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This boolc is dedicated to everyone who has ever struggled with temptation, 

addiction, procrastination, or motivation-which z's to say, all of us. 
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The intelligent want self-control; children want candy. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to Willpower I 0 I 

henever I mention that I teach a course on willpower, the 

nearly universal response is, "Oh, that's what I need." Now 

more than ever, people realize that willp<nver-the ability 

to control their attention, emotions, and desires-influences their physi

cal health, financial security, relationships, and professional success. We all 

know this. \Ve know we're supposed to be in control of every aspect of our 

lives, from what \Ve eat to what we do, say, and buy. 

And yet, most people feel like willpower failures-in control one 

moment but overwhelmed and out of control the next. According to the 

American Psychological Association, Americans name lack of willpower 

as the number-one reason they struggle to meet their goals. i\1any feel 

guilty about letting themselves and others down. Others feel at the mercy 

of their thoughts, emotions, and cravings, their lives dictated by impulses 

rather than conscious choices. Even the best-controlled feel a kind of 

exhaustion at keeping it all together and wonder if life is supposed to he 

such a struggle. 
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As a health psychologist and educator for the Stanford School of ~kd

icine's Health Improvement Program, my job is to help people manage 

stress and make healthy choices. After years of watching people struggle to 

change their thoughts, emotions, bodies, and habits, I realized that much 

of what people believed about willpower was sabotaging their success and 

creating unnecessary stress. Although scientific research had much to say 

that could help them, it was clear that these insights had not yet become 

part of public understanding. Instead, people continued to rely on worn

out strategies for self-control. I saw again and again that the strategies most 

people use weren't just ineffective-they actually backfired, leading to ~elf

sabotage and losing control. 

This led me to create "The Science of Willpower," a class offered to the 

public through Stanford University's Continuing Studies program. The 

course brings together the newest insights about self-control from psydwl

ogy, economics, neuroscience, and medicine to explain hmv we ran hreak 

old habits and create healthy habits, conquer procrastination, lind our 

focus, and manage stress. It illuminates why we give in to temptation and 

how we can find the strength to resist. It demonstrates the importance of 

understanding the limits of self-control, and presents the best strategies for 

training willpower. 

To my delight, "The Science of Willpower" quickly became ont' of the 

most popular courses ever otTered by Stanford Continuing Studies. The 

first time the course was ofTered, we had to move the room four rime~ to 

accommodate the constantly growing enrollment. Corporate executives, 

teachers, athletes, health-care professionals, and others curious about will

power filled one of the largest lecture halls at Stanford. Students started 

bringing their spouses, children, and coworkers to class so they could share 

the experience. 

I had hoped the course would be useful to this diverse group, vvho came 

to the class with goals ranging from quitting smoking and losing weight to 

getting out of debt and becoming a better parent. But even I was surprised 

by the results. A class survey four weeks into the course found that 'J7 per

cent of students felt they better understood their own behavior, and H4 
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percent reported that the class strategies had already given them more will

power. By the end of the course, participants told stories of how they had 

overcome a thirty-year addiction to sweets, finally filed their back taxes, 

stopped yelling at their children, stuck to an exercise program, and gener

ally felt better about themselves and more in charge of their choices. Course 

evaluations called the class life-changing. The consensus of the students 

was clear: Understanding the science of willpower gave them strategies 

for developing self-control, and greater strength to pursue what mattered 

most to them. The scientific insights were as useful for the recovering alco

holic as the e-mail addict, and the self-control strategies helped people resist 

temptations as varied as chocolate, video games, shopping, and even a mar

ried coworker. Students used the class to help meet personal goals such as 

running a marathon, starting a business, and managing the stresses of job 

loss, family conflict, and the dreaded Friday morning spelling test (that's 

what happens when moms start bringing their kids to class). 

( )f course, as any honest teacher \viii tell you, I learned a lot from my 

students as well. They fell asleep when I droned on too long about the 

wonder of a scientific finding hut forgot to mention what it had to do with 

their willpower challenges. They were quick to let me know which strate

gies worked in the real \vorld, and which fell Hat (something a laboratory 

study can never tell you). They put creative spins on weekly assignments 

and showed me new ways for turning abstract theories into useful rules f(>r 

everyday lite. This book combines the best scientific insights and practical 

exercises from the course, using the latest research and the acquired wis

dom of the hundreds of students who have taken the class. 

TO SUCCEED AT SELF-CONTROL, 

YOU NEED TO KNOW HOW YOU FAIL 

Most hooks on changing behavior-whether it's a new diet plan or a guide 

to financial freedom-will help you set goals and even tell you what to 
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do to reach them. But if identifying what we wanted to change were suf

ficient, every New Year's resolution would be a success and my classroom 

would be empty. Few books will help you see why you aren't already doing 

these things, despite knowing full well that you need to do them. 

