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Apply timeless principles to thrive 
in a changing world

We live in a world that’s constantly changing — and forcing us to change —  
in ways we can’t anticipate.

The challenge facing us in a given moment might be 
to master a new technology, cope with a health crisis, 
navigate a career change in an uncertain economic 
environment, or advocate for a cause we care about in 
a tense political atmosphere.

In the world of 2022, the principles Stephen R. Covey 
taught are more relevant than ever. “People can’t live 
with change if there’s not a changeless core inside 
them,” he wrote in his bestselling book The 7 Habits of 
Highly Effective People. “The key to the ability to change 
is a changeless sense of who you are, what you are 
about, and what you value.” 

In the 30 years since Covey’s book was first published, 
millions of people have applied the principles he taught  
to become more effective, both at work and in their 
personal lives. And organizations around the world 
have used the 7 Habits® framework to build a culture of 
personal responsibility and creative cooperation. 

Whether your goal is to lead an organization through 
trying times or simply be a better leader and manager of 
your own life, applying the 7 Habits consistently will help 
you respond to change in resilient, productive ways.

The 7 Habits framework is an inside out model. It 
isn’t about developing skills you can use in specific 
situations to get what you want. Rather, it’s about 
building your character. In other words, it’s about 
becoming the kind of person you want to be so that you 
can create the kind of life you want to live. Integrating 
these principles into your life can help you live in 
harmony with your most cherished values and reach 
your most important goals. 

“If you apply even one of The 
7 Habits today, you can see 
immediate results; but it’s a 
lifetime adventure — a  
lifetime promise.” 
— Stephen R. Covey
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In formulating the 7 Habits, Covey was inspired by 
Viktor E. Frankl’s book Man’s Search for Meaning, which 
documented Frankl’s experiences while imprisoned in 
a concentration camp. From reading this text, Covey 
fully understood the principle that we have the ability to 
choose our attitude regardless of our circumstances. 

“�Habits are like a cable. 
We weave a strand of it 
every day and soon it 
cannot be broken.”

— Horace Mann

That insight is clearly reflected in Habit 1: Be Proactive®, 
which Covey described as the foundation for all of 
the other habits. The power of individual choice is 
also at the core of the other six habits. In any given 
circumstance, we can choose our response, we can 
choose our goals, we can choose how we use our time 

and energy, and we can choose how we communicate, 
negotiate, and cooperate with others. If we align our 
choices with proven principles of human effectiveness, 
we’ll find better solutions to problems, and we’ll be 
more likely to see hidden opportunities. 

This guide offers a brief introduction to the 7 Habits, 
along with practical tips for how you can begin using 
the principles right away. Each habit is based on 
fundamental truths about human nature and human 
relationships that you can test in the laboratory of 
your own life. One of those truths is that the best way 
to change our behavior is to first examine and then 
change our paradigms — the way we see the world. 
As you apply the principles, you’ll gradually replace 
outdated and inaccurate paradigms with more effective 
ways of seeing and being, one habit at a time.
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Build the habits of personal leadership

Covey described the 7 Habits as a sequential, integrated approach to the development of 
personal and interpersonal effectiveness. 

When you build these habits, you move across 
a Maturity Continuum® from dependence to 
independence. “True independence of character 
empowers us to act rather than be acted upon,” 
Covey wrote. “It frees us from our dependence on 
circumstances and other people and is a worthy, 
liberating goal. But it is not the ultimate goal in effective 
living.” 

As you make progress in these areas, you’ll gain the 
satisfaction of personal growth and self-mastery. If 
you can internalize the habits of personal leadership, 
you’ll soon see the benefits in your own life. And 
you’ll be ready to move on to Habits 4, 5, and 6, which 
can help you further evolve from independence to 
interdependence.

“Private Victories precede Public Victories,” Covey 
wrote. “You can’t invert that process any more than you 
can harvest a crop before you plant it.”

“�The power to make and 
keep commitments to 
ourselves is the essence 
of developing the basic 
habits of effectiveness.”  

— Stephen R. Covey

The process starts with building the habits of personal 
leadership. Habits 1, 2, and 3 focus on your attitude 
toward life, your goals and values, and how you manage 
your time. 

If you start to think the 
problem is “out there,” 
stop yourself. That very 
thought is the problem.



Human beings are free to choose because we possess 
four unique attributes: self-awareness, imagination, 
conscience, and independent will. 

