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How to Exert Self-Discipline
Even When You Don’t Have

Any

In October 1912, a would-be assassin fired at President Theodore Roosevelt
while he was giving a speech in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The bullet
penetrated the president’s chest, but luckily, a small booklet absorbed much
of the impact—the bullet never reached the president’s heart. What
Roosevelt did next shocked the crowd. He ignored the bleeding and simply
carried on with his speech for another ninety minutes. Only after he finished
did he bother to see a doctor.

Teddy Roosevelt was known for having extraordinary willpower. As a
young boy with poor health, Roosevelt decided to strengthen his physical
capabilities by introducing a heavy exercise regime, including weight-
lifting, boxing, and many other sports. When his father died, Teddy
responded by studying even harder, eventually graduating magna cum laude
from Harvard. He is said to have read about a book per day—even when he
was president—in addition to writing more than thirty-five books himself
and 150,000 letters. How did he manage to do all this?

Theodore Roosevelt believed that the key to accomplishments was self-
discipline—and that self-discipline was more important than talent,
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education, and intellect. “With self-discipline, all things are possible,” he
once said. But what is self-discipline? Can you increase it? And what do
you do if you don’t have much of it?

The Self-Discipline Challenge
Self-discipline is simply the ability to control yourself so that you can fight
off temptations and in-the-moment distractions to reach long-term goals.
When you know you need to study for an important examination but you’re
tempted by family and friends to spend more time with them instead, self-
discipline can save the day. That is, if you have it.

This ability to make small sacrifices for future benefits is indeed, as
Teddy Roosevelt believed, an important trait. Studies have shown that
people who exhibit self-discipline are happier, healthier, wealthier, get into
less trouble, and get better grades.1

Few of us have as much self-discipline as we’d like. We procrastinate,
make impulsive decisions, and fall prey to temptations, only to regret it all
later. The sad truth is that self-discipline is a limited resource—there’s no
quick and easy way to increase it. But even so, there are helpful
approaches. It turns out that a good way to become more disciplined is to
take measures that reduce the need for self-discipline in the first place.
It’s a little like getting a vaccination to prevent disease instead of treating
the disease.

In other words, the key to self-discipline is to find ways to achieve your
goals without relying on self-discipline. Let’s look at some ways to do that.

Make Tough Choices Easy
Make it as easy as possible to make the right choices. Say you want to go
to the gym every Thursday night but always find it hard to get your things
together and head out. Try packing your bag the day before so that it’s
ready for you to grab and go when Thursday night arrives.

Or say that every time you get home, you find it difficult to start your
homework. Try this: At the end of a study session, prepare your desk for the
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next day. Make sure the desk is cleared with your book already opened on
the right page, with your pen and anything else you need next to it.

Suppose you always struggle to wake up in the mornings. A good trick
here is to put your alarm clock on the other side of the room (or in another
room) making it impossible for you to turn it off without getting up. Or you
can download an app that requires you to solve problems to turn it off, such
as Mathe Alarm Clock or Alarmy.

KEY POINT
To succeed with little or no willpower, remove temptations, distractions, and obstacles. Set things
up beforehand to make it as easy as possible to get started.

Pick one small habit you’d like to establish or change in order to accomplish one goal you’re
working toward. Then, go for it!

Eliminate temptations and distractions. Research has shown that
learners who remove temptations from their surroundings are more
successful than those who try to rely on their self-discipline.2 Practically
speaking, for example, if your mobile phone is distracting your studies, put
it in another room. And if you’re always tempted by sweets when you go
grocery shopping, limit visits to the supermarket to once a week—after
you’ve already eaten.

Changing Your Habits
Habits form about all kinds of things. For example, looking sideways before
you cross the street feels so natural that you don’t even think about it. In
fact, that’s what a habit is—it involves the creation of a set of neural links
that you draw on without having to think about what you’re doing. This
“mental autopilot” mode is the power of habit—it saves us mental energy.
And, incidentally, it’s a gift from your procedural system!

Habits can be good or bad. We may come home from work or school and
plop ourselves in front of the television. Or we may start our homework. It
depends on what we’re used to.

A good way to minimize your use of willpower is to tweak poor habits.
How do you do that? First, figure out the trigger to one of your undesirable
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habits. Then find ways to either remove the trigger or change your reaction
to it. For example, do you always overeat or turn to unhealthy foods when
you’re starved? Try a a small snack to avoid becoming too hungry.

