required that I write for two hours each day-not do
research, not read about writing, not think about writing, not make notes about
what I intended to write, but actually to pound the keys for a full two hours,
whether or not I had anything to write about. I hated it! But after a couple of
months of sticking ruthlessly to this schedule, I experienced a peculiar
psychological adjustment. Like Pavlov's dog anticipating the supper bell, but with
less drooling, I began to feel a compulsive pull toward the typewriter as seven
o'clock approached each night. I could barely wait to get back to whatever
story or article I had been working on. Also, I noticed that my writing had
become, if not easier, substantially better. Rather good phrases appeared on the
page, seemingly before I had even thought of them. Sometimes it seemed as if
the typewriter, my old manual Royal Standard, was doing the writing by
itself."

"I don't believe you can succeed as a writer, at least professionally, unless writing
becomes virtually compulsive for you. Otherwise, you must fall back on self-
discipline, and we all know what a bore that is."

When we look at Pat's explanation, we learn (at least) two very important things:
First, you'll note that he said when he started writing two hours each night, he
hated it. Second, you'll note that he kept up with it, until it became a habit -- or, as
he refers to it, "virtually compulsive."

McManus had found the same key to success, in his area of interest, as Gray did
selling insurance: do what you need to do, even when you hate it, and make a
habit of it.

When you think about it, almost every day, we do things that we probably don't
want to do. We get up when the sun still hasn't risen. We eat shredded wheat (or
something else as tasteless) when we really want to eat Captain Crunch. We go
to work, when we really want to stay home and watch "The Price is Right." We
pay the bills, when we really just want all the bills to magically disappear. All
these things are a learned behavior, and most likely, we do them out of pure
habit.

In the same ways that we have formed these habits, we can form positive,
successful ones. We can be the masters of our own future, if we just decide to do
those things that we need to do, whether or not we like doing them.

Sir James Barrie, the author of Peter Pan, (the story of a boy who refused to
grow up, and who always did what he liked, not what he needed to do,) said it
this way: "The secret of happiness is not in doing what we like to do, but in liking
what we have to do."

Such is life. We need to start a habit of doing what we need to do, when we need
to do it, despite whether it's easy or not.



Anyone can do what's easy. It takes a superior person to do what's worthwhile,
whether it's easy or not. And people who take that path inevitably become
superior, successful people, no matter where they start out.
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