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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book would not have existed were it not for Ryan Smith, so my first tribute must be to him. He had read The 80/20 Principle and thought I should write a book of daily readings based on the principle. I agreed. And rather to my surprise, so too did my editor-publisher, Iain Campbell. So, I wrote it! Thanks, Ryan! Appreciation also to Iain, whose editing has been meticulous, fast, precise yet imaginative, and well beyond the course of duty. If all editors were as good as Iain, authors and their readers would be so much happier. And great credit to my marvellous agent Sally Holloway for her many talents and ability to get things sorted with the minimum of fuss – 80/20 indeed.

80/20 Daily, I confess, has taken me far longer than I imagined. I loved writing it, but as I dug into the work, it became clear to me that the range, scope and power of 80/20 goes far beyond what I had previously covered, or been aware of, and required extensive new research and thinking.

The great bulk of 80/20 Daily is totally original; although based substantially on themes in about a dozen of my books, I was challenged to think again about most issues, and for the first time about some of them. I wrote each reading anew, only very occasionally quoting myself.

There are new subjects in the book, including ‘opportunity-ism’, moods, growth, the theory of personal monopoly, self-love, how to invent your own virgin territory, how to compound yourself, the right place to live, time oases, the nature of luck (what it is and is not, contrary to popular views), choosing and creating your hubs, making 80/20 decisions, hunches, Pascal’s wager and asymmetric bets, and finally a chapter on the black swan and history.

My biggest debt of all, and that of 80/20 – if we imagine it as a sentient force – is of course to the imitable and seminal figure of Tim Ferriss. Over the past two decades, nobody has done so much to promote 80/20 so tirelessly and influentially. I am particularly grateful for the endorsement that Tim has given me, quite against his normal (and sensible) policy. My books and I have also benefitted enormously from my two appearances on his legendary podcast Show, and I recommend – perhaps rather too blatantly – that you listen to my two blogs with Tim.* In the recent one, Tim graciously came to visit me in Portugal, and we had great fun doing it across my kitchen table. Wow, Tim!

A very large debt is due of course to Perry Marshall, whose has kindly written the Foreword to this work. Perry is, of course, the author of the very successful 80/20 Sales and Marketing, which ranges well beyond sales and marketing, and could be viewed as The 80/20 Principle Part Two. It’s entirely complementary to my work and brilliantly does many things that I could not have attempted. If you like this book, please read his!

Equally, there is my gratitude to my friend Marx Acosta-Rubio, who has been a tireless supporter and constructive critic of my work. Marx reads extraordinarily widely and encouraged me to read several great biographies, which led me to write my most recent book before this one, Unreasonable Success and How to Achieve It. Marx is a wise polymath, a noted libertarian and a person of enormous goodwill. Unreasonable Success and all my books, especially this one, have been greatly improved by his influence.

Finally, I warmly thank all my friends who generously made the time to read drafts of this book and made valued contributions. I hesitate to name my friends, for fear of omitting someone, but really vital ideas came from Guy Bowles, Tom Butler-Bowden, Hugo Delgado, Dr Chris Eyles, Nicholas Ladd, Jamie Reeve and Jamie Stirrat.

Enough! Please get stuck into reading the book, reflecting on it and indeed the whole life process of getting happier, healthier, wealthier, more successful and more of a force for good.

Richard Koch

October 2024



* The links to the blogs are as follows:
https://tim.blog/2020/09/22/richard-koch/
https://tim.blog/2023/07/05/richard-koch-2/
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Foreword by Perry Marshall

When Richard Koch asked me to write a foreword for his new book 80/20 Daily, I was bemused. Doesn’t saying 365 things about 80/20 seem a little anti-80/20?

After all, 80/20 isn’t about saying more – it’s about focus. So, would it be more in line with 80/20 to boil it down to one? Or 73, which is 20 per cent of 365?

But then again, maybe there’s a depth to 80/20 that begs a daily drip of wisdom to truly mine its depths.