Changing a habit takes effort—the habit formation period, which
requires at least some self-discipline, may take around two months.3 But
building effective habits will enable you to become more productive
while preserving precious self-discipline. Even adding just one habit can
make a surprising difference. For example, when Barb is procrastinating
instead of starting a task, she turns to her habit of doing a 25-minute
Pomodoro. She doesn’t think about how much she dislikes the task. Instead,
she just gets started—and thinks about how much she’ll enjoy the reward at
the end of the Pomodoro.

Plan Your Goals and Identify Obstacles
In the 1990s, German psychologist Peter Gollwitzer tried to understand why
people don’t reach their goals. He found that having a strong desire to
reach a goal isn’t enough. What’s necessary is a plan for when, where,
and how you will reach your goal—and for how you will respond to
obstacles.

In one research experiment, Gollwitzer and his colleagues found that
students who planned when and where they would study spent 50 percent
more time studying than those who did not.4 Another experiment found that
students who planned their response to obstacles to their studying
completed 60 percent more practice questions for an important test than
students who didn’t.5 In yet another experiment, researchers from Germany
and the UK found that 91 percent of participants met their exercise goals—
if they made a plan that included when and where to exercise.6

Let’s say you know you need to spend the weekend doing last reviews
for a major set of final exams on Monday and Tuesday. At the same time,
there are activities that are likely to lure you away. Will your self-discipline
hold? According to Gollwitzer’s research, you’ll be much more likely to
succeed if you plan when, where, and how you’ll work. For example, you
can plan to study Saturday and Sunday from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., tucked away
in the corner of a library.
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You’ll also be much more likely to succeed if you think about how you’ll
respond to temptations. Let’s say that a friend asks you to go to a party. You
might imagine yourself answering, “I can’t. I already have other plans.”
(Stick with a vague response. It makes it harder for people to try to dissuade
you—which friends will often try to do—because without details they
won’t have anything concrete to argue against.) When you plan and practice
responses to obstacles in advance, those responses become natural and
easier to carry out when the real temptation presents itself later.

Don’t Forget to Recharge
It’s easy to fall into a groove where, no matter how much you work, it
doesn’t feel like it’s enough. This is a rapid path to burnout. It’s important
to set aside time for having a life, spend time with the ones you love, and
have fun. If you build your break and reward times into your schedule—for
example, no work between 6 and 9 p.m. each evening—it can enable you to
focus more fully when you’re studying.

Sometimes, studies and work can be so demanding that it’s difficult to
take much time off. In that case, find something you really enjoy that you
can look forward to. One medical school student we know, for example,
overwhelmed by the firehose of information she had to learn, lived each
week for the one hour of her favorite television show.

Involve Others
In writing this book, Olav regularly emailed Barb to tell her when she could
expect to receive updated versions of the manuscript. Barb didn’t ask for it,
and there was no hurry. So why did Olav do it? He finds that when he
promises someone that he’ll complete a task within a few days, the sense of
urgency allows him to get the work done.

When you have a task that requires self-discipline, see if you can
create a meaningful deadline or commitment by involving others. Say
you need to study on a Saturday but know it will be hard to do. Find
someone else who’s also planning to work on Saturday and agree to meet
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up and study together. This outside accountability will push you to get the
work done because you want to keep your word and your appointment.

Let’s return to President Roosevelt. Averaging about a book per day, he
might have been the best-read man in the United States at the time.7 But
when it came to reading, Roosevelt didn’t need self-discipline to get it done.
Why? Roosevelt loved to read! You only truly need self-discipline to do the
tasks that you’re not that motivated to do. If you can increase your
motivation for studying, that might be the best remedy of all. That’s why
we’ll next turn our focus to the crucial role of motivation.

READING TIP
If you want to read books but find reading to be a challenge, just set yourself a goal of, say,
twenty pages a day. By the end of the year, you’ll have read over twenty books!

KEY TAKEAWAYS  
FROM THE CHAPTER

Self-discipline is important for success but also a limited resource.

Find ways to overcome challenges without having to rely on self-
discipline.
–   Remove temptations, distractions, and obstacles from your surroundings and make it

as easy as possible to make the right decisions.
–   Change existing habits that may be harming your ability to study by finding the habit

cue and changing your response to it.

Plan your goals and identify obstacles and the ideal way to respond to
them ahead of time.

Involve others in your work to increase your commitment.
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How to Motivate Yourself

Tom Sawyer looked at the big fence in front of him. Next to him stood a
bucket of whitewash, waiting for him to spread it out across the bare board
planks. Tom sighed. Normally, he would be out on a small adventure by
now. Instead, he had been sent to whitewash his aunt’s fence as a
punishment for skipping school to go swimming. He took a deep breath and
started the boring job of stroking the board planks. Right, left, soak the
brush in whitewash, and repeat. To make matters worse, kids passing by
would stop and make fun of him.

