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The Common
Denominator Of

Success

Introduction: The One Trait
That Separates Success from
Struggle

For centuries, philosophers, psychologists, and
business leaders have attempted to isolate the
single  factor  that  determines  success.  Is  it
intelligence? Raw talent? Financial resources?
A stroke of luck? While each of these elements
certainly plays a role in certain situations, none
of  them  consistently  predicts  long-term
achievement across all fields. After decades of
observation,  research,  and  case  studies,  a
clearer picture has emerged. There is, in fact, a
common thread that runs through the lives of
nearly every high achiever, from Fortune 500
executives and Olympic athletes to artists and
entrepreneurs. This thread is what Albert E.N.
Gray  famously  identified  as  The  Common



Denominator Of Success. Understanding and
applying  this  principle  has  the  power  to
transform your personal and professional life,
not through complex systems or innate genius,
but  through  a  simple  shift  in  behavior  and
mindset.

Gray,  a  prominent  life  insurance  executive,
delivered  a  landmark  speech  in  1940  that
continues to resonate today. He argued that the
primary difference between successful people
and  those  who  struggle  is  not  talent,
opportunity,  or  luck.  Instead,  the  common
denominator is  the habit  of  doing the things
that  failures  don't  like  to  do.  This  profound
insight  strips  away  the  mystery  surrounding
success  and  places  the  power  firmly  in  the
hands of anyone willing to embrace discomfort.
This article will explore this concept in depth,
examining its origins, its practical application
in the modern world, and the concrete steps
you can take to weave it into the fabric of your
daily life.

The Origin of a Powerful
Idea
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Albert E.N. Gray's Enduring Legacy

In 1940, Albert E.N. Gray delivered a speech
titled "The Common Denominator of Success"
to  the  Nat iona l  Assoc ia t ion  o f  L i f e
Underwriters .  His  core  premise  was
deceptively simple. He argued that success is
not a matter of luck or circumstance but is the
direct  result  of  a  specific  habit.  That  habit,
according  to  Gray,  is  the  willingness  to  do
things that we do not necessarily want to do.
He emphasized that successful people are not
people who love doing difficult or unpleasant
tasks. They feel the same resistance, fear, and
boredom as everyone else. The difference lies
in  their  response.  They  have  developed  the
discipline  to  act  in  spite  of  their  feelings,
whereas  unsuccessful  people  allow  their
feelings  to  dictate  their  actions.

Gray's  insight  was  revolutionary  because  it
democratized success.  It  removed the excuse
that "some people are just born with it." The
ability  to  take  action  in  the  face  of  fear,
laziness,  or  aversion  is  a  skill  that  can  be
learned,  practiced,  and  mastered  by  anyone.
The speaker's original message was not about
working harder;  it  was about  developing the
self-control  to  do  what  is  required  at  the
moment  it  is  required,  regardless  of  one's



emotional  state.  This  principle  remains  the
bedrock  of  modern  productivity  and  peak
performance  theories.

The Four Key Elements of The
Common Denominator

Gray's  core  idea  can  be  broken  down  into
several actionable components. Understanding
these elements helps to translate the abstract
concept into a practical daily framework. The
habit  involves  recognizing  that  temporary
discomfort is a prerequisite for long-term gain.
It  requires the development of self-discipline,
the  cultivation  of  a  strong  "why,"  and  a
relentless focus on the desired outcome rather
than the fleeting unpleasantness of the task at
hand.  Successful  people  master  the  art  of
delaying  gratification,  a  skill  that  has  been
consistently linked to positive life outcomes in
landmark  s tud ies  l ike  the  Stanford
marshmallow  experiment.

Action Despite Emotion: This is the
heart of the principle. Feelings of fear,
boredom, or laziness are natural. The key
is to act independently of them.
Long-Term Perspective: Successful
people keep their eye on the future
reward, not the present pain. They ask,
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"What will this cost me if I don't do it?"
Discipline Over Motivation: Motivation
is fleeting. Discipline is a system. Relying
on discipline allows for consistent action
even when motivation is absent.
Ownership of Discomfort: Instead of
avoiding uncomfortable tasks, successful
people accept them as the price of
admission to a better outcome.

Why This Principle Works in
the Modern World

The Neuroscience of Discomfort and
Growth

Modern neuroscience supports Gray's century-
old  insight.  Our  brains  are  wired  with  a
powerful negativity bias, designed to protect us
from perceived threats. Tasks that involve risk,
uncertainty,  or  high  effort  trigger  a  fear
response  in  the  amygdala.  This  response
creates  feelings  of  anxiety  and  discomfort,
which are often misinterpreted as a sign that
we  should  stop.  Successful  people,  however,
have  learned  to  recognize  this  feeling  as  a
signal to move forward. They have trained their
prefrontal cortex, the rational decision-making
center of the brain, to override the amygdala's



fear-based signals.

Psychologists  call  this  ability  "self-regulation"
or  "emotional  intelligence."  Every  time  you
choose to do a difficult task that you don't want
to  do,  you  weaken  the  neural  pathways
associated with avoidance and strengthen those
associated  with  discipline.  This  is  why  The
Common Denominator Of Success is not just
a philosophical idea but a practical, biological
process. It is a muscle that can be built. The
more you exercise it, the stronger it becomes.
The initial  effort  is  immense,  but  over  time,
doing  the  hard  thing  becomes  the  default
behavior.

Contrast with Common
Misconceptions About Success

Many people mistakenly believe that success is
the result of one grand, dramatic event. They
wait for a "big break" or believe that the path
to  success  is  paved  with  constant,  effortless
passion. This is a fantasy. The reality is that
success  is  cumulative.  It  is  the  sum  of
thousands  of  small,  unglamorous,  and  often
unwelcome decisions made day after day. The
bestselling  author  writes  when  they  would
rather sleep. The elite athlete practices the drill
they hate. The entrepreneur makes the cold call
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they dread.

