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The Big Idea 
John C. Maxwell, best-selling author of the 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership, 
begins this book by sharing an article about how people define success. He 
reveals that most people who want to be successful misunderstand success, that 
it is an ideal situation incorporating impossible elements. Some want to have the 
beauty of a Cindy Crawford or the business acumen of a Bill Gates. He redefines 
success but stating what it is not. It is not wealth, not a feeling of success, 
specific possessions, power or achievement. He then cites specific examples of 
well-known personalities who had achieved all these but could still not consider 
themselves succesful. 
 
He then sets out to present the idea that after studying the subject of success, 
success knows your purpose in life, growing to reach your maximum potential 
and sowing seeds that benefit others. Then success is a journey, not necessarily 
a destination. This thinking frees an individual to become a success today and 
not at some distant time in the future. 
 
Knowing Your Purpose 
Maxwell quotes psychologist, Viktor Frankl, “Everyone has his own specific 
vocation… that demands fulfillment. Everyone’s task is as unique as his specific 
opportunity to implement it.” Maxwell urges people to ask identify his purpose by 
asking him “For what am I searching? Why was I created? And Do I believe in 
my potential?” He also says the time to start seeking that purpose is now. 
 
Growing to your Potential 
Maxwell says success comes as the result of growing to our potential. He warns 
that we can do anything but not everything.  
 
He recommends four steps towards growing out toward your potential: 
 

1. Concentrate on one main goal. It is important to know what you are willing 
to give up to achieve that goal. 

2. Concentrate on continual improvement. Each day you should work on 
being a little bit better than you were yesterday. 

3. Forget the past. Despite the mistakes of the past you must learn from 
them and move on. The past should not hinder you from reaching your 
potential. He cites Booker T. Washington who did not let slavery and 
poverty hold him back from founding the Tuskegee Institute. He cites 
Helen Keller who though blind and dead, went on to finish college and 
become a noted lecturer and author. 

4. Focus on the future. You can only look forward. You will always have 
room to improve yourself. 
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Sowing Seeds that Benefit Others 
Maxwell insists that one other crucial element to take along on the road to 
success is the desire to help others. We make a living by what we get but we 
make a life by what we give. Maxwell says that one does have to travel to Africa, 
as did Albert Schweitzer to help others. Helping others can be accomplished right 
at home, whether it is spending time with your family or teaching a new employee 
as Danny Thomas expressed it, “Success in life has nothing to do with what you 
gain in life or accomplish for yourself. It’s what you do for others.” 
 
In writing down the basic principles for achieving success, Maxwell aims to 
provide readers with a road map for taking the journey to success. 
 

Where would I like to go? 
Maxwell says you cannot travel without identifying your destination. He says 
there is a dream in every one of us and differentiates it from wishful thinking 
fantasies such as winning a lottery. He refers to a dream inside us that tells us 
this is what we were born to do, that harnesses the best of our talents and 
provides is with our purpose in life. He cites Henry Ford who said, “The whole 
secret of a succesful life is to find out what is one’s destiny and then to do it.” 
Ford developed his interest in machines until he built the automobile in his own 
shed. His dream was the mass production of the automobile. Within eight years 
of establishing the Ford Motor Company, Ford’s production went from 6,000 cars 
to more than 500,000. They also pushed the price down from $ 850 to $ 360. 
 
What does a dream do for us? It gives us direction. It increases our potential. 
The greater the dream, the greater the potential. A dream helps us prioritize. 
Maxwell says the person with a dream knows what he is willing to give up. He is 
able to concentrate on the things that bring him closer to his dream and give less 
attention to the things that do not. A dream adds value to our work, by allowing 
us to see that each activity becomes part of that dream. A dream predicts our 
future. We are able to have a mental picture that enables to move from one 
accomplishment to another. Maxwell says you can pursue your dream no matter 
where you are today. 
 
Stages for Developing a Dream 
Maxwell says it is not enough to have a dream. He recommends steps for 
developing a successful dream. 
 