The Principle is profound. You can explore it each day for a year and still find more to discover. Do you just want to be an 80/20 ‘brown belt’? Or a third-degree black belt? The depth and breadth of 80/20 suggest its complexity is worth embracing too.

I decided 80/20 is deep enough to mine daily. Each application reveals a new angle on familiar problems. A single insight can radically shift your thinking and strategy.

Now if anyone can make each of those 365 insights count, it’s Richard Koch. He wrote the first book about 80/20 in 1997. It sold more than a million copies, was translated into 40 languages. He’s written 25 other books, some on 80/20, most across a spectrum of other ideas: how to become happier and wealthier; how to attain zen-like elegance in your life, and more.

He started to invest his savings of around $500,000 in 1983. This little pot of wealth has now grown to around $1,600,000,000. His annual growth in assets has been around 22 per cent per year, compounded, which is slightly better than Warren Buffett (although Buffett has vastly more wealth as a result of starting earlier).

Richard does this by spending less than a day a week on his investments.

He has no office and only two employees. He never uses spreadsheets – he doesn’t know how to, and thinks they are misleading. He does his sums on an ancient HP12c calculator. He gives a lot of money away (but only to friends and family) and has no idea how to spend his wealth and doesn’t care. He has only one extravagant habit (a secret).

He cycles two hours a day and takes his Labrador for long walks, often by the sea. He plays tennis, gambles, shares meals with friends several times a day and reads two hours a day too. He lives in almost perpetual sunshine. A good life.

Each day’s entry in 80/20 Daily promises you payoff in terms of happiness, relaxation and absence of stress, a healthy mind; ability to help friends and family and your wider community. And yes, eventually even in wealth as a result of finding a great career.

Sometimes, even the 80 per cent that seems like excess carries value that you only recognize upon deeper examination or in hindsight. I acknowledge the irony: the deeper you reach into 80/20, the more you appreciate the full 100 per cent. Each layer of nuance builds upon the last.

Richard’s 80/20 Daily might be the routine your mind needs to stay fit. And in a world saturated with information, a principle-focused daily ritual may be precisely the discipline that cuts through the deafening noise. Richard will teach you to think simply, powerfully and happily.

Dive into it – one day, one rich 80/20 insight at a time.

Perry Marshall
author of 80/20 Sales & Marketing and Evolution 2.0

www.perrymarshall.com



Chapter 1

What is 80/20?

What is the 80/20 Principle and why is it so wonderful in daily life? We’re going to explore exactly what 80/20 is, why you should use it and how. For people who like analysis, there is 80/20 Analysis, which is extremely useful in statistics and business. 80/20 Thinking, however, is far more neglected and far more powerful. It can greatly lift our lives to new levels.



1   The universe is wonky!

What is the 80/20 Principle (‘80/20’ for short)?

80/20 tells us that in any population some things are likely to be very much more important than others. A good benchmark or hypothesis is that 80 per cent of results flow from 20 per cent of causes, and sometimes from a much smaller proportion of powerful causes.

Take everyday language. Sir Isaac Pitman invented shorthand after finding that just 700 words and their variants account for 80 per cent of common speech. The 700 words account for less than 1 per cent of all words in the dictionary. This is an example of an 80/1 relationship – 1 per cent used 80 per cent of the time.

It’s a pretty safe bet that of all the clothes in your wardrobe, you wear fewer than 20 per cent of them 80 per cent of the time. Daily life is full of relationships like this. Some of them are curious but not that important; some affect your happiness and influence you greatly. It is these 80/20 events, facts and hypotheses that you are going to be learning about every day.

We tend to think that life is 50/50 rather than 80/20. It sometimes happens that 50 per cent of people have 50 per cent of a scarce resource, such as money or influence, but this is rare. Does every hour of work you do have the same value, or are there a few things that have great results while most do not?

The universe is wonky! Results and causes are skew-whiff, but predictably so, following an 80/20 pattern. When you discover asymmetries in your life, you can find ways to multiply results with much less effort, stress, time or money.