Another  common  misconception  is  that
successful  people  have  overwhelming
willpower.  Research  by  psychologist  Roy
Baumeister and others shows that willpower is
a finite resource that depletes over time. This
means  that  relying  on  willpower  alone  is
unsustainable. Successful people do not rely on
willpower; they build systems and routines that
automate the habit of doing what is necessary.
They structure their environment to make the
r ight  act ion  the  easiest  act ion.  This
distinguishes  the  common  denominator  from
simple  grit;  it  is  a  strategic  approach  to
managing one's own psychology.

How to Identify and Practice
the Common Denominator in
Daily Life

Step 1: Distinguish Between the
Essential and the Comfortable

The first step in applying this principle is to
audit your daily activities. Ask yourself a simple
question: "What is the one task I am avoiding
right now that would have the biggest positive



impact on my goals?" This is often the task that
makes you feel the most resistance. It might be
writing  a  difficult  email,  starting  a  workout,
making a sales call, or studying for an exam.
The key is  to  identify  the high-value activity
that your brain is actively trying to avoid.

Identify Your "High Resistance1.
Tasks": Make a list of the activities you
procrastinate on most. These are your
golden opportunities for growth.
Schedule Them First: This is the "eat2.
the frog" method made famous by Mark
Twain and popularized by Brian Tracy. Do
the most challenging thing at the
beginning of your day when your
willpower reserves are at their highest.
Lower the Barrier to Entry: Make it as3.
easy as possible to start. If you need to
write, open a blank document. If you need
to run, sleep in your workout clothes. This
reduces the initial friction.
Commit to a Minimum Action: When4.
the task feels overwhelming, commit to
doing it for just two minutes. This is often
enough to overcome inertia and build
momentum.
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Step 2: Redefine Your Relationship
with Discomfort

Most  people  view  discomfort  as  a  sign  that
something is wrong. To adopt The Common
Denominator Of Success, you must reframe
discomfort as a signal  that you are growing.
The feeling of not wanting to do something is
not a problem to be solved; it is a condition to
be  managed.  This  is  a  fundamental  shift  in
mindset. Instead of trying to eliminate fear or
boredom,  you  accept  their  presence  and  act
anyway.

One  effective  technique  is  to  practice
"willingness."  This  involves  consciously
choosing to experience the discomfort. Say to
yourself, "I am willing to feel this anxiety for
the next hour in order to complete this project."
By  framing  the  discomfort  as  a  voluntary
choice, you reclaim your power. You cease to
be a victim of your feelings and become the
architect  of  your  actions.  This  process  of
acceptance  is  central  to  modern  therapeutic
approaches like Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy  (ACT),  which  focuses  on  committed
action  in  the  presence  of  unwanted  internal
experiences.



Step 3: Build Systems That Support
Action

Because willpower is limited, you must create
an environment  that  makes discipline  easier.
This is where the common denominator moves
from theory to practice.  The most  successful
people  are  not  constantly  fighting  internal
battles. They have designed their lives so that
the right decision is the default decision. This
involves the strategic use of routines, habits,
and accountability.

Routines Automate Discipline: A
morning routine eliminates the need to
make decisions about how to start your
day. The decision to take action has
already been made. You simply execute.
Accountability Creates Commitment:
Telling someone else about your goals
dramatically increases your likelihood of
following through. The fear of social
judgment can be a powerful motivator
when internal motivation is low.
Environment Design: Remove
temptations and add friction to bad habits.
Keep your phone in another room while
you work. Keep healthy snacks visible and
junk food out of sight. Make the desired
action the path of least resistance.
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Real-World Examples of The
Common Denominator in
Action

In Business and Entrepreneurship

Consider the story of Sara Blakely, the founder
of Spanx. Before her billion-dollar idea, she sold
fax machines door-to-door for seven years. She
faced constant rejection. She had to knock on
doors that didn't want her there. She had to
make calls that she knew would end in "no."
This  daily  practice  of  doing  what  she  didn't
want  to  do  built  the  resilience  and  self-
discipline that later allowed her to navigate the
brutal  challenges of  building a retail  empire.
She didn't enjoy the rejection, but she did it
anyway. That is the common denominator in its
purest form.

The  same  is  true  for  every  successful
entrepreneur.  They  consistently  engage  in
tasks that are mundane, tedious, or frightening.
They  do  the  financial  planning,  the  difficult
conversations  with  underperforming
employees, and the endless networking. They
do not wait for the perfect moment or for the
feeling of motivation to strike. They act because
action is the only vehicle for results.



In the Arts and Creative Fields

A common myth is that creative work is always
driven by passion and inspiration. The reality is
that professional artists work just as hard, if
not  harder,  than  anyone  else.  The  novelist
Stephen King has written over sixty books. He
famously  writes  every  single  day,  including
holidays  and  his  birthday.  He  has  spoken
openly about the fact that he doesn't  always
feel like writing. He experiences writer's block,
boredom, and self-doubt. The difference is that
he has made a habit of sitting in his chair and
putting words on the page regardless of how he
feels.

Similarly,  a  professional  musician  practices
scales  for  hours  every  day,  a  task  that  is
repetitive and unexciting. The painter works on
the parts of the canvas that are difficult. The
common thread is a commitment to the craft
that  transcends  the  emotional  state  of  the
moment. They have internalized the truth that
great work is the result of showing up, even
when it is the last thing in the world you want
to do.
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Overcoming the Biggest
Obstacles to Applying This
Principle

Procrastination and the Fear of
Failure

Procrastination is  the primary enemy of  The
Common Denominator Of Success. It is the
act of choosing short-term comfort