I believe that the best way to improve your self-control is to see how 

and why you lose control. Knowing how you are likely to give in doesn't, as 

many people fear, set yourself up for failure. It allows you to support your

self and avoid the traps that lead to wili{X>wer failures. Research shows that 

people who think they have the most willpower are actually the most likely 

to lose control when tempted! For example, smokers who are the most opti

mistic about their ability to resist temptation are the most likely to rei apse t( ntr 

months later, and overoptimistic dieters are the least likely to lose weight. 

Why? They fail to predict when, where, and why they will give in. They 

expose themselves to more temptation, such as hanging out with smoker~. or 

leaving cookies around the house. They're also most likely to he surprised hy 

setbacks and give up on their goals when they run into dithculty. 

Self-knowledge--especially of how we find ourselves in willpower 

trouble-is the foundation of self-control. This is why both "The Science 

of Willpower" course and this book focus on the most common \villpower 

mistakes we all make. Each chapter dispels a common misconception ahout 

self-control and gives you a new way to think about your willpmvcr chal

lenges. For every willpower mistake, we'll conduct a kind of autopsy: When 

we give in to temptation or put off what we know we should do, what leads to 

our downfall? What is the fatal error, and why do we make it? !\'lost impor

tant, we will look for the opportunity to save our future selves from this tate. 

How can we turn the knowledge of how we fail into strategies for success? 

•This bias is not unique to w1"lln. .. , c 1 1 h 1 · k r·),.er-wr examp e, peop e w o t 1m · they are the be~t ,11 

multitasking are actually the mo t d. t "bl K h · ' . · · · s IS racu e. nown as t e Dunnmg-Kruger ettect. th1~ phe-
nomenon was first reported bv t C II U · · h · · . , wo -<Jrnt· mversny psyc olog1~ts who tound that people 
overestimate their abilities in all sort· t" · · 1 d. · . . so ,ueas, me u mg sen~e of humor, grammar, and re.t~on-
mg sk1lls. The effect is most pn n l · 1 h 1 · · 

. 1 ouncet among peop e w o Ja\e the ka~t sktll: tor c:-.ample. 
those wnh a test score in the l "th ·1 · 1 1 · · ., . . - percentl e \\OU <.on average, estlln,tte thclll\d\ c~ to he 1n the 
6-nd percentile. Th1s explains amon th h. 1 · · • g 0 er t mgs, a Jrge percentagt· nl .-tmau "n ldul a udtt ton~. 
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At the very least, hy the time you tinish the book, you will have a better 

understanding of your own imperfect hut perfectly human behavior. One 

thing the science of willpower makes clear is that everyone struggles in some 

way with temptation, addiction, distraction, and procrastination. These are 

not individual weaknesses that reveal our personal inadequacies-they are 

universal experiences and part of the human condition. If this hook did noth

ing else hut help you see the common humanity of your willpower struggles, 

I would be happy. Hut I hope that it will do br more, and that the strategies 

in this book will empower you to make real and lasting changes in your life. 

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 

BEcoME A WILLPOWER SciENTisT 

I'm a scientist hy training, and one of the very tirst things I learned is that 

while theories are nice, data is better. So I'm going to ask you to treat this 

book like an experiment. A scientific approach to self-control isn't lim

ited to the laboratory. You can-and should-make yourself the subject of 

your own real-world study. As you read this hook, don't take my word for 

anything. After I've laid out the evidence fi>r an idea, I'm going to ask you 

to test that idea in your own life. Collect your own data to tind out what is 

true and wh<lt works ti>r you. 

Within each chapter, you'll t1nd t\vo kinds of assignments to help you 

become a willpower scientist. The first I call ''Under the Microscope." 

These prompts ask you to pay attention to how an idea is already operat

ing in your life. Before you can change something, you need to see it as it 

is. For example, I'll ask you to notice when you are most likely to give in 

to temptation, or how hunger influences your spending. I'll invite you to 

pay attention to how you talk to yourself about your willpO\,ver challenges, 

including what you say to yourself when you procrastinate, and how you 

judge your own willpower failures anJ successes. I'll even ask you to con

duct some tield studies. such as sleuthing out how retailers use store design 
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k Ur Self control With each of these assignments, take the to wea en yo - · · 
approach of a nonjudgmental, curious observer-just like a scienti~t peer-

ing into a microscope, hoping to discover something fascinating and meful. 

These aren't opportunities to beat yourself up for every willpower weak

ness, or to rail against the modern world and all its temptations. (There's 

no place for the former, and I'll take care of the latter.) 

