


RESEARCHERS SAY SELF-CONTROL IS EASIER TO TAP INTO THAN

YOU MIGHT REALIZE. HERE ARE SEVEN WAYS TO SHARPEN

YOUR RESOLVE JUST IN TIME FOR RESOLUTION SEASON.

BY WHITNEY JOINER |LLUSTRATIONS BY

IF YOU CONSIDER willpower to be a mystical trait shared by a lucky few—or a hidden
reserve that can be accessed only in dire straits—you're not alone. Most people don't think
they have much self-discipline. When two million online participants were asked by noted
positive-psychology researcher Martin Seligman to choose their greatest strengths out of
a list of 24 traits, self-control ranked at the very bottom. But the latest science shows that
we all have willpower, says Roy Baumeister, a professor of psychology at Florida State
University who cites the survey in Willpower: Rediscovering the Greatest Human Strength,
which he coauthored. “We should give ourselves more credit,” Baumeister says.

Perhaps because willpower is viewed as an elusive, heroic virtue, we don’t realize that
we actually use it every day. “Were used to thinking of willpower in terms of our failures
only,”says Kelly McGonigal, a psychologist at Stanford University and author of the new
book The Willpower Instinct: How Self-Control Works, Why It Matters, and What You Can Do
to Get More of It. But we're exercising our determination all the time, when we don’t blow
up at an employee who has made a clueless mistake, for instance, or when we pass up a
cocktail and assume the responsibility of being the designated driver.

There’s more good news: Our ability to access willpower is very much within our control.
It’s also in our best interest. Psychologists have found that self-control and intelligence
are the two traits that predict—in the parlance of the field—*“positive outcomes” in life. Hav-
ing strong self-control means being less likely to make bad decisions that could negatively
impact health (like having that fourth cookie) or the future (racking up a credit card bill).
Willpower—a complex mix of genetics, personality, goals, values, even a person’s energy
levels—makes it possible to write a report in advance of the due date, hold off on buying
those shoes, avoid arguing with a spouse, and get off the couch and into a Zumba class.

CHRISTOPHER SILAS NEAL

Willpower, in other words, is on
our side. It’s looking out for our
long-term goals—and it’s manag-
ing stress by averting problems.

“Since willpower is the ability to
do what you really want, it’s self-
evident that the more you're able
to use it, the happier you'll be,”
McGonigal says. “The problem is
that people see it as forcing your-
self to do what you don’t want to
do” A more helpful and construc-
tive perspective, perhaps: “Defining
willpower as having the strength
or willingness to do what matters
most to you,” McGonigal says.

Pigeonholing ourselves as inher-
ently weak-willed, she believes,
lets us off the hook too easily. Why
are scientists more confident in
our stores of self-control than we
are? Recent research provides
some intriguing clues.
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WILLPOWER FACT WE'RE WIRED FOR IT

We may think of willpower as strictly a mental faculty, but it has a physiological basis,
McGonigal says. It's rooted in an instinct, just like its better-known cousin, the “fight-or-
flight” response. We're all aware of that one: Faced with an external stressor, whether it's
a serious threat (a mugger on a darkened street) or an irksome frustration (waiting in an
endless line), our heart rate and blood pressure increase and our breathing quickens.

Probably less familiar: “pause and plan,”which is the instinct for self-control.“When
your brain detects an impulse that threatens your immediate well-being or long-term
goals, your heart rate and nervous system slow down,” she explains.“Energy from the
body is hurried to the brain to calm down an emotion or inhibit a craving.”

Why don’t we recognize “pause and plan”as casily as we do “fight or flight”? Because the
stress response is related to immediate survival, it kicks in faster, and for the smallest of
threats, McGonigal says. “Pause and plan,” on the other hand, doesn’t feel as obvious; it’s
trickier to notice. “Even though it’s an instinct, it’s harder for the brain to do, because

one’s self-control is perfect all the
time,” Baumeister says. So when
there’s a lapse, it makes sense to
reframe the situation, thinking,
“Maybe I was a little depleted, and
I should manage myself better in
the future,” he says—not, “I lack
strength of character.”
Willpower, in many ways, is like
a muscle: It gets tired with use.
“If you run for 10 miles and do a
spin class, your quadriceps will
need to recover,” McGonigal says.

it requires more energy,” she says.