I Thought It 
A dream begins with a vision that grows out of a heartfelt desire. To find that 
dream you need to: 
 

1. Believe in your ability to succeed.  
2. Get rid of your pride. Pride prevents you from taking risks. 
3. Cultivate constructive discontent. You must desire positive change. 

Constructive discontent will motivate you to find your purpose. 
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4. Escape from habit. Habits can cause you to stop dreaming. You need to 
break out of the rut and start searching for your dream. 

5. Balance creativity with character. It is not enough to think of the dream, 
you must have the character to try and produce that dream. You must be 
ready to go to work. 

 
I Caught It 
It is not enough to think of a dream. You must feel it. Your dream must live not 
just in your mind but also in your emotions. 
 
I Sought It 
What separates a developer of a succesful dream and a mere daydreamer is 
committed action. You must go after your dream. 
 
A Few Shot It 
Dreams can be incredibly fragile in the beginning, prone to being shattered, even 
by well-meaning family or friends. Your dream must endure so that it can 
withstand the criticism of those we love. 
 
I Got it 
Success is measured in inches, not in miles. You need to be dedicated and to 
persevere to get to the I got it stage. 
 
Some Others Fought it 
Maxwell says the people around you are either firefighters who will try to put out 
the fire of your dream or the firelighters who will help you stoke the fires of your 
success higher. 
 
I Taught it 
A person who shares her dream with others will watch it grow. The dream 
becomes greater than the person who dreamed it when that dream is shared with 
others. 
 
Others Bought it 
Dreams are infectious. Once you share your dream, others will buy it and will 
follow a person who has a dream. 
 
Go for the Dream 
Make a commitment to yourself to find your dream and follow it. 
 
Maxwell recommends you make and sign a statement that will commit you to 
being succesful. In this statement, you will articulate your purpose in life and 
promise to grow to your maximum potential and sow seeds that benefit others. 
You will also promise to do what it takes and persevere. 
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How Far Can I Go? 
John Maxwell likes to bring up the landing on the moon as example of an 
“impossible feat” that became a reality. When Pres. John F. Kennedy made a 
speech on May 25, 1961, he promised Congress that the US would put a man on 
the moon by the end of the decade. At the time, the Russians were so far ahead 
of the Americans in their own space exploration programme that even NASA did 
not believe they could do this. But on July 16, 1969, six years after Kennedy’s 
death, astronauts Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin, landed the lunar module 
Eagle on the surface of the moon. Kennedy had expressed a dream as a vision. 
 
Your Attitude Determines Your Altitude 
Maxwell says the moon landing, then impossibility, became a reality because of a 
change in attitude. He says: 
 

• A dream without a positive attitude produces a daydreamer. 
• A positive attitude without a dream produces a pleasant person who can’t 

progress. 
• A dream together with a positive attitude produces a person with unlimited 

possibilities and potential. 
 
Maxwell says without the proper positive attitude, one cannot enjoy the success 
journey. 
 
Who and where you are today results from your attitude. Abraham Lincoln said, 
“Every man over forty is responsible for his face.” By the time one is in his 
second decade, your choices are all your own. Your attitude is also your own and 
this determines the person you are today and where you are, 
 
Your Current Attitude is a Choice 
One’s attitude cannot be blamed on something else other than oneself. Your 
attitude should not depend on: 
 

• Circumstances: You are completely responsible for your reaction to what 
happens to you. 

• Upbringing: You cannot let the past control your present. 
• Limitations: Limitations should not be obstacles. Instead they should be 

guidelines, helping you on your journey. 
• Others: It is up to you to move beyond past hurts. Ultimately only you are 

responsible for your choices. 
 
Boston Celtic player Bill Russel used to say, “The game is scheduled, we have to 
play it – we might as well win.” While Russel played with the Celtics, the team 
won eleven NBA titles in 13 years. 
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Your attitude determines how you approach the journey. If you expect the worst 
you will certainly get it. But if you expect the best even when negative 
circumstances come your way, you can make the best of it. 
 