Are you familiar with 80/20? Do you get the idea? You will see a large number of ways in which to multiply what you want with little pain and – perhaps – great enjoyment.

2   Some other illustrations of 80/20


	A study of 300 movies released over 18 months found that 4 of them – 1.3 per cent of the total made – took 80 per cent of box office receipts.

	On the stock market, the top 10 stocks in the Standard & Poor’s Index – 2 per cent of the total – typically account for 92 per cent of all gains.

	There are 5 per cent of US share-owning households who own 75 per cent of the total value of shares.

	If you go to a concert, be it rock, jazz or classical, a very small proportion of songs or music – the old, familiar pieces – will be played more than 80 per cent of the time.

	Of the 6,700 languages in the world, 100 (1.5 per cent) are used by 90 per cent of people.

	Americans comprise less than 5 per cent of the world’s population, yet consume more than 50 per cent of its heroin, along with some other very harmful substances.

	Police spies in Europe between 1847 and 1917 listed several thousand ‘professional revolutionaries’. Yet only one of them – Lenin – actually pulled off a successful revolution. History is full of events on which a handful of people have enormous impact, both for good and ill.

	Betfair, the world’s largest person-to-person betting exchange, reports that 90 per cent of the money staked comes from just 10 per cent of its clients.

	There are thousands of new inventions emerging all the time, yet a tiny proportion of them have an impact on our lives that is greater than all the others put together – for example, nuclear power, the computer, the internet and now artificial intelligence.



Can you think of examples in your life where 80/20 applies?

3   Why is 80/20 so life-enhancing?

When you spot a cause that has an enormous effect, you may be able to use it to achieve extraordinary results with ordinary effort. The essence of 80/20 is to identify activities that have a high ratio of results to effort, time, money or any other scarce resource. 80/20 is also about doing things that make you and other people happy, and create no stress.

Life is full of 80/20 possibilities of this kind. You will see over the course of the book, for example, that:


	a small proportion of your time generates most of your valuable results;

	fewer than 10 decisions you make in life are truly important and in terms of results overwhelm all the thousands of other decisions you make;

	there are four factors which influence your happiness – or lack of it – far more than anything else;

	it is always possible to greatly improve your life by using 80/20 Thinking.



Until recently, 80/20 has been used mainly in business and economics. My mission is to get 80/20 used in all areas of your life to greatly increase your peace of mind, joy, achievements and positive impact on people you know.

Are you ready to learn how to be much happier and kinder? Do you agree that huge effort is not always necessary for great results?

4   80/20 Analysis and 80/20 Thinking

There are two different ways to use 80/20:
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80/20 Analysis has traditionally been the main use of 80/20. Maybe I’m just not a very good analyst, but I use 80/20 Thinking more.

80/20 Thinking means embracing the basic idea behind 80/20 – that there are actually very few important inputs in life or any aspect of it. That’s quite liberating when you think about it.

80/20 Analysis is primarily a business tool, but 80/20 Thinking can be used to great effect both in business and outside it.

Do you like the idea of ‘80/20 Thinking’? Read on and you’ll soon become an 80/20 Thinker.

5   How to start your 80/20 Thinking

You need to constantly ask yourself: What is the 20 per cent in my life that leads to 80 per cent? What works brilliantly, that I should do more of, or that I should expose myself to, placing me in the slipstream of its warm current?

Never assume that you automatically know the answer. Take time to think creatively about it. What are the few vital inputs or causes, as opposed to the trivial many? What are the little hinges that swing big doors? Listen for the haunting melody being drowned by the background noise.

Once you have the answer, or at least a good hypothesis, try it out. Does it make a big difference? You know 80/20 Thinking is working when it multiplies effectiveness and good feeling. Action from 80/20 Thinking should lead you to getting much more from much less.

When you use 80/20 Thinking, do not assume that its results will be good or bad, or that the powerful forces we observe are good. Drugs are powerful, but not necessarily good. It’s the same with any important change to your routine. Decide whether the results are good for you. What is the effect on your inner self and your visible performance! Then decide – do you give the minority of powerful forces a further shove in the right direction, or frustrate their operation?

