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Book Title:  How Successful People Win 

Author:   John C Maxwell 

Brief Summary: As with many of his books, 'How successful people win' by John Maxwell has been a real eye opener. After the opening 

chapter, subsequent chapters focused on what needs to be cultivated to maximise the learning we get from our shortfalls. It gives valuable 
advice of ‘turning our lemons into lemonade’. The 11 methods are further dealt with chapter by chapter. They are: 
1. Cultivate Humility: The Spirit of Learning 
2. Face Reality: The Foundation of Learning 
3. Accept Responsibility: The First Step of Learning  
4. Seek Improvement: The Focus of Learning  
5. Nurture Hope: The Motivation of Learning  
6. Develop Teachability: The Pathway of Learning  
7. Overcome Adversity: The Catalyst for Learning  
8. Expect Problems: Opportunities for Learning  
9. Understand Bad Experiences: The Perspective for learning 
10. Embrace Change: The Price of Learning 
11. Benefit from Maturity: The Value of Learning 
 

 

Chapter-By-Chapter Summary 

 

Chapter Summary Probing Questions & 
Action Steps   

Chapter 1 - 
What Successful People Know 
about Winning 
 

The focus of this chapter is to show how to win, despite setbacks. It 
discusses how 'failure' can actually be the fuel that propels towards 
success.  In his words, "Successful people know the way to turn a setback 
into a step forward....If we want to overcome adversity and keep from 
being defeated by our losses, we need to get past them. And then we 
need to learn from them!" 
 

What failures have you had in 
the past? 
Could they be opportunities to 
succeed? 
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Chapter 2 -  
Cultivate Humility: The Spirit of 
Learning 

Humility allows us to regain perspective by seeing the big picture. It makes 
us realize that while we may be in the picture, we are not the entire 
picture. 
 

Would you consider yourself a 
humble person?  
How does this serve you? 

Chapter 3 –  
Face Reality: The Foundation of 
Learning 
 

The people who succeed in life don’t try to escape pain, loss, or unfairness. 
They just learn to face those things, accept them, and move ahead in the 
face of them. 
 

Do you face situations or try 
to evade them? 

Chapter 4 –  
Accept Responsibility: The First 
Step of Learning 
 

When we accept that the reason for the apparent failure might be due to 
something we did, it becomes the basis for learning and growing.  
Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Those things that hurt, instruct.” 
Here are a few thoughts; 
1. Taking responsibility for your life, your actions, your mistakes, and your 
growth puts you in a place where you are always able to learn and often 
able to win. 
2. We can avoid the temporary pain of responsibility and make excuses 
3. “Pain is inevitable, but misery is optional.”  
4. If you can find the right balance where you take responsibility for the 
things you can control and let go of the things you cannot, you will 
accelerate your learning process.  
5. “The most successful [people] at bouncing back view failure not like a 
cancer but, rather, like puberty: awkward and uncomfortable, but a 
transforming experience that precedes maturity.” 
 

What do you need to take 
responsibility for? 

Chapter 5 –  
Seek Improvement: The Focus 
of Learning 
 

This chapter gives meaning to the SURE way of reaching your goal post - 
IMPROVING CONSISTENTLY. No longer do you have to be enslaved by the 
thought of doing so much, but rather the habit of doing the little things as 
excellently as you can and growing incrementally. My quote of the chapter 
is “I work on the same principle as people who train horses. You start with 
low fences, easily achieved goals, and work up.” - Ian MacGregor  
So funny - the 4 things we do when we make mistakes: blow up, cover up, 
back up or give up. However, "The desire to improve themselves is in the 
DNA of all successful people." 
“The most common trait I have found in successful people is that they 

Am I more concerned about 
success than growth? 
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conquered the temptation to give up" - Hmmmm 
Also note the 3 magic questions to ask yourself daily : 
1. What did I learn today? What spoke both to my heart and my head? 
2. How did I grow today? What touched my heart and affected my actions? 
3. What will I do differently? Unless I can state specifically what I plan to 
do differently, I won’t learn anything. 
 

Chapter 6 -  
Nurture Hope: The Motivation of 
Learning 

This chapter focuses on the core ingredient of staying alive. Summarising 
this point is the statistic 'a person can live forty days without food, four 
days without water, four minutes without air, but only four seconds 
without hope.'... Hmmmmm!  
I felt challenged by my responsibility as a leader to inspire hope amongst 
those I lead. As Napoleon said 'leaders are dealers of hope'. 
The chapter however ends with how a person can cultivate this essential 
ingredient of hope: 
1. Make a choice to be hopeful 
2. Change your thinking 
3. Focus on getting small wins everyday 
 

What does hope mean to you? 
Do you really believe 
tomorrow holds promise? 

Chapter 7 -  
Develop Teachability: The 
Pathway of Learning 

Yet another WOW chapter. If you only have time to read 1 chapter of this 

book, it's this one (at least for now 😊). 