The better your attitude is, the farther you will go. A study at King’s College 
Hospital in London showed that out of 57 women who had undergone 
mastectomies for breast cancer, it was whose who maintained a positive attitude 
who remained alive ten years later. Having a positive attitude not only enables 
you to go farther it also prolongs your life. 
 
Your attitude means the difference between success and failure. A good attitude 
not only makes the journey more enjoyable, it also enables people to make the 
best of any situation. 
 
Seven Signs of a Great Attitude 
 

• Believe in yourself. When you believe in yourself, you are free to focus on 
improving yourself and reaching your goal. 

• Willingness to see the best in others. Maxwell says if you treat people 
positively they tend to treat you the same way. Generally people rise to 
your level of expectations. 

• Ability to see opportunity everywhere. Lois Wyse, president of Wyse 
Advertising Inc, used to say, “Always say yes because nothing ever 
happens to people who say no.” Positive people perceive opportunities 
everywhere, even under negative circumstances. 

• Focus on Solutions. Rather than dwell on problems, positive people see 
solutions in problems, and a possibility in every impossibility. 

• Desire to Give. Generous people are among the most positive people 
because they focus on what they can give to others rather than what they 
can get from them. Generosity does not depend on what you have but on 
what you do with what you have. 

• Persistence. Positive people have the ability to stick to their goals and to 
keep going in the face of disappointments. Even when everything seems 
to go wrong, a positive person believes a solution is on its way. 

• Responsibility for their lives. Positive people know that positive things 
happen only when they take full responsibility for their thoughts and 
actions. 

 
Tips for getting the Right Attitude 
 
Claim responsibilities, not rights 
In our imperfect world, we do not always get what we deserve or what we hope 
for. Instead of growing more resentful of the world for taking away your rights, 
you should focus on what is under your control, your responsibilities. This 
increases your energy and improves your prospects. 
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Associate with positive people 
When you spend time with positive people, you are able to see things in a better 
light. Your friends should bring out the best in you. 
 
Make the Present Moment your Happiest 
When you focus on the past you rob the present of its potential. But when you 
pay attention to what is happening at the moment, you open yourself to all the 
possibilities in it. 
 
Find ways to relieve Stress 
Stress induces negative thinking. It is important to relieve stress preferably 
through an activity involving both mental concentration and physical effort. The 
objective is to relieve stress and refresh your positive attitude. 
 
Don’t take yourself too seriously 
Even if your job is important and serious, it does not mean that you should 
always take yourself seriously. You would go farther if you maintain a sense of 
humor, especially about yourself. 
 
Take Action to Change your Attitude 
A change in attitude also means a change in behavior. It involves slowly 
becoming the person you want most to become. You have to act yourself into 
changing. 
 
How do I get there from here? 
Maxwell says life is not a dress rehearsal. It is important to make the most of it 
because we can never go back and start all over again. If most people plan their 
trips and vacations why can’t they plan their success journey? 
 
Types of Travellers 
The Victim: The victim blames his past for his lack of progress, finding excuses 
for failing rather than using his opportunities to grow. 
 
The Footdragger: The footdragger hates change and is unwilling to do anything 
to change the present. 
 
The Dreamer: This traveller never puts her plans into action and does not want to 
take any risks. 
 
The Motivated: This traveller planned yesterday so that she could make the most 
of today. 
 
Goals Create a Route for Success 
Journeys do not plan themselves. They must be planned. You must know where 
you are going and how you are going to get there. 
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You need to set goals along the success journey. Each goal takes you to the 
next along the direction you want to take. This way you also know if you have 
made a wrong turn and return to the right direction. 
 
Goals Give You a Sense of Purpose 
Goals give you something concrete to focus on. They help you to focus your 
actions and help you to know where you are going. 
 
Goals Give You a Go 
Goals keep you motivated. If you achieve a series of goals you experience 
success. Having goals enables you to sustain your energy and keep you going 
even in the face of obstacles. 
 