We like little causes and big results. That is what you are searching for. These little causes, small changes for big gains, are all around you. External and internal opportunities surround you every day, whether you notice them or not. Notice, test the results, see if they are good and, if so, multiply them.

Keep thinking 80/20. It is the biggest and best new habit in your life.

Have you started thinking 80/20 yet?

6   80/20 turns conventional wisdom upside down

With 80/20, you:


	celebrate exceptional results, rather than raise average efforts;

	look for the quality shortcut, rather than run the full course;

	are selective, not exhaustive;

	favour brevity over verbosity;

	strive for and praise excellence in a few things, not all-round performance;

	delegate and outsource as much as possible in your daily life;

	choose your careers, employers and bosses with the utmost care;

	employ rather than are employed;

	use relaxed reciprocity, not formal contracts;

	think, in everything, where 20 per cent of effort and money leads to 80 per cent of returns;

	stay calm, target a few very valuable goals and opportunities, and work less;

	make the most of your rare lucky streaks (often more than luck) where you are at your creative peak and the stars line up to guarantee your success.



Are you unconventionally wise?

7   80/20 Thinking combines extreme ambition with a relaxed and confident manner

We have been conditioned to think that high ambition must go with thrusting hyperactivity, long hours, busy-ness, ruthlessness and the sacrifice of self and others to the cause. We pay dearly for this association of ideas. Ambition does not need to involve the rat race.

A much more attractive, and equally realistic, combination is extreme ambition + confidence + humour + calmness + a civilized manner. Most great achievements come through steady application, deep thinking and sudden insight. Think Archimedes in his bath. Or Newton escaping the plague in London to sit under a tree in Lincolnshire and be hit by (or, more likely, to observe) a falling apple. Think Einstein daydreaming about passing trains. Darwin watching mockingbirds in the Galápagos Islands. Henri Poincaré chatting to a friend while boarding a bus. Bertrand Russell pottering around Cambridge to buy some pipe tobacco. Would science be the same if they had been chained to a desk or frenetically directing a team of scientists?

Most of the breakthroughs of high achievers come in a very small part of their working lives. 80/20 makes this clear. You have more than enough time if you have enough curiosity and ambition and you think, rather than rush around aimlessly. Achievement flows from sudden insight and selective action, from divergent thinking, visions of eternity and solitary pondering. Though there are some exceptions, most of the seminal books in the world took just a year or two to write, and most of the music which endures took less than a day to compose. Elton John says he wrote ‘Candle in the Wind’ in 20 minutes. Discoveries, inventions and mental leaps take seconds, hours, days or months, not lifetimes. They come like a hot knife through butter, not blood from a stone.

We have our best ideas when we are feeling good and relaxed. The still, small voice of calm has a bigger place in your life than you realize. Leave the rat race behind and do some solitary pondering.

Do you want to do that? Start today.



Chapter 2

Intelligent and lazy

This is classic 80/20 territory: contrary to what many people believe, it’s best to be intelligent and lazy. Intelligent-lazy people are selective and use 80/20 to decide what to do and – more importantly – what NOT to do. They know how to achieve superior results with less effort, leading to greater happiness, and increasing their influence and impact. The world would be so much happier and better run if we were all intelligent and lazy. You can make a start today …



8   The von Manstein matrix

[image: A 3x3 matrix showing 4 moods chart. The 3 columns on the first row are to be filled as follows: lazy, leave alone, stars. The 3 columns on the second row are to be filled as follows: hard working, fire immediately, excellent staff officers. The 3 columns on the third row are to be filled as follows: blank, stupid, intelligent.]

Field Marshal Erich von Manstein was a commander in the German army during the Second World War. He despised Hitler. He said there were four types of army officer:


	First, there are the lazy, stupid ones. Leave them alone, they do no harm.

	Second, there are the hard-working intelligent ones. They make excellent staff officers, ensuring that every detail is properly considered.

