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he basic value proposition of Essentialism 
is only once you give yourself permission 
to stop trying to do it all, to stop saying yes 
to everyone, can you make your highest 

contribution towards the things that really matter.

What about you? How many times have you reacted 
to a request by saying yes without really thinking about 
it? How many times have you resented committing to do 
something and wondered, “Why did I sign up for this?” 
How often do you say yes simply to please? Or to avoid 
trouble? Or because “yes” had just become your default 
response?

Now let me ask you this: Have you ever found yourself 
stretched too thin? Have you ever felt both overworked 
and underutilized? Have you ever found yourself 
majoring in minor activities? Do you ever feel busy but 
not productive? Like you’re always in motion, but never 
getting anywhere?

If you answered yes to any of these, the way out is the 
way of the Essentialist.

The Way of the Essentialist
Dieter Rams was the lead designer at Braun for many 

years. He is driven by the idea that almost everything is 
noise. He believes very few things are essential. His job is 
to filter through that noise until he gets to the essence. 
For example, as a young twenty-four-year-old at the 
company he was asked to collaborate on a record player. 
The norm at the time was to cover the turntable in a solid 

wooden lid or even to incorporate the player into a piece 
of living room furniture. 

Instead, he and his team removed the clutter and 
designed a player with a clear plastic cover on the 
top and nothing more. It was the first time such a 
design had been used, and it was so revolutionary 
people worried it might bankrupt the company 
because nobody would buy it. It took courage, as 
it always does, to eliminate the nonessential. By 
the sixties this aesthetic started to gain traction. 
In time it became the design every other record 
player followed.

Dieter’s design criteria can be summarized by 
a characteristically succinct principle, captured in 
just three German words: Weniger aber besser. The 
English translation is “Less but better.” A more fitting 
definition of Essentialism would be hard to come by.

The way of the Essentialist is the relentless pursuit of 
less but better. It doesn’t mean occasionally giving a nod 
to the principle. It means pursuing it in a disciplined way.

The way of the Essentialist isn’t about setting New 
Year’s resolutions to say “no” more, or about pruning 
your inbox, or about mastering some new strategy in 
time management. It is about pausing constantly to 
ask “Am I investing in the right activities?” There are 
far more activities and opportunities in the world than 
we have time and resources to invest in. And although 
many of them may be good, or even very good, the 
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fact is that most are trivial and few are vital. The way of the 
Essentialist involves learning to tell the difference—

learning to filter through all those options and 
selecting only those that are truly essential.

Essentialism is not about how to get more 
things done; it’s about how to get the right 
things done. It doesn’t mean just doing less 
for the sake of less either. It is about making 
the wisest possible investment of your time 
and energy in order to operate at our highest 
point of contribution by doing only what is 
essential.

The way of the Essentialist rejects the idea 
that we can fit it all in. Instead it requires us 

to grapple with real trade-offs and make tough 
decisions. In many cases we can learn to make 
one-time decisions that make a thousand future 
decisions so we don’t exhaust ourselves asking 
the same questions again and again. The way 
of the Essentialist means living by design, not 
by default. Instead of making choices reactively, 
the Essentialist deliberately distinguishes the 
vital few from the trivial many, eliminates the 
nonessentials, and then removes obstacles so 
the essential things have clear, smooth passage. 
In other words, Essentialism is a disciplined, 
systematic approach for determining where 
our highest point of contribution lies, then 
making execution of those things almost 
effortless. n

Nonessentialist Essentialist
ALL THINGS TO ALL 
PEOPLE 
“I have to.”
“It’s all important.”
“How can I fit it all in?”

LESS BUT BETTER
“I choose to.”
“Only a few things really 
matter.”
“What are the trade-offs?”

THE UNDISCIPLINED 
PURSUIT OF MORE
Reacts to what’s most 
pressing
Says “yes” to people 
without really thinking
Tries to force execution 
at the last moment

THE DISCIPLINED  
PURSUIT OF LESS
Pauses to discern what 
really matters
Says “no” to everything 
except the essential
Removes obstacles to 
make execution easy

LIVES A LIFE THAT  
DOES NOT SATISFY
Takes on too much, and 
work suffers
Feels out of control
Is unsure of whether the 
right things got done
Feels overwhelmed and 
exhausted

LIVES A LIFE THAT  
REALLY MATTERS
Chooses carefully in order 
to do great work
Feels in control
Gets the right things done
Experiences joy in the 
journey
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