Goals Show you what to do 
Your goals determine your priorities, help you choose what is important and what 
is not. They also help you to live and work in the present, which is exactly where 
you need to accomplish something. 
 
Goals Get Your Focus on Improvement, not Activity 
Activity alone does not make you successful. It can never take the place of 
improvement. 
 
Goals Create Mile Markers of Progress 
When you have goals you will be able to determine not only that you are moving 
but also how far you have travelled. 
 
Creating Your Own Road Map 
In order to make your own road map, you need to take several steps: 
 
Recognize your Dream 
Maxwell believes that to begin your road map you need to know where you are 
starting from. You need to look at your strengths, weaknesses, experiences, 
education and resources. Then you can ask yourself the following questions: 
 
How great a distance will I have to travel? Before you set out you need to know 
how much distance you will have to travel. 
 
What do I have working for me?  Look for the things where you have inherent 
abilities. These will give you a headstart on your journey. 
 
What must I overcome? You have to take an honest look at where you are 
starting and be prepared to overcome the obstacles. 
 
What will it cost to make the trip? You must decide whether you are willing to pay 
the price for that journey. 
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Your Statement of Purpose 
You need to write down or to articulate your statement of your purpose. You 
should have a definition of success. One attorney/writer, Freya Ottem Hansom 
says in her statement of purpose: To offer compassionate, complete, competent 
services in her law practice, to write words that inspire God-pleasing changes in 
others, and to make her life be such that she lives to bless humankind. 
 
Defining Your Goals 
Your Goals must be: 

• Written: Writing goals helps clarify your intentions. They make you 
accountable. 

• Specific: You have to spell out what you intend to do and if a goal is big, 
break it down to smaller, more manageable tasks. 

• Achievable: You should set goals that you can accomplish. You need to 
identify activities that will require you to work. 

• Measurable: Your goals must help you to improve yourself and develop 
your potential. 

• Time-sensitive: You must set a deadline. Write a completion date for each 
goal. Setting a date to the goal ensures that you will achieve it. 

 
Action 
President Franklin Roosevelt says, “It is common sense to take a method and try 
it. If it fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something.” And as 
the Chinese proverb says it, ”Be not afraid of going slowly, be only afraid of 
standing still.” 
 
Adjust Your Plans 
You should continually review and update goals and see if you need to make 
adjustments. Some goals might need to be eliminated or modified. 
 
Celebrate 
Take the time to celebrate, to acknowledge your successes. 
 

Growing to your Maximum Potential 
Growth is change. Gail Sheehy says, “If we don’t grow we are not really living.” 
Growth is also a choice. You may choose to grow or not. But those who do not 
grow will not reach their potential. 
 
Maxwell offers ten principles that can help you in your personal growth: 
 

1. Choose a life of growth. The only way to improve the quality of your life is 
to improve yourself. The only thing you can improve is yourself. But when 
you do, everything else around you suddenly gets better. 

2. Start growing today. You need to choose to start growing today because: 
• Growth is not automatic. 
• Growth today will provide a better tomorrow. 
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• Growth is your responsibility. 
3. Be Teachable: The more you learn the more you think you know all there 

is to know. But you are no longer growing if you are unteachable. 
4. Focus on Self-Development, not self-fulfillment. Fulfillment is a by-product 

of self-development, not the goal. 
5. Never stay satisfied with current accomplishments. Succesful people do 

not rest on their laurels. They know they have to keep on growing if they 
want to continue being successful. You should never be complacent. 
Instead, move on to greater growth. 

6. Be a Continual Learner. You should carve out the time to continually learn 
new things. You must keep improving yourself to build on what you 
learned yesterday. 

7. Concentrate on a Few Major Themes. Keep your focus narrow. Give your 
time and energy only to the themes at the hart of your life. 

8. Develop a Plan for Growth. You should develop a specific plan for growth. 
Maxwell recommends setting an hour a day, five days a week. Look for 
useful materials that fit in with your plan. Above all learn everyday. 