	Third, there are the hard-working, stupid ones. These people are a menace and must be fired at once. They create irrelevant work for everybody.

	Finally, there are the intelligent lazy ones. They are suited to the highest office.



Where do you belong on the matrix? Are you, or can you become, intelligent and lazy?

9   Intelligent and lazy

The most effective people are intelligent and lazy.

The key to becoming highly effective – and to having a life full of enjoyment and achievement – is lazy intelligence.

Intelligence is a necessary condition both for doing something worthwhile, and for being able to enjoy a full life, not one based on toil.

But why is being lazy important?

The essence of 80/20 is ‘more with less’. If 20 per cent of people or forces achieve 80 per cent of valued output, it follows that they are many times more effective than the other 80 per cent of people. The 20 per cent of people could therefore achieve their output, if they chose, with less time, less effort, less stress or less of some combination of all of these.

Since stress, beyond a certain point, is harmful to mental and physical health and to happiness, high achievers, if they are sensible and not addicted to work, should be lazy. Even if high achievers really do love work to the exclusion of other activities, they are likely to cause unhappiness in co-workers and in people who try to maintain close personal relationships with them. Anyone who is intelligent but not lazy may be missing out on some valuable human experiences, including love.

Lazy intelligence is a sensible personal strategy, and it benefits other people.

Are you intelligent and lazy? If not, why not?

10   The big, lazy boss who achieved the Earth

It’s no accident that the two people I have seen create the highest value in business are also the idlest I’ve ever met.

The first was Bruce Doolin Henderson, a big man in every sense. Not fat, but tall, vast, intimidating. His thing was ideas. Ideas, he fervently believed, created wealth. He revolutionized business strategy as a set of elegantly interlocking ideas, pithily expressed. Before Bruce, there were huge unreadable tomes on corporate strategy, useful only to insomniacs. Bruce reduced it all to two one-page charts. I still use one of the charts all the time.

He created arguably the best and most influential consulting firm in the world. He created the whole freaking industry of strategy consulting, which has given more opportunity, thinking power and money, to more bright, wet-behind-the-ears young people in the world ever.

Did he work hard? Nope. Hardly at all. As soon as he set his firm up, he hired other people to do all the work. Two years into the firm he created, he stopped doing any consulting. All he did – and he had a real nose for unlikely talent – was recruit, and write those little green tracts (‘Perspectives’) on strategy.

Bruce stayed in his office or at home, writing those tracts. He toured all his international offices like a mafia boss. He had set the whole shooting match going, selected fantastic vice-presidents, written the industry bible, seen the visions of eternity and witnessed his disciples spread to every land around the world. Idleness had its compensations.

How much do you use ideas to create great wealth and influence?

11   The second laziest person, and the best money-maker, I have known

For better or worse, the person who had the most influence on me was Bill Bain, a genius without any qualifications apart from a history degree. Bill died in 2018, and I remember him with great affection. He was also the second laziest person I’ve met.

Bill was enormously creative. He was the co-inventor of the growth-share matrix with its cows, stars, question marks and dogs. His greatest insight, however, was that the best way to sell and operate strategy consulting was in a close personal partnership between the lead consultant and the client’s Mr Big, the CEO of the whole shooting match. This ensured incredibly valuable information flowing to the client CEO from the work of tens or hundreds of consultants, a way for him to overcome resistance from powerful ‘barons’ within his organization, and therefore to multiply the value of his firm. For the consulting firm it was a recipe for endless growth in billings and profits.

The Bain formula was so powerful that Bill was able to command the loyalty and hard work of truly exceptional people such as Mitt Romney. Bain did this through the mechanism of a monthly meeting of all worldwide partners.

Save for chairing the monthly meeting and mentoring his disciples, Bill did nothing – no meetings with clients, no case-team meetings, no memos, nada. He led a charmed life. Everyone else in his empire would be working 60- or 70-hour weeks. Everyone else felt stressed. Bill exported stress; he did not import it. His calendar was bare or filled with meetings that never happened. One Bain partner told me, ‘I can never get in to see Bill to discuss a client situation; his diary is full of artificial constraints.’ That was how Bill liked it. You would see him in the elevator, immaculate in tennis regalia. He would smile or make a joke, feeling not the least embarrassment at the contrast between his life and ours. He was the cat that had cornered the cream.