Proactive people understand that because we’re free 
to choose, we’re responsible for our own lives. When 
you have a proactive attitude toward life, you make 
intentional decisions based on your values, and you 
focus on your Circle of Influence®, which means you 
spend most of your time and energy on factors you can 
actually control or influence.

Reactive people, on the other hand, are driven by 
their emotions, as well as by their circumstances, 
conditions, and environment. They focus on their Circle 
of Concern® and spend a lot of time worrying about 
things they can’t change. 

Tip to Try: Choose a problem from your work or 
personal life that is frustrating to you. Decide 
whether it’s a direct-control, indirect-control, or 
no-control problem. Identify the first step you 
can take in your Circle of Influence to solve it, or 
at least improve it, and then take that step. 

Habit 1: 
Be Proactive®     

Proactive people are 
driven by values — carefully 
thought about, selected, 
and internalized values.

The first habit is based on this fundamental truth; between stimulus and response, lies 
the freedom to choose.
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Ordinary happens. 
Extraordinary is a 
choice.”
— Leena Rinne

Bestselling Coauthor, The 5 Choices



If we don’t have a clear vision for our lives, we tend to 
reactively live out the scripts handed to us by other 
people or repeat old patterns in an endless loop. 

“You could call a personal mission statement a personal 
constitution,” Covey wrote. “Like the United States 
Constitution, it’s fundamentally changeless.”

�Tip to Try: Set up time to completely separate 
yourself from daily activities and begin work 
on your personal mission statement. Describe 
how you will fulfill your mission, as well as the 
most important roles you play and how each 
contributes to your overall mission. 

The second habit is based on the insight that all things are 
created twice — first mentally and then physically.

It is possible to be 
busy — very busy —  
without being very 
effective.

Habit 2: 
Begin With the End in Mind® 

MENTAL
First Creation

PHYSICAL
Second Creation

While this habit can be applied to effective meetings, 
negotiations, and difficult conversations, Habit 2 is 
primarily about mentally creating our own lives. Writing 
a personal mission statement is a great place to start. 

Your mission statement is an expression of the person 
you want to be, the things you want to achieve, and the 
contributions you want to make. It defines your most 
deeply held values and explains how you will manifest 
them in your life. It becomes a blueprint for your life.  
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It is not enough to be 
industrious; so are the 
ants. What are you 
industrious about?” 
— Henry David Thoreau



Habit 2 helps you envision a life that’s congruent with 
your values. Habit 3 helps you manifest those values in 
how you choose to spend your time. 

The fourth uniquely human gift — independent will — is 
what makes effective self-management possible. When 
you Put First Things First, you demonstrate that you 
have the personal integrity to keep the commitments 
you’ve made to yourself. 

FranklinCovey’s Time Matrix® can help you distinguish 
activities that are truly important from those that 
aren’t. The two factors to consider are urgency and 
importance. Urgent matters press upon us, but some of 
them aren’t truly important. If something is important, it 
should contribute to your mission, your values, and your 
high-priority goals.

To Put First Things First, you must have the discipline 
to say no to other things, including things that urgently 
demand your attention. “You have to decide what your 
highest priorities are and have the courage — pleasantly, 
smilingly, nonapologetically — to say no to other things,” 
said Covey. “And the way to do that is by having a 
bigger ‘yes’ burning inside.”

�Tip to Try: Identify a Quadrant 2 activity you’ve 
been neglecting — one that, if done well, would 
have a significant impact in your life. Write it 
down. Commit to do something in the next week 
to start implementing it.

Habit 3 is about putting your life’s “blueprint” into action. It’s 
the moment-by-moment process of managing yourself.

To say yes to important 
Quadrant 2 priorities, you 
have to learn to say no to 
other activities.

Habit 3: 
Put First Things First® 



Time Matrix

Urgent Not Urgent

Q2 Effectiveness

Q4 Waste

• Proactive work

• Important goals

• Creative thinking

• Planning and prevention

• Relationship building

• Learning and renewal

• Recreation

• Trivial work

• Avoidance activities

• Excessive relaxation — TV, gaming, Internet

• Time-wasters

• Gossip

Q1 Necessity

• �Crises

• Emergency meetings

• Last-minute deadlines

• Pressing problems

• Unforeseen events

• �Needless interruptions

• Unnecessary reports

• Irrelevant meetings

• Other people’s minor issues

• �Unimportant email, tasks, phone calls,
status posts, etc.

Q3 Distraction
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Things which matter 
most must never be 
at the mercy of things 
which matter least.”
— Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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Build the habits of  
interpersonal effectiveness

Habits 4, 5, and 6 focus on cooperation and communication. As you develop these habits, you 
move from independence to interdependence.

