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The Strangest Secret In The World
Earl Nightingale

Introduction: The Secret That Changed Millions
of Lives

In the world of personal development, few recordings have had as profound an impact as
The Strangest Secret In The World Earl Nightingale. First delivered as a spoken
word piece in the 1950s, this short but powerful message has since been heard by
millions across the globe. It contains a simple yet transformative idea: the key to success
lies not in talent, luck, or circumstance, but in the way we think. Earl Nightingale called it
“the strangest secret” because it is both obvious and overlooked. In this article, we will
explore the origins, core teaching, and lasting relevance of this timeless wisdom, and
show you how to apply it in your own life.

Who Was Earl Nightingale?

Earl Nightingale (1921–1989) was an American radio personality, motivational speaker,
and co-founder of the Nightingale-Conant publishing company. After serving in the U.S.
Marine Corps during World War II, he began a successful career in broadcasting. His
deep, resonant voice and gift for distilling complex ideas into simple truths made him a
pioneer in the self-help industry. Nightingale’s personal journey — from a childhood of
poverty  to  becoming  a  successful  broadcaster  and  author  —  gave  him  firsthand
experience that  mindset  and determination can alter  the course of  a life.  His  most
famous work, The Strangest Secret, is a gold record awarded for selling over a million
copies, a rare honor for a spoken-word recording.

The Origin of "The Strangest Secret"

In 1956, Earl Nightingale recorded a 30-minute talk titled The Strangest Secret. The
idea came to him after years of reading philosophy, psychology, and biographies of
successful people. He noticed a common thread: successful individuals consistently think
about what they want, while unsuccessful people dwell on what they don’t want. He
distilled this observation into a single sentence that has become a mantra for millions:
“We become what we think about.” The recording was originally shared with employees
of a Chicago insurance company and later broadcast on radio. It became so popular that
Nightingale  and  his  business  partner  Lloyd  Conant  founded  Nightingale-Conant  to
distribute it. Today, the message remains a cornerstone of the self-help movement.

The Core Message: We Become What We Think



About

At the heart of The Strangest Secret In The World Earl Nightingale is the principle
that our dominant thoughts shape our reality. Nightingale argued that the human mind is
like a fertile garden. Whatever seeds you plant — positive or negative — will grow. If you
constantly  worry  about  failure,  loss,  or  inadequacy,  you  are  programming  your
subconscious  to  produce  those  outcomes.  Conversely,  if  you  focus  on  success,
abundance, and purpose, you attract the conditions to achieve those goals. This idea
predates  the  modern  “law  of  attraction”  movement  and  is  grounded  in  practical
psychology:  thoughts  influence  emotions,  emotions  drive  actions,  and  actions  create
results.

Nightingale  supported  this  with  the  analogy  of  the  “acorn.”  An  acorn  contains  the
potential to become an oak tree — but only if it is planted in fertile soil, watered, and
given sunlight.  Similarly,  a  person’s  potential  is  realized only  when they align their
thinking with a clear, compelling goal. The secret, however, is not just to think positively,
but to think deliberately and consistently about a specific, worthy objective.

The Definition of Success

One  of  the  most  quoted  passages  from  the  recording  is  Nightingale’s  definition  of
success: “Success is the progressive realization of a worthy ideal.” This redefines success
not as a destination of wealth or fame, but as a journey toward something meaningful. A
person  who  is  working  daily  toward  a  goal  they  believe  in  is,  by  definition,  successful.
This shift in perspective is liberating because it puts success within reach of anyone,
regardless of their starting point. It also implies that the secret only works when your
goal is truly worthy — something that serves others or contributes to the world.

Deeper Insights: The Role of Discipline and
Desire

While the core idea is simple, Nightingale emphasized that applying it  requires self-
discipline. He knew that most people let their minds wander randomly or default to
negative thinking. To counter this, he advocated for the daily practice of focusing your
thoughts. He recommended writing down your major goal, reading it aloud each morning
and evening, and visualizing its achievement as if it were already true. This conditions
the subconscious mind to recognize opportunities and take actions that align with your
goal. He called this process “burning the bridge behind you” — committing fully so that
retreat is not an option.