9. Pay the Price. Self-development requires discipline. It can cost you time 
and effort. You cannot buy success with laziness. 

10. Find a way to apply what you learn. Knowledge is only useful when it 
leads to action. You need to apply what you learn. Ask yourself where you 
can use the information you leaned, what can you use it for and who else 
needs to know it. 

 
It is important to avoid staying on the plateau, content with what one has 
achieved. Learning continues throughout your life. 
 
Create a Growth Environment 
The more positive you are, the more rapid the growth. A good environment 
makes it also easier and more pleasurable to grow. 
 
Develop Relationships with Growing People 
If you surround yourself with positive people dedicated to growth then you will 
also be encouraged to grow. Achievers constantly speak of new challenges. 
 

How do I Handle the Detours? 
As in any journey, there are always problems and setbacks that threaten to 
disrupt the journey or give rise to delays causing detours. It is only important to 
keep moving forward, to make the best of those detours and turn adversity into 
an advantage. 
 
The Two Greatest Detours 
Fear and failure are the two greatest detours. Fear can be a permanent detour, 
creating a cycle that can take over your life. It also causes procrastination. It robs 
us of our potential and prevents us from moving forward toward our purpose in 
life. You must confront your fear. Maxwell says 60% of fears never come to pass, 
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20% are focused on the past, 10% are based on petty things that make no 
difference in our lives and of the remaining 10%, only 4 to 5% are considered 
justifiable. Think of why you are afraid. If you can’t change your thought patterns 
that generate the fears, seek a professional counselor.   
 
Admit your fears. Gen. Patton confessed that he was a coward at heart. 
However, before an important battle decision he took stock of all his fears, made 
his decision, turned off all his fears and went ahead. 
 
Progress can only be made in defiance of that fear. One of the best antidotes to 
that fear is your dream. It can give you the courage to use your fear positively. 
You can master your fear by focusing on what you can control. You also need to 
remember that what happens in you is more important than what happens to you.  
 
Eventually facing your fears becomes a habit. You should not feed your fear. 
Otherwise it will stop you on your journey. You can face your fear and go ahead 
anyway.  Mark Twain said, “Do something everyday that you don’t want to do. 
This is the golden rule for acquiring the habit of doing your duty without pain.” 
 
The Power of Failure 
All successful people have the ability to fail. You have the choice of failing 
successfully or letting failure send you on a permanent detour. You can profit 
from your failure. This is called failing forward. Succesful people fail too but they 
never stop trying anyway. Winners view their failures as learning experiences, as 
a springboard for success. You can fail forward by training yourself to think of 
failure as a mileage marker. With each failure, you are moving on the success 
journey. 
 
Maxwell offers ten guidelines to help you change failure from detour to dividend: 

1. Appreciate the value of failure. Failure strengthens you. You’re learning to 
fail forward to success. Each time you fail you are one step closer to your 
potential. 

2. Don’t take failure personally. There is a difference between saying “I 
failed” and saying “I am a failure”. Someone who thinks of himself as a 
failure cannot be succesful. Sometimes it is a sign of a change in 
direction. 

3. Let failure redirect you. Failure is sometimes a sign that you need to try a 
different strategy. Look around. You may be overlooking another 
opportunity to develop your potential. 

4. Keep a sense of humor. 
5. Ask why, not who. You cannot blame others for your failure. If you fail 

examine why you failed, what you learned from it. 
6. Make failure a learning experience. It is acceptable to fail as long as you 

learn something as you get up. 
7. Don’t let failure keep you down. When you fail, learn from your mistakes 

and then get back in the game. 
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8. Use failure as a gauge of growth. The more you try, the greater the 
likelihood of failure, but also the greater the likelihood of success. You are 
making progress. 

9. See the Big Picture. The next time you fail think of the big picture. You will 
have other chances and you can come back. 

10. Don’t give up. 
 

Are we there yet? 
 
How do you know if you are nearing success? How do you know that you have 
arrived? You need to look for landmarks. You pay for your success with 
something. You have to be prepared to make certain trade-offs. 
 
