
I
magine a world in which Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., had been 
nothing more than a preacher 
with a sizeable congregation, 

Bill Gates was nothing more than an 
effective manager at an IT firm, and 
Oprah Winfrey just a newscaster at a 
Baltimore television station. Suppose 
Warren Buffet was nothing more 
than a man who managed his money 
well in order to provide a nice life 
for his family. We probably wouldn’t 
know their names, yet by most stan-
dards they would still be deemed 
successful. 
 Yet I believe that true success 
is the degree to which we reach our 
full potential. By that standard, Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., Bill Gates, Oprah 
Winfrey, and Warren Buffet could 
not be called successful if they did 
not achieve what we all now know 
they were capable of. If they had been satisfied with compar-
ing themselves favorably with others, they may have not been 
inspired to achieve what they achieved. Where would our soci-
ety be without the contributions they have made? What would 
the landscape of twenty-first-century America look like with-
out them? 
 Fortunately, they did not suffer what many people suffer 
from: Comparison Success Obstruction™ (CSO). People with 
this affliction compare themselves with others to gauge their 
own success. Those comparisons can sadly set us up for me-
diocrity. If Warren Buffet suffered from CSO, he could have 
taken a look at his neighbor and been satisfied with the idea of 
building a bigger house, purchasing a nicer car, and sending his  
children to  better schools. Oprah Winfrey could have landed 

her job as a Baltimore newscaster, compared herself to friends 
and colleagues, and decided she was doing quite well just 
where she was. 
 Many organizations suffer from CSO. They even go so far 
as to benchmark their achievements against other organiza-
tions. Perhaps yours does this too. While benchmarking can 
produce some good results, it can also chain your organization 

The True Secret To Success
What if Martin Luther King, Jr. had compared himself to others?

to the common results of others — re-
straining you from catapulting beyond 
the competition and producing break-
through results. Comparing ourselves 
to the competition begs the question  
— so what? So what if you can move 
widgets faster than Widget Movers 
Express? So what if you are the leader 
in a certain technology? So what if you 
are the highest in retention? Are those 
reasons to be content? So what? 
 Maybe your organization has un-
told “Martin Luther King, Jr.,” poten-
tial. Maybe there is a life-changing 
discovery or invention lurking within 
your organization — within the minds 
of your employees. Maybe it is within 
you! But this is unlikely to happen as 
long as you or others around you suf-
fer from CSO.
 I once heard an interview with John 
Wooden, the famous UCLA basketball 

coach who won seven straight NCAA titles and nine titles in 
eleven years. The interviewer asked Wooden for his keys to 
success, and Wooden said that after each game — regardless 
of the score — he asked his players, did you play your best? 
Think about this. In professional sports, team dynasties result 
from an effective coach and a few outstanding players who are 
with the team year after year. But the makeup of teams in col-
lege basketball is constantly changing as new students join the 
team and others move on to graduate. But the changing ros-
ter didn’t hinder Coach Wooden. He built a dynasty in part by 
asking the ever-changing faces on his team, did you play your 
best?
 Imagine if we were asked that on a daily basis. What would 
your answer be? Is it time to step it up, push ourselves, regard-

less of what others say? I think so. Not because we have to, not 
because there is something wrong, but because we can. After 
all, isn’t that what true success is all about? 
 That is why I believe we need to drop the judgments and 
comparisons with others. We need to stop looking behind us 
to see who is chasing us. Instead we need to run fast regard-
less of the others in the race and push ourselves to see what is 

“True success is not about how we compare with others,  
but how we compare with what we truly can become.”



\

Here is a 6-step formula to  
start you on your journey:

1. Recognize you may be su
ering from CSO.
�row away the comparisons. �ey limit your 
potential. 

 
2. Create a vision for the future that is not a re-

action to the past or a comparison with oth-
ers in the present. Spend some time re�ecting 
on what you believe you can become. Dream. 
Brainstorm. Use what if? What if we had 
nothing stopping us? What if we could really 
accomplish our ideal product or service? What 
if we had the perfect economy? 

3. Avoid dream crushers, vision smashers, and 
naysayers. Don’t be hampered by low expec-
tations – your own or anyone else’s. Instead, 
search for people who dream big and believe 
in themselves and in you.

4. Execute the next step. No matter how big the 
vision, no matter how daunting the task, ask 
yourself, “What is the next step?” �en do it. 

5. At the end of each day, re�ect and ask yourself, 
“Did I play my best? What can I do better to-
morrow?” �is attitude is the key to longterm 
success. 

6. Build your support network. Share this article 
with others. Pass it to others who have remark-
able potential. �e fewer people who su
er 
from CSO, the easier it is for you and others 
to accomplish breakthrough results. 

possible. This is what striving for true success is all about. 
 Are you playing your best, or are you settling for what you 
think you can get rather than going for what you truly want? 
What are you willing to do about it? After all, the only per-
son you can control is yourself. You cannot necessarily control 
what others do, but you are fully responsible for the way you 
respond and the actions you take to achieve the results you re-
ally want. Attaining perfection may be hard, but making prog-
ress is easy.

WARNING: 
If you choose to stop suffering from CSO and strive for what 
you can become, brace yourself and make sure you enjoy the 
ride, because there is an ironic twist that will come your way. 
The twist is that successful people often don’t think of them-
selves as particularly successful. If fact, the more successful 
they are, the more they recognize the gap between where they 
are and what they can become. 
 A while back, I saw a documentary about the incredible 
life and achievements of Martin Luther King, Jr. One of the 
many things that shocked me was that he was plagued by the 
thought that he had not yet done enough. Imagine that. As 
successful and accomplished as he was, he was not satisfied—
not even close. 
 Martin Luther King, Jr., was chasing down a dream. He 
knew that there was always more to do. There was always 
more that he could expect of himself. He had a vision for the 
future, and that vision was not limited by comparisons or oth-
ers’ expectations. True success is not about how we compare 
with others, but how we compare with what we truly can be-
come. 
 Bill Gates, Oprah Winfrey, and Warren Buffet aren’t play-
ing small either. They each have their own vision for the fu-
ture, a vision that I would argue continues to expand as they 
achieve more and more. Who can they become? How about 
you? What dreams can you accomplish? 

 

While others are fixated on comparing themselves with others 
or preoccupied with looking over their shoulders to make sure 
no one will overtake them, keep challenging yourself and those 
around you with what you can become. 
 Maybe there is “Martin Luther King, Jr., — Bill Gates —  
Warren Buffet — Oprah Winfrey” potential in you and the peo-
ple around you just waiting to be awakened and inspired. Think 
of the difference that that could make. It can begin now. It’s up 
to you. 
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