As an interdependent person, you can create and 
nurture deeply meaningful relationships. You can 
influence people — and they can influence you — in 
positive ways. And you can work with others to find 
better solutions to complex problems. 

The Public Victories of Habits 4, 5, and 6 grow out of the 
Private Victories of Habits 1, 2, and 3. Living the habits 
of interpersonal effectiveness requires an ongoing 
commitment to character growth and personal integrity. 
In other words, you can’t fake it. And if you try to practice 
a habit like “Think Win-Win®” simply as a technique for 
getting what you want, your efforts will fail.

On the other hand, if you commit your heart and mind 
to a paradigm of mutual benefit, mutual understanding, 
and creative cooperation, you’ll unlock the power of 
trust. Covey called trust “the highest form of human 
motivation.” When you do something to build trust in 
a relationship, you’re making a deposit in the other 
person’s Emotional Bank Account. You make deposits 
by being courteous, kind, and honest, and by keeping 
your commitments. When trust is high, communication 
is easy, fast, and effective. 

“What you are shouts so 
loudly in my ears I cannot 
hear what you say.”  
— Ralph Waldo Emerson



To get the results you want, you need to cooperate with 
other people. And that means you’ll get better results by 
looking for solutions that benefit all parties.

“Win-win is not a technique; it’s a total philosophy of 
human interaction,” Covey wrote. 

He described six paradigms of human interaction:

•	 Win-Win

•	 Win-Lose

•	 Lose-Win

•	 Lose-Lose

•	 Win

•	 Win-Win or No Deal

Most of us have been deeply scripted in the win-lose 
mentality, which is based on the scarcity mindset — the 
idea that life is a zero-sum game. To build Habit 4, we 
have to let go of old scripts and replace them with new 
ones. 

Three character traits are essential to win-win: 

Integrity: The value you place on yourself.

Maturity: The balance between courage 
and consideration.

Abundance Mentality: The idea that there’s 
enough for everyone.

Tip to Try: Think about an upcoming interaction 
where you’ll be attempting to reach an 
agreement or negotiate a solution. Commit 
to maintain a balance between courage and 
consideration.

Habit 4 is based on the insight that most of life is an 
interdependent, not an independent, reality. 

To go for win-win, you not 
only need consideration, 
you also need courage.

Habit 4: 
Think Win-Win® 
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The Abundance 
Mentality flows out of 
a deep inner sense of 
personal worth and 
security.”
— Stephen R. Covey



Most of us have a natural tendency to listen 
autobiographically. We filter what we’re hearing through 
our own experiences, then we evaluate, probe, advise, 
or interpret based on our own frame of reference. 

When you listen empathically, you try to understand 
people within the context of their experiences, 
motives, and behavior. Instead of thinking about how 
you’ll respond, you suspend your views and opinions 
long enough to focus on understanding what the 
other person is saying and feeling. You rephrase the 
content and reflect back the emotion to verify you’ve 
understood correctly. In doing so, you give them the 
priceless gift of feeling heard and understood. You 
learn. You build trust. And you can often help the other 
person solve a problem without giving any advice at all. 

“Often when people are really given the chance to open 
up,” Covey wrote, “they unravel their own problems and 
the solutions become clear to them in the process.”

Tip to Try: Discuss the concept of empathy with 
someone close to you. Tell him or her you want 
to work on really listening to others and ask for 
feedback in a week. How did you do? How did it 
make that person feel?

Habit 5 is about empathic communication. Covey called it “the single most 
important principle I have learned in the field of interpersonal relations.

Empathic Listening gets 
inside another person’s 
frame of reference.

Habit 5: 
Seek First to Understand, Then to Be Understood® 
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When you listen with 
empathy to another 
person, you give that 
person psychological air.”
— Stephen R. Covey



Synergy means the whole is greater than the sum of 
its parts. To achieve it, you must bring to bear Habit 
1 — self-awareness, imagination, conscience, and 
independent will — the motive or attitude of win-win 
(Habit 4), and the skills of empathic communication 
(Habit 5). When you apply these elements to an 
especially tough challenge, the results can feel almost 
miraculous.

In low-trust environments, people use a defensive 
communication style that produces low levels of 
cooperation. When there’s a medium level of trust, 
people communicate respectfully, but the best 
outcome is usually a compromise — the lowest form of 
win-win. In high-trust situations, people are willing to 
take risks and explore a broader range of options, and 
it’s possible to create solutions that are far better than 
what any of the participants could have imagined on 
their own.