Achievement over Affirmation 
First you must accept that other people’s affirmation is fleeting. You cannot 
please everyone all the time nor will others be happy for you all the time. Other 
people will try to drag you down. You may have to trade other’s people’s 
affirmation for achievement. 
 
Excellence 
Excellence is always a choice. You are exceeding the adequate. To achieve 
excellence you need to pay attention to details, seek continual improvement, 
practice self-discipline and maintain high personal standards. You cannot be 
mediocre and fulfill your potential. 
 
Personal Growth over Immediate Pleasure 
You cannot prioritize personal pleasure over personal growth if you wish to be 
succesful. 
 
Future Potential over Financial Gain 
Money does not add value to your life. You must be prepared to pass up the 
chance to make money in order to seek a future potential for growth. 
 
Narrow Focus over Scattered Interests 
You may have to give up the less important things in your life to focus on the one 
big important thing. 
 
Significance over Security 
Bo Buford talks about there being a halftime in one’s life, when one makes the 
decision to living beyond the immediate. Buford says the key to making the 
second half of your life count is to shift to significance, to making a difference in 
people’s lives. 
 
Trade-offs will always come up on the journey. You never gain something without 
trading it for something else. You must be willing to make sacrifices. Maxwell 
says that when you pay up first you may not need to pay up much later. 
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You can develop your persistence by developing character. You can start early 
as did athlete Jesse Owens who began setting records as early as junior high 
school. You can also focus on the big picture. You can ignore the 
disappointments and pains if you keep your eye on why you are in the race. 
 
You can also stop making excuses. Start trading excuses for excellence. 
Persistence pays. You also need to want the success deeply enough that you 
are willing to make the necessary trade-offs. Maxwell points out that he gave up 
a prestigious position as leader of the Skyline Wesleyan Church to devote 
himself full-time to his company INJOY. He has not regretted the decision. You 
need to be prepared to make trade-offs in order to attain something better. 
 

Is it a Family Trip? 
 
Maxwell believes that all the success in the world means nothing if you are not 
loved and respected by those closest to you and this usually means your family. 
He suggests the following guidelines for strengthening your family: 
 
Express appreciation for each other 
The bonds of love between family members grow when family members show 
appreciation for each other. But this appreciation is rooted in an understanding of 
the differences between family members. He mentions four different personality 
types: sanguine, melancholy, phlegmatic and choleric. He also mentions the 
different kinds of intelligence that all people have in different degrees: linguistic, 
logical-mathematical, spatial, musical, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal and 
intrapersonal. When you understand your family members’ individual strengths 
and weaknesses you will come to a better understanding and love for each other. 
 
Structure your lives to spend time together 
It is important for families, in these busy times, to plan their schedules with the 
sole objective of spending time together. Time needs to be blocked out for 
special occasions such as birthdays, graduations or anniversaries. Families 
should also observe family traditions or just have fun. Traditions foster continuity 
in the family, even amid all the changes going on in it. 
 
Deal with Crisis in a positive way 
Problems arise everywhere even in the home. If the families are to stay united 
and to grow together, they need to solve problems together. Maxwell offers some 
of these problem-solving strategies: 
 

• Attack the problem, never the person. 
• Get all the facts. Before you attack the problem, make sure you know what 

is really going on. 
• List all your options. 
• Choose the best solution. Always remember that people are your priority. 
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• Look for the positives in the problem. 
• Never withhold love. Acknowledge problems but continue to love your 

family members unconditionally. 
 
Communicate Continually 
Good communication needs to be developed. Maxwell offers several tips for 
developing communication within the family: 
 

• Develop platforms for communication. Communication can take place 
anywhere. 

• Encourage honesty and transparency in conversations. When family 
members express themselves honestly, do not criticize or ridicule them. 

• Adopt a positive communications style. There are different 
communications styles. Maxwell lays them out in the following table. 