It journeys through the strength of character developed from the discipline 
of constantly learning.  In true Maxwell style, focuses on the idea of doing 
little things excellently.  I love that in his focus on daily practices to hone 
this skill, he suggests daily 
1. Preparation 
2. Contemplation and 
3. Application of what's been learnt!?  
 

Are you teachable? 
What improvements do you 
need to make to yourself 
today? 

Chapter 8 –  
Overcome Adversity: The 
Catalyst for Learning  
 
 

You've got to read the illustration with the carrot, egg and coffee. It was a 
real light bulb moment for me and even more thought - provoking is the 
thought which follows "Life is filled with adversity. We can be squashed by 
it. We can allow it to make us hard. Or we can make the best of it, 
improving the situation." 

Do you make yourself see the 
opportunity in the doorway 
that adversity has opened? 
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Adversity - the biggest introduction to you! Whatever is hidden will be 
revealed when adversity strikes. This says it all - "Adversity has introduced 
me to tenacity, creativity, focus, and many other positive things that have 
helped me to like myself better." 
"The life of a successful person is comprised of one transition after 
another. Being static isn’t an option in life." 
I guess the sum total of this chapter is the inevitability of adversity and the 
importance of the choice we make to either let it grow us or weigh us 
down 
 

Chapter 9 -  
Expect Problems: Opportunities 
for Learning 

In this chapter, the author shows how much a problem grows or shrinks is 
largely dependent on our perspective - how do we think about it, talk 
about it and what actions do we immediately take? My quote of the 
chapter is “When you come across a problem, you can use the bucket of 
water to try to put the fire out. Or you can pour gasoline on it and make it 
explode. Same problem, two different results" 
 

How do you process and react 
to problems? 

Chapter 10 -  
Understand Bad Experiences: 
The Perspective for learning 

The story of Lewis Waterman was the highlight for me in this chapter - 
hours of work that didn't materialise because of a problem. Instead of 
agonising over the past, he focused on solving the problem and in that 
way turned his headache into resounding success. 
 

What bad experiences will you 
choose to turn around to your 
advantage? 

Chapter 11 –  
Embrace Change: The Price of 
Learning 
 

While embracing CHANGE, which is a catalyst for growing, it's important to 
understand what can be changed and what can't.  The focus should always 
be on changing ME and not the people in my world. I like that the author 
said 'The person who insists on using yesterday’s methods in today’s world 
won’t be in business tomorrow.'  
Lastly I had to copy this paragraph just as it is because it summarised it all 
for me -  
1. THINK DIFFERENTLY Successful people are realistic about their 
problems and find positive ways to approach time. They know that hope 
isn’t a strategy.  
2. HANDLE FEELINGS DIFFERENTLY Successful people don’t allow their 
feelings to determine their behaviour. They behave their way into feeling 
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so that they can do what they must to grow and keep moving forward.  
3. ACT DIFFERENTLY Successful people do two things that many other 
people don’t: they initiate action, and they finish what they start. As a 
result, they form the habit of doing things that unsuccessful people don’t. 
 

Chapter 12 - 
Benefit from Maturity: The 
Value of Learning 

According to Maxwell, the true value of Learning comes through Maturity. I 
love that the author encouraged us to quickly move on from mistakes - no 
matter how costly. In fact, he said 'learn the lesson and forget the details' 
Next he talked about the advantages of acting on the right emotion. This 
he put as "Acting on the right emotion will lift you to success. Acting on 
the wrong emotion will lower you to failure." 
Some definitions of Maturity which I LOVE; 
1. Maturity doesn’t always accompany age. Sometimes age comes alone! 
No, to me a mature person is someone who has learned from losses, has 
gained wisdom, and possesses a strong emotional and mental stability in 
the face of life’s difficulties. 
2. “Maturity is doing what you are supposed to be doing, when you’re 
supposed to be doing it, no matter how you feel.” - Dom Capers 
 

Would you consider yourself a 
mature person? 

Chapter 13 –  
‘Winning isn't everything but 
learning is’ 

The chapter starts with a quote that is a light bulb quote right here - 'for 
people who put winning ahead of learning, life will be difficult. For people 
who put learning ahead of winning, life will be fulfilling, and they are likely 
to be rewarded with success as a by-product of their growth' - just how 
profound is that? Sometimes in life, the end goal is not winning as much as 
it is learning in the process. Our focus should always be on learning so that 
win-or-loose, the lessons we learn will guarantee continous growth 
Later on in the chapter, John goes on to compare our comfort zone to our 
strength zone and reached the conclusion that for maximum productivity & 
impact, u need to be 'working in your strength zone and outside your 
comfort zone' 
 

Take time out your comfort 
zone and your strength zone.  
Make a decision to focus on 
your strengths! 

 