Could you emulate Bill in some way?

12   David and Jacques: a tale of two bosses

The two top people in a large consulting firm, David and Jacques, hated each other. They represented different factions: David was English and supported by his countrymen and the Americans, while Jacques was backed by the European offices and the profitable and fast-growing Telecoms Division. In my hearing, David once called Jacques ‘the laziest man alive’.

David was right. You see, Jacques was charming, French and indolent. He arrived in the London office between nine and ten, having walked eight minutes from his luxury apartment overlooking the park, which the firm paid for. He made a few phone calls to France, Germany and Italy, put his feet up to read the papers and chatted amiably to people in the office. He had a leisurely lunch with some old friend, also on expenses, and always with fine wine. He then left work well ahead of everyone else. Challenged once on why he left so early, he turned and smiled: ‘But think how late I arrive!’

Yet under the cloak of indolence there was a first-rate mind. He knew which very small number of consultants in his company were worth their weight in gold. He selected, promoted and mentored them, making them 100 times more effective. His flashes of spontaneous insight were stunning. None of this required large tracts of time; if he had worked more with his board colleagues he would have achieved much less. And he was magic with clients too; they loved and respected him.

David worked eight to eight, and then often rushed off to a work-related dinner. He chaired the firm’s many committees and supervised all the emergencies, of which there was a constant stream. No wonder he resented his French colleague, who was paid more.

A few months later, Jacques and the head of the Telecoms Division resigned to set up a new venture, which became much more successful than the original company. They lived happily ever after, while David and his colleagues were always staving off imminent collapse.1

How can you be more like Jacques?

13   Bing Crosby – the golfer who sang

80/20 and lazy achievement extend far beyond the domain of business. Lazy achievement is possible in any walk of life, including entertainment, media and other spheres that are viewed as immensely competitive, requiring long hours and constant toil.

Bing Crosby was one of the most popular and influential singers and actors of the twentieth century. His signature style of intimate singing was copied in various forms by greats such as Frank Sinatra and Elvis Presley. His work touring for Allied soldiers in the Second World War earned him the accolade of being voted the ‘most admired man alive’.

But there was another side to Crosby. He was a fanatical golfer. He viewed his professional obligations as secondary to golf, which is why his wife called him ‘the golfer who sang’.

Crosby’s agent would tear his hair out trying to get Crosby to agree to recording schedules and performances. Golf came first.

So, he was unusually lazy, but was he also intelligent? Oh, yes. To be able to play more golf, he devised a way to avoid the work of planning and coordinating live radio broadcasts. Bing was the first singer to copy motion picture techniques and pre-record his broadcasts. This is an example of a ‘virtuous trade-off’, where a seemingly inevitable trade-off can be avoided and transcended.2

Crosby used innovation to remove the conflict between his work and his most pleasurable leisure pursuit. Could you do the same?

14   Intelligent laziness increases achievement

Intelligent laziness is the strategy most likely to increase your happiness. But there is another benefit of intelligent laziness – it is also likely to increase your achievement.

Most high achievers think a great deal before they act. This is incompatible with a great deal of action, which leads to hard work and long hours. Action drives out thought – so laziness is the perfect antidote.

Very few of the high achievers I know are workaholics.

The hallmark of high accomplishment is original, deep thinking – which is almost impossible if you are too busy.

Getting great results also requires selectivity and on a narrow front, which laziness also facilitates.

Of course, you could be lazy and not think much. That is not recommended!

Are you trying to become intelligent and lazy?