Tip to Try: Think about a person who typically 
sees things differently than you do. Consider how 
those differences might be used as stepping 
stones to creative solutions. 

Habit 6 is about creative cooperation. In Covey’s words, it is “the true test and 
manifestation of all of the other habits put together.” Synergy happens when 
people respect and value each other’s differences. 

Trust is the highest form of 
human motivation. It brings 
out the best in people.

Habit 6: 
Synergize® 
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We tend to judge 
ourselves by our intent 
and others by their 
observable behavior.”
— Stephen R. Covey
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Build a pattern of 
self-renewal

In the 7 Habits framework, Habit 7 surrounds the other six habits because it’s the habit that 
makes all the others possible.

It’s about renewing your energy in a balanced way, 
across the following four dimensions of your life: 
physical, spiritual, mental, and social/emotional. 
Some of the activities or areas of focus in each of these 
dimensions might be: 

•	 Physical  —  Exercise, nutrition, stress management

•	 Spiritual  —  Value clarification and commitment,
activities in which you find a sense of meaning
greater than yourself

•	 Mental  —  Reading, visualizing, planning, writing, 
learning, meditation

•	 Social/Emotional  —  Service, empathy, synergy,
community

Covey illustrated this principle with his now-famous 
metaphor of a man who spends hours hacking away at 
a tree with a saw that’s grown dull. When someone  
suggests that he take a break to sharpen the saw, the  
man replies, “I can’t — I’m too busy sawing!” 

When you pursue a balanced approach to self-renewal, 
you unlock the benefits of synergy. The things you do to 
Sharpen the Saw® in any one dimension will positively 
impact the other dimensions as well.

“Renewal is the 
principle — and the 
process — that empowers us 
to move on an upward spiral 
of growth and change.”  
— Stephen R. Covey
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The physical, spiritual, and mental dimensions are 
closely tied to the habits of personal leadership. Covey 
said everyone should spend at least one hour a day 
sharpening the saw in those first three dimensions — a 
practice he called the “Daily Private Victory.”

The social/emotional dimension is closely tied to the 
habits of interpersonal effectiveness. But it’s important 
to remember that your success at Habits 4, 5, and 6 is 
related to your sense of personal security. When you’re 
feeling insecure, it’s impossible to Think Win-Win, 
listen empathically, or pursue synergistic cooperation. 
And that means the Daily Private Victory is also the 
foundation of the Daily Public Victory. 

Intrinsic security doesn’t come from what other people 
think of us or from our social position or circumstances. 
“It comes from accurate paradigms and correct 
principles deep in our own mind and heart,” Covey 
wrote. “It comes from inside out congruence, from 
living a life of integrity in which our daily habits reflect 
our deepest values.”

Tip to Try:  Make a list of Sharpen the Saw  
activities in each of the four dimensions: 
physical, spiritual, mental, and social/emotional. 
In each area, choose one activity that you will 
commit to do for a full week. At the end of the 
week, evaluate your experience.

Habit 7 gives you the energy, focus, and inner security to practice the other six 
habits on a consistent basis. Sharpening the saw is a Quadrant 2 activity. 

If our personal security 
comes from sources within 
ourselves, then we have 
the strength to practice the 
habits of Public Victory®.

Habit 7: 
Sharpen the Saw® 
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No matter how competent your people are, they won’t generate sustained and 
lasting results unless they’re able to effectively lead themselves; influence, 
engage, and collaborate with others; and continually improve and renew their 
capabilities.

Renowned as the world’s premier personal leadership-
development solution, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People® aligns enduring principles of effectiveness 
with today’s technology and practices. By making these 
principles part of your organization’s shared culture,  
you can propel all of your employees toward their  
very best performance.

You can apply the 7 Habits inside your organization 
through Live, Live-Online and digital learning 
experiences.

To learn more, email us at 
info@franklincovey.com.sg, or visit 
franklincovey.com.sg.

Or call us at:

+65 6819 9400

Stephen R. Covey’s book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People has empowered and inspired readers for 30 
years. It continues to be a bestseller for the simple 
reason that it ignores trends and pop psychology 
and focuses on timeless principles of empathy, 
collaboration, self-management, problem solving, and 
communication. 

Your personal and your organization’s success depends 
on strong individual performance.

https://www.facebook.com/franklincoveysingapore
https://www.instagram.com/franklincoveysg/?hl=en
https://www.linkedin.com/company/franklincovey-singapore/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCkDTkFu5t1oQdxCLJ7T-F_w
www.franklincovey.com.sg
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