WILLPOWER FACT

IT FLUCTUATES

Yes, it’s true: We have a limited
amount of willpower, and it’s
important for us to use it effec-
tively. When we use self-control
(an imperceptible brain shift),
we're actually drawing on, bio-
logically speaking, glucose—the
sugar derived from the nutrients
we consume. It's the same energy
that powers muscles and organs.
“The neurotransmitters that en-
able the brain to function are
made from glucose,” Baumeister
explains. “Self-control is a com-
plicated psychological event. It
draws on your body’s energy sup-
ply, which is limited.”

Baumeister’s research has shown
that low levels of glucose corre-
late to poor performance on self-
control tests, which makes sense:
We all know that we’re not at our
decision-making best when we're
famished. Every decision that’s
not habitual—choosing from 20
bottles of shampoo at the store—
uses willpower, McGonigal says.
“It taxes the system at a very low
level” However subtle, that tax-
ing effort takes its toll.

This may help explain another
important finding: Our willpower
levels inevitably fluctuate. Every-
body has moments of strength
and moments of weakness. “No
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“The willpower muscle works in
a similar way. Once you use your
strength, you need to recover and
refuel.” Just as someone would
improve at the gym by progres-
sively doing more demanding
drills, a person can strengthen
self-control by slowly and pro-
gressively challenging it, building
up the brain’s ability to tap into
willpower. (See “Where There’s
a Will,” opposite.)

GUILT DOESN'T WORK

To be sure, willpower is connect-
ed to success, and people with
less self-control are more apt to
make bad decisions. But labeling
oneself as “bad” after eating an
extra slice of pizza is unlikely to
produce positive changes in be-
havior. In fact, it can lead to self-
sabotage. Chastising creates guilt
and shame, McGonigal says, emotions that trigger stress. So if you're primed to deal with
anxiety in an unhealthy way, such as overeating, remorse over not exerting restraint will
lead you right back to the thing you're trying to quit. “As soon as you introduce guilt, it
shifts your body into a state where it makes you want whatever you feel ashamed about,”
McGonigal says. She cites a study in which people were asked to imagine how badly
they'd feel after eating a piece of cake; this visualization triggered self-denigration, which
paradoxically, made the participants more likely to eat the cake.

At the other end of the spectrum: feeling overconfident about good behavior. Patting
yourself on the back for taking an extended turn on the treadmill is fine, as long as success
isn’t used as an excuse to revert to old behavior. Repeated studies have shown that we
easily fall prey to what psychologists call “moral licensing,” McGonigal says. If we think
we've succeeded at something, we are likely to reward ourselves—and often in a way
that’s in direct conflict with our goals. “If we say were being good for doing our taxes or
for eating a salad, then we give ourselves permission to sabotage our goals,”she says.
The result: We end up taking one step forward and one step back.
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WILLPOWER FACT THERE ARE THREE PARTS

It may sound monolithic, but willpower is a multifaceted thing: In fact, it comprises
three separate powers. Using them in tandem can make it easier to create a new habit.
There’s “1 will” power: the ability to do something we don’t want to do because it's good
for us (go to the gym at the crack of dawn before heading to the office). “I won't” power
is the ability to stay away from things that are bad for us (playing an umpteenth round
of Angry Birds before going to bed). And “I want” power—making decisions based on
goals (“Staying healthy, for my sake and my family’s, means a lot to me.”).

“People can be strong in one area, but not others—like they have great self-restraint
but are terrible procrastinators,” McGonigal says. The secret to changing habits lies in
paying attention to all three of the powers: “They all work together.” McGonigal says.
‘I won't” and “I will” actions help create conditions that make change possible. “I want”
power keeps the long-term reason for making a change front and center, prompting
your willpower to enact itself. “Without the ‘I want’ power, it feels like gritting your
teeth and bearing it, which is something very different,” McGonigal says. “You're train-
ing to do something that’s inconsistent with what you want.”