15   Intelligent laziness benefits society

Bertrand Russell wrote an essay called ‘In Praise of Idleness’3 in which he said, among many other thought-provoking statements, ‘The road to happiness and prosperity lies in an organized diminution of work.’ His argument went like this – suppose that a certain number of people work eight hours a day to produce all the pins the world needs. Now, suppose through technological innovation that it is only necessary for the workers to work four hours a day to produce the same number of pins. Why shouldn’t the workers only work four hours for the same pay and spend the other four hours on leisure activities?

Russell was a socialist, so his argument ignored the way that capitalist societies operate. Perhaps he was pointing out the inequity that most of the benefits of higher productivity go to capitalists rather than workers. In any case, his point, shorn of its politics, is basically right – progress operates through finding ways to make better or cheaper goods with less work. If you need another example to convince you of this, take the world’s experience with Covid.

Most people stopped working, but somehow living standards did not collapse. This was partly because of government borrowing and payments to people who were not allowed to work, which will have to be partially recouped in the future via higher taxes, but clearly valuable output did not fall anywhere near the reduction in the level of work. The same happened in the world wars. This suggests that most work is of marginal value, and when push comes to shove, we can do without it. That is precisely what 80/20 implies.

If you work more intelligently with less effort, you deserve to take more leisure.

Why don’t you?

16   How unusual is ‘intelligent and lazy’?

Very.

Most intelligent people, especially those who aim at great achievements, work very hard – by which they mean working not only intensely and with full attention, but also long hours. In Silicon Valley, where the Protestant work ethic is pretty universal amongst those of all faiths (and none), the only people who don’t work hard and long are playboys (and playgirls) and trust-fund beneficiaries whose ambition is to spend money rather than make it. It is assumed that anyone seriously ambitious must work hard and long, at least for a sustained period of time until they have ‘made it’ – and probably long after that too. As the legendary Silicon Valley entrepreneur Sam Altman says, the religion of hard work is necessary because only ‘extreme people get extreme results’.

Yet there have been times in history when ‘intelligent and lazy’ was not unusual. Two of Britain’s most successful prime ministers in the nineteenth century – Disraeli and Gladstone – enjoyed life to the full and limited their hours of work. Disraeli was a playboy, dilettante and novelist. Gladstone was always slipping away to his beloved Italy anonymously and out of touch with Downing Street even when prime minister. But as the twentieth century rolled on, such brilliant indolence became increasingly unfashionable, and even impossible for people in top jobs.

Today there is no template or respect for people who are intelligent and lazy. Even most people who practise intelligent laziness and high achievement are, so to speak, in the closet – that is, concealing the terrible sin of laziness rather than being proud of it. My mission is to change that. I personally have worked hard and long for other people, and didn’t enjoy it much nor achieve great things. Since I was 33, I have worked for myself. The less I have worked, the more I have achieved, and the more I have enjoyed life.

Would you like to join me in setting a new (old) trend?

Rejoice in being different, right and happy.

17   Ruskin on happiness at work – and laziness

John Ruskin was one of the nineteenth-century’s greatest polymaths – a writer, philosopher and art critic of the very highest order. If you are intelligent and lazy, use some of your spare time to sample his enormous range of works.

He wrote:


‘In order that people may be happy in their work, these three things are needed:

They must be fit for it.

They must not do too much of it.

And they must have a sense of success in it.’4



You must be fit for the work (intelligent), not do too much of it (lazy) and successful. These three things don’t have to go together, but if they do, you will be happy in work. Do you know anyone who is intelligent and lazy, and not successful and happy?

Are you suited to your work? Do you not do too much of it? Are you happy in it? Practise the ‘holy trinity’ of work!

18   Intelligent laziness and determination

Would you expect an intelligent-lazy man or woman to also show great determination? Perhaps, paradoxically, that seems to be the case.

If you are super-intelligent and super-lazy, you also need to be super-determined and super-ambitious. Not everyone who is intelligent is ambitious or gets things done. Nor are the great majority of lazy people. But intelligent-lazy people need to have the spark of genius, and genius involves not just creativity, but also curiosity, and perhaps even insatiable greed – a desire not necessarily for money, but for reputation and achievement, and to wrest the secrets of the universe, or a tiny portion of them, from the gods jealously guarding them.