Clarity: Know exactly what you want in specific, measurable terms.
Desire: Maintain an intense, burning desire that fuels persistent action.
Faith: Believe that the outcome is possible, even when evidence is lacking.
Action: Take consistent steps, however small, toward your goal.
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The Necessity of Action: From Thought to
Reality

Critics  sometimes  dismiss  The  Strangest  Secret  as  mere  “positive  thinking”  fluff.
However, Nightingale explicitly warned against passivity. Thinking alone will not bring
success; it is the directed action that follows thought that creates change. He used the
example of a farmer planting seeds: the farmer must prepare the soil, plant the seed,
water it, and fight weeds. Similarly, to “plant” a goal, you must take concrete steps in the
real world. The secret lies in the alignment of thought and action. When your mind is fully
committed to a goal,  your actions become more focused, efficient,  and creative. This is
the true meaning of the phrase “as a man thinketh, so is he.”

Practical Applications for Modern Life

The wisdom of Earl Nightingale is as relevant today as it was in 1956. In an age of
distractions, our attention is constantly pulled toward negative news, social comparison,
and  short-term  gratification.  Applying  the  strangest  secret  requires  intentionality.  Here
are practical steps to incorporate it into your daily routine:

Define Your Worthy Ideal: Spend time reflecting on what truly matters to you.1.
Write a clear, compelling goal that excites you and serves others.
Create a Morning Ritual: Read your goal aloud and visualize achieving it. Feel2.
the emotions of success — joy, gratitude, confidence.
Guard Your Thoughts: Notice when you slip into worry or self-doubt. Gently3.
redirect your mind to your goal and the actions you can take.
Take One Action Daily: Even a small step — making a phone call, reading a4.
relevant book, writing a paragraph — keeps the momentum alive.
Review and Adjust: At the end of each week, evaluate your progress. Are your5.
thoughts aligned with your goal? If not, refocus.

Many  modern  success  coaches,  from Tony  Robbins  to  Brian  Tracy,  owe  a  debt  to
Nightingale’s  foundational  work.  The  principles  of  goal  setting,  visualization,  and
affirmations all trace back to this single recording.

Criticisms and Counterpoints

No  idea  is  without  detractors,  and  The Strangest  Secret  has  been  criticized  for
oversimplifying complex issues like systemic inequality and mental health. It is true that
thinking alone cannot overcome severe poverty, discrimination, or clinical depression.
However, Nightingale never claimed that thought replaces action or that it works in a
vacuum. He acknowledged the need for hard work and perseverance. The value of his
message  lies  in  its  emphasis  on  personal  agency  within  the  sphere  of  influence  each
person  has.  Modern  psychology  supports  many  of  his  insights:  research  on
neuroplasticity  shows  that  we  can  rewire  our  brain  through  focused  thought  and
behavior. Positive psychology also confirms that optimism and goal orientation contribute
to resilience and well-being.

The key is to apply the secret realistically. It is not a magic formula but a deliberate



approach to mental discipline. For those who use it as a supplement to hard work and
practical strategy, it can be a powerful catalyst for change.

The Enduring Legacy of Earl Nightingale

Since its release, The Strangest Secret In The World has been translated into dozens
of languages and remains a staple in personal development curricula. Nightingale’s voice
and message continue to inspire new generations through audiobooks, YouTube clips,
and self-help podcasts. He is widely regarded as one of the fathers of the modern self-
improvement industry. The Nightingale-Conant company still operates, producing content
from leading thinkers.  Beyond commercial  success,  the real  legacy is  the countless
individuals who have credited this simple recording with turning their lives around —
from struggling entrepreneurs to prisoners who discovered the power of choice.

Conclusion: Unlocking Your Potential

The strangest secret is not really a secret at all. It is a truth that has been taught by
philosophers, sages, and spiritual teachers for millennia: your thoughts create your world.
What makes Earl  Nightingale’s presentation so compelling is  its  clarity,  brevity,  and
practical wisdom. He stripped away the mysticism and presented the idea in a way that
anyone can understand and apply. If you are ready to change your life, start where
Nightingale always advised — with your mind. Define your worthy ideal, fill your thoughts
with it, and act as if its achievement is inevitable. Over time, you will find that the secret
is no longer strange; it becomes your new way of being. The choice is yours, and the
power lies within you.