 
Communication 

Style 
Results of the 

Communication 
Process 

Direction it takes 
people 

Effect on Recipient 

Retaliation Destroys Positive 
Communication 

Against Each other Degrading 

Domination Destroys open 
communication 

Over Each other Intimidating 

Isolation Destroys Hope of 
Communication 

Away From Each 
Other 

Frustrating 

Cooperation Develops Positive, 
Open Communication 

With Each other Encouraging 

 
• Share the Same Values. Common values strengthen a family. You must 

identify the values you want to install in your family, Maxwell lists the 
values that have strengthened his own family: 

1. Commitment to God. 
2. Commitment to personal and family growth. 
3. Commonly shared experiences. 
4. Confidence in ourselves and others. 
5. The desire to make a contribution in life. 

 
Build Your Marriage 
Maxwell says the best thing you can to strengthen your family is to build your 
marriage relationship. Dr. Alfred Kinsey, who studied thousands of marriages and 
divorces, says, “There can be nothing more important in a marriage than a 
determination that it shall persist.” A commitment is necessary if one is to build 
and sustain a strong marriage. 
 
Maxwell thinks there is a correlation between family success and personal 
success. No matter how impressive their accomplishments are, people miss a 
great deal if they do not develop close, sustaining relationships. Having a good, 
supportive family enables you to develop your potential. You also enjoy the 
success journey more. 
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Maxwell points out that many people need to realize how much they are 
shortchanging their families before they make a U-turn and begin taking their 
families along with them on the journey. 
 

Who Else Should I take with Me? 
 
Maxwell relates that if he was to make to the next level of fulfilling his potential he 
needed to extend himself through others. He lists several people who have 
surrounded him and have helped determine his success. Maxwell says through 
their energy, dedication and support he has been able to accomplish much more 
than if he had not had them around him. 
 
Finding the Right People for the Journey 
Maxwell says not everyone will want to go with you on your journey even if they 
seem to be compatible with you. Some people are content to stay where they 
are. So you must ask yourself, “Does this person want to go?” Then ask yourself, 
“Is this person able to go?” Thirdly ask, “Can this person make the trip without 
me?” If they are and it seems that they are able to make their own road map 
without you, then make friends with them and keep in touch. You may be able to 
help each other as colleagues. 
 
Maxwell says as a result of his own observations, he has narrowed the qualities 
he is looking for in a potential leader to ten. These are: 
 

1. Make things happen. People who make things happen are able to 
discover resources, create opportunities and fulfill their potential. 

2. See and seize opportunities. Good potential leaders do not depend on 
luck. They do not wait for opportunities to find them, they seek them out. 

3. Influence others. Maxwell says all leaders have two things in common: 
they are going somewhere and they are able to persuade others to go 
with them. They have a high degree of influence. Consider the following 
questions: ”Who influences them? Who do they influence? Is their 
influence increasing or decreasing?” 

4. Add Value. The people around you either take from you or give to you. 
The people you take with you must add value to you. They must have 
been able to make you a better person. With such people beside you, you 
experience synergy. You actually inspire each other and take each other 
along to higher levels. 

5. Attract other leaders. Maxwell says there are two kinds of leaders: those 
who attract followers and those who attract other leaders. Leaders who 
attract only followers influence the followers. But people who attract other 
leaders influence many other people. 

 
Leaders who attract followers Leaders who attract Leaders 
Need to be needed Want to be succeeded 
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Want recognition Want to reproduce themselves 
Focus on others’ weaknesses Focus on others’ strengths 
Want to hold on to power Want to share power 
Spend their time with others Invest their time in others 
Are good leaders Are great leaders 
Experience some success Experience incredible success 
 

6. Equip others. It is not enough to attract leaders, it is also important to 
equip them with their own road map, which enables them to go anywhere 
and do anything they wish on the success journey. 

7. Provide inspiring ideas. If the people around you generate good ideas, 
then all of you will be able to reach your potential. You can never have too 
many ideas. You should try to surround yourself with people who inspire 
you with their ideas. 