The determination to find a much better way of doing things, or finding much better things to do, is the pure gold of 80/20, the gospel of more with less, the pulsing heart of intelligent-laziness.

Have you hit the trifecta of laziness, intelligence and supreme ambition?

19   Intelligent laziness and selectivity

The heroes who are lazy and intelligent must also be selective.

If you are lazy (as well as intelligent) you must be selective, and you can also afford to be selective.

You cannot get more with less unless you are selective – selective in using 80/20 people, methods and insights. Therefore selectivity and success are also bedfellows. Once you know that very few people, actions and decisions will have a disproportionate, wonky and warped impact on your fortunes, your career and your happiness, then what must you do?

You must find and capture the big breaks in life. You don’t flail around with indiscriminate and urgent actions because actions drive out thought. You don’t sweat the small stuff because small drives out big. You don’t cover the waterfront because the real action and growth is very local. You don’t behave like a dilettante, or spread your chips all around the roulette table, because only one number will win, and to beat the odds you must know it. You don’t try everything because that will have average returns. You don’t diversify because you understand 80/20.

For success, to stand even a chance of a jackpot in the lottery of life, you need to be selective. And unless you are selective, you are not intelligent, at least not the 80/20 way.

And because you are selective, it is possible also to be lazy.

Intelligence requires selectivity. Selectivity permits laziness.

How selective are you?

20   Intelligent laziness and creativity

Intelligent-lazy people usually have qualities such as thoughtfulness, originality, insight and vision. They may sometimes also have flaws, such as arrogance or smugness. Lazy and intelligent people may be self-possessed, jealous of their time and attention, disdainful of mundane obligations, strong-willed and even dictatorial.

But the characteristic that runs through lazy and intelligent characters, like a seaside town’s name through a stick of rock, is above all creativity. To be lazy but super-effective requires creativity.

Creativity itself has its high mountains and lower peaks, but one thing about creativity is that it does not have to be sustained for very long, and sometimes not more than once.

Think of Bruce Henderson inventing the concepts of strategy, the experience curve or the BCG matrix. It may have been highly demanding, but it only needed doing once. The same is true of Bill Bain’s idea of close partnership between a many-handed strategy ship and the chief executive of Megacorp, and the way he ran the monthly partners’ meeting. Do these two things once, or once a month, then coast downhill to the tennis club whenever you want. Creativity is mandatory for the lazy-and-intelligent, yet it is ideally suited to them too.

And finally, creativity is of enormous value to human expression, to all art, all science and all humanity.

Stoke up your creativity to Olympian standards, if you want a fascinating, rewarding and important life.

21   How to acquire laziness

I assume that if you have read this far, you are intelligent.

I also assume that you buy into the virtues of intelligent laziness.

But what do you do if you are not currently lazy?

For a start, rejoice that you were not born lazy. There is no virtue in that. Virtue lies in not being lazy, and then making yourself lazy.

To make yourself lazy, there are just three steps:


	Stop working such long hours. Limit yourself initially to 40 hours a week, then reduce to 30, then 20, then 15, then 10. But what do I mean by work here? I don’t mean work you would rather not do. If you don’t enjoy something, stop doing it altogether, find a disciple or several, or otherwise outsource or delegate the work. If you work 10 hours on the most vital questions and opportunities, which you enjoy, you will add far more value than you do now. You will be far more selective. You will be much sharper. You will be far more creative.

	When you are down to 10 hours, it is then fine to increase the hours, but only if your degree of enjoyment of work increases, if your valuable output does not decrease, and if you enjoy the work more than anything else you could be doing.

	To keep yourself honest, go back to, or take up a hobby which you love, and which is time-consuming. Tennis, golf, cycling, rock-climbing, writing, reading, touring, speaking, helping friends and their families, collecting anything rare or beautiful, learning a new language, studying at a college or university, playing music … anything where the hours go by happily and quickly, and where you are learning or teaching something new.



If you are serious, start the steps NOW. Today. This is the moment of truth.
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