Creating a new habit can
take anywhere from an hour
to a year, Baumeister and Mc-
Gonigal say. But once new
behavior is solidly ingrained—
through repetition or because
someone begins to view the
change as consistent with her
identity (say, being a vegetar-
ian)—willpower is no longer
necessary. At that point, the
willpower reserve is primed
for the next challenge—and
it’s ready to be accessed for
something else.
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WHERE THERE'S AWILL ... there are seven ways. Building

self-discipline doesn't involve the exercises in virtuousness one might
assume. True, meditation makes the list of helpful practices—but so do
sleeping and snacking. Here, several pointers:

1. TAKE A BREATH
McGonigal's “hands-down”
top suggestion for self-
control: meditation, even if
it's a mere five minutes a
day. “Over time, meditators’
brains become finely tuned
willpower machines,” she
says. Besides being proven
to help focus attention,
manage stress, control
impulses, and improve self-
awareness, the act of med-
itating is an exercise of
willpower in itself. “You're
paying attention to the
goal, which is focusing on
your breath, noticing when
you're off the goal, and
repeatedly coming back to
the goal,” McGonigal says.
Meditation also improves
the vascular health of the
brain, allowing it to use en-
ergy more efficiently.

2. EAT RIGHT Because
glucose is directly connect-
ed to self-control, and our
bodies break foods down
into glucose, it makes
sense that a steady diet
could support willpower.
“Eating on a regular basis
will definitely affect your

self-control and decision-
making capacity,” Baumeis-
ter says. Food choices are
important. Sugary shacks,
for instance, will provide

a fast fix, but they'll leave

a person hungry soon after-
ward. Better choices: slower-
to-digest whole grains or
lean cuts of meat.

3. KEEP MOVING Exercise,
including gentle movements
such as walking or yoga,
starts working immediately
to reinforce willpower. The
activity increases levels

of gaba, a neurotransmit-
ter responsible for self-
soothing, McGonigal says.
“That's why just 10 minutes
of walking on a treadmill
makes it easier to resist
that extra bite of chocolate.”

4. GET SLEEP Yet another
reason to get at least six
hours a night (and, ideally,
seven or eight): Chronic
sleep deprivation leaves
people vuinerable to temp-
tation, McGonigal says.
The cells of tired bodies
don't absorb glucose

as well: The brain is less

likely to trigger your wili-
power and more prone

to craving quick fixes such
as sugar and caffeine.

5. PICTURE A WAVE
There's a common miscon-
ception about breaking
habits, McGonigal says.
“People decide, 'I'm no lon-
ger going to crave ciga-
rettes or want to criticize
my partner.’ They wait for
the inner experience of
craving to go away, so they
can be a different person.”
But that's not how it works.
Behavior changes first,
and then desire lessens.
McGonigal suggests short-
circuiting cravings by visu-
alizing them as a wave that
will ebb and flow, as a “sen-
sory experience that will

pass through you,” she says.

Since even the most dedi-
cated among us will find it
difficult to not give in, she
advises riding out the wave
with this strict rule: Indulge
if you must, but only after
10 minutes. In time, you'll
be less likely to cave after
the interval, as “pause and
plan” starts to kick in.

. L e M e ——.

6. MENTALLY INDULGE
Perversely, the thing we
crave often doesn't pro-
duce the feeling we're
hoping for. An exercise
that demonstrates this
idea: Mentally enjoying a
few more potato chips,
for example, but also not-
ing all the sensations
that go with it—the plea-
sures and the stresses.
“Your brain is saying, ‘Eat
more potato chips; you're
going to be really satis-
fied,” McGonigal says. But
is it satisfying—or every-
thing else you hoped?
Many times, the answer
is probably not.

7.CUT SOME SLACK
Guilt doesn't work, but
self-forgiveness does.
Instead of trying to avoid
a sense of anger or dis-
appointment after a set-
back (often manifested
by overindulging in a
bad habit), acknowledge
these feelings. Remem-
ber, too, that missteps
are a natural part of the
change process. Put
the focus back on the
ultimate goal: Ask, “What
can | do to get back in
the right direction?" Mc-
Gonigal says. “It's about
being a good friend and
mentor to yourself.”
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