8. Possess uncommonly positive attitudes. You should keep around you 
people with positive attitudes. Negative people hold you back. 

9. Live up to their commitments. Committed people become succesful 
because they do not let obstacles hinder them from their goals. 

10. Have loyalty. Those who have loyalty love you unconditionally, represent 
you well to others, are able to share your joys and sorrows and they make 
your dream their dream. 

 
What should we do along the Way? 

 
Maxwell advises you to take others along. In doing so, you may give and share 
with them your success.  There are however many people who do not take 
anybody along on the journey. This is not the way to be succesful, says Maxwell. 
Douglas Lawson said, “We live forever through what we give.” 
 
There are several reasons why some people do not wish to mentor or teach 
others. These are: 

• Insecurity: Insecure people make themselves look better at other people’s 
expense. 

• Ego: Some people want all the attention on them and have no interest in 
raising others. 

• Inability to discern people’s success seeds. Maxwell says that if you have 
the ability to find the seeds of success in yourself, you can also see it in 
others. You need to help that seed to grow in that person. 

• Wrong Concept of Success Many people are hindered from reaching their 
true potential by the wrong concept of success. Cullen Hightower says, “A 
true measure of your worth includes all the benefits others have gained 
from your success.” 

• Lack of Training Many people do not raise people around them because 
they lack the knowledge to do so. 
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So what do you need to know to raise people to a higher level and help them to 
be succesful? You need to remind yourself that: 

• Everyone wants to feel worthwhile. 
• Everyone needs and responds to encouragement. 
• People are naturally motivated. 
• People buy into the person before buying into their leadership. 

 
In order to take others along for the life-changing ride, you need to take the 
following steps: 

1. Make people development your top priority. Commit yourself to 
developing people. They will be able to carry on being succesful 
even if you are no longer around to mentor them. 

2. Limit who you take along. Your time is limited. You cannot take 
everyone along. In his leadership seminars, Maxwell uses the 
Pareto (80/20) Principle: This means that if you develop the top 20 
in anything you do you will get an 80% return. In terms of 
developing people, this means that you should use 80% of your 
time developing people this means that you should use 80% of your 
time developing the top 20% of the people, including your family 
and these with the most potential. If you try to do more than this 
you are spreading yourself too thin. 

3. Develop relationships before starting out. Leaders need to develop 
relationships with people before making an impact on their lives. 
Vince Lombardi once said, “If you’re going to play together as a 
team, you’ve got to care for one another.” If you spend time with 
others you know more about them and about the kind of travelling 
companions they will turn out to be. When you bring others along, 
bring people you expect people to like. 

4. Give help unconditionally. You must expect nothing. Give for the 
sake of giving, if you do get something in return, then it is a 
wonderful thing. 

5. Let them fly with you for a while. Maxwell recommends that in 
developing others the best approach is to have your people work 
alongside you, much like apprentices. It is important to match 
people’s tasks with their strengths. 

6. Put fuel in their tank. Share with others the material that will help 
them develop, be they books, tapes or videos. 

7. Stay with them until they can solo succesfully. Remember you are 
taking people with you, not sending them away. Stay with them until 
they are ready to go it alone. 

8. Clear the flight path. There are several reasons why mentors create 
obstacles for potential leaders: 

• Lack of Direction 
• Bureaucracy: Do not put your potential leader in a 

bureaucracy where his potential is stifled. 
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• Isolation: Every potential leader needs a community to 
provide support. 

• Busywork: People must perceive value in their work. 
• Poor or Dishonest Communication: An agenda must be 

communicated clearly to the person being developed. 
 

9. Help them repeat the process. Great leaders repeat the process of 
mentoring with others. This makes it possible for the success to 
continue. 

 
For Maxwell the greatest goal is to help others grow and in the process change 
their lives. In a final note, Maxwell says, “Take others with you and hope you 
change their lives for the better. Nothing in life is more fun, or has a greater 
return. You'll never regret the time you invest in people.” 
 