You'll also find "Willpower Experiments" throughout each chapter. 

These are practical strategies for improving self-control based on a scien

tific study or theory. You can apply these willpower boosts immediately to 

real-life challenges. I encourage you to have an open mind about each strat

egy, even the ones that seem counterintuitive (and there will be plenty). 

They've been pilot-tested by students in my course, and while not every 

strategy works for everyone, these are the ones that earned the highest 

praise. The ones that sounded good in theory but embarrassingly flopped 

in real life? You won't find them in these pages. 

These experiments are a great way to break out of a rut and f1nd new 

solutions for old problems. I encourage you to try different strategies 

and collect your own data about which help you the most. Because they 

are experiments, not exams, you can't fail--even if you decide to try the 

exact opposite of what the science suggests (after all, science needs skep

tics). Share the strategies with your friends, family, and colleagues, and see 

what works for them. You'll always learn something, and you can use what 

you've learned to refine your own strategies for self-control. 

YouR WILLPOWER CHALLENGE 

To get the most out of this book, I recommend picking a specific will

power challenge to test every idea against. \Ve all have willpower chal

lenges. Some are universal-for example, thanks to our biological instinct 

to crave sugar and fat, we all need to restrain the urge to single-handedly 

keep the local bakery in business. But many of our willpower challenges 

are unique. What you crave, another person might be repulsed by.· \Vhat 

you're addicted to anothe · · h fi d b · ' r person mtg t n ormg. And what you put 
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off, another person might pay to do. \Vhatever the specifics, these chal

lenges tend to play out in the same way for each of us. Your craving for 

chocolate is not so different from a smoker's craving for a cigarette, or a 

shopaholic's craving to spend. How you talk yourself out of exercising is 

not so different from how someone else justifies not opening the past-due 

bills, and another person puts off studying for one more night. 

Your willpower challenge could he something you've been avoiding 

(what we'll call an "I will" power challenge) or a habit you want to break 

(an "I won't" power challenge). You could also choose an important goal 

in your life that you'd like to give more energy and focus to (an "I want" 

power challenge)-whether it's imprm·ing your health, managing stress, 

honing your parenting skills, or furthering your career. Because distrac

tion, temptation, impulse control. and procrastination are such universal 

human challenges, the strategies in this book will be helpful for any goal 

you choose. By the time you finish the hook, you 'II have greater insight into 

your challenges and a new set of self-control strategies to support you. 

TAKE YouR TIME 

This book is designed to he used as if you were taking my ten-week course. 

It's divided into ten chapters, each of \vhich describes one key idea, the 

science behind it. and how it can he applied to your goals. The ideas and 

strategies build on each other, so that what you do in each chapter prepares 

you for the next. 

Although you could read this whole book in one weekend, I encourage 

you to pace yourself when it comes to implementing the strategies. Students 

in my class take an entire week to observe how each idea plays out in their 

own lives. They try one new stratebry f()r self-control each week, and report on 

what worked best. I recommend that you take a similar approach, especially if 

you plan to use this book to tackle a specific goal such as losing \Veight or get

ting control over your finances. Give yourself time to try out the practical exer

cises and reflect. Pick one strategy from each chapter-whichever seems most 

relevant to your challenge-rather than trying out ten new strategies at once. 
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You can use the ten-week structure of the book anytime you want to 

make a change or achieve a goal-just as some students have taken the 

course multiple times, focusing on a different willpower challenge each 

time. But if you intend to read the whole book first, enjoy-and don't 

worry about trying to keep up with the reflections and exercises as you go. 

Make a note of the ones that seem most interesting to you, and return til 

them when you're ready to put the ideas into action. 

LET's BEGIN 

Here's your first assignment: Choose one challenge for our journey through 

the science of willpower. Then meet me in Chapter I, where we'll take a 

trip back in time to investigate where this thing called willpower comes 

from-and how we can get more of it. 

If yoti haVen•t already, now's the time to piCk the willpower challenge to 

, which y®•d m65dike ro apply the ideas and strategies in this book. The fol

lowingquesrions~ help you identify tMchallenge you're ready to take on: 

• "I will., power challenge: What is something that you would like to do 

mote of, or stop putting off, because you know that doing it will improve 

the q\lality c.lf youdife? 

• . "I ~on't'' pow~.challenge:;What is the "stickiest" habit in your life? 

\V~t wouJ.d ~~ ~~e to gjv.e up .or do less of because it's undermining 

yQU~ health.: ~pPinC:ss,, or successl 

• "I want" pow¢} challenge: What is the most important long-term goal 

you'd like to focus your en~rgy oo? What immediate "want'' is most 

likely to distrac~ you or tempt you away from this goal? 

' .... 