But within minutes of the start of this famous story—The Adventures of
Tom Sawyer, by Mark Twain, Tom had gotten all the other kids on the street
to paint the fence for him. He had even convinced the kids to give him gifts
to be allowed to paint. How did he motivate the other kids to do it?

It’s About Effort
Say you want to do well and be successful in your studies. Does that mean
you have a lot of motivation? Not necessarily. Motivation isn’t about how
much you want something; it’s about how much effort you’re willing to
exert to get it.

What gives you this willingness to exert effort? Researchers believe that
the chemical dopamine plays a key role. They found that rats would work
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much harder to obtain food if dopamine levels were high in brain regions
related to our emotions.1 Later experiments have shown that humans will
also work harder when they feel the pull of dopamine.2 So dopamine is like
adding a turbocharger to an engine—it boosts your drive. And although you
could insert an electrically charged wire into your brain to increase the flow
of motivational dopamine (hey—it works on rats!), we’ll look at some
better and safer ways.

Motivation as a Sum of Parts
Let’s revisit Tom Sawyer. After a few failed attempts, Tom managed to
motivate the other kids on the street to paint the fence for him. We tend to
think that motivation is something that we either “have” or “don’t have.”
But as Tom discovered, motivation can be created, strengthened, and
maintained through intelligent tactics.

So what does it take to motivate yourself? It’s a little like asking what it
takes to move a car forward. An engine, gas, oil, wheels—altogether, a lot.
In the same way, there are many influences on motivation. In this chapter,
we’ll explore how finding value, experiencing mastery, setting goals, and
working with other people can increase your energy and desire to work on
difficult tasks. Understanding these factors can allow you to create and
sustain your motivation, even as times get tough.

TO BUILD AND MAINTAIN YOUR MOTIVATION
Find value in your studies.
Work to experience feelings of mastery.
Set goals.
Work with others.

Value—Find What’s in It for You
We are motivated to spend time on activities that we enjoy or benefit from.
If you’re learning Spanish but don’t enjoy it, don’t find it useful, and don’t
care about a grade, you’ll find it difficult to motivate yourself to study.
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Whether you find an activity enjoyable and beneficial depends a lot on your
perception. That explains why two students can differ so much in their
motivation, even when they are performing the same task.

Luckily, you can change your perception—as Olav discovered in high
school when he took a part-time job at a busy restaurant washing dishes.
Twice a week, he worked nonstop from 4 p.m. to 2 a.m. When he compared
studying to hard labor in an overheated restaurant kitchen, studying wasn’t
bad at all.

Changing perceptions was also how Tom Sawyer succeeded in
motivating others to paint the fence. Tom realized that people want what is
difficult to get. So he reframed the painting task from a mundane job to a
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. When speaking to his friend Ben, Tom
refused to call painting “work” and instead said he enjoyed it. When Ben
asked if he could try to paint a little, Tom refused, saying that his aunt was
picky about who painted the fence. Making painting a hard-to-get activity
motivated Ben to offer his apple in return for some time with the brush.
Tom agreed, and soon all the other kids were trading away their toys to be
allowed to paint.

One way to reframe your perception of a task is to make a list of all
the benefits you can think of. Dinner with friends without a guilty
conscience? Look good when you get together with your team? If you take
the time to compile reasons, ideas may emerge that you hadn’t thought of
before, and this can motivate you even further.3 Your list can include how
the task moves you closer to your goals. For example, if you want to earn a
certificate in project management, you might think, “Doing this homework
set will move me closer to that certificate. Not doing this homework set will
move me away from that certificate.”

Another way to make a task valuable is to reward yourself when you’ve
completed some portion of the task. A reward can be simply taking a break
where you listen to your favorite music, or having the chance to watch your
favorite television show, to hang out with friends, or even just to go for a
walk. (After sitting awhile, walks can feel good.) Rewards can be especially
useful when you face hard or boring tasks, which is another reason why the
Pomodoro Technique is so powerful. But be careful of using your mobile
phone during your break—remember, research has shown that the focused
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attention you put into the phone means you’re not actually getting the
mental break you need.4

Mastery—Experience Progress
A feeling of mastery is a powerful motivator. As you work toward mastery,
your studies should fall in the “doable with effort” range. You can grow
frustrated if the task is too hard. But if things are too easy, you’ll get bored.

If a task is too difficult, try to break it up, seek help, or find better
resources. Find an online video on the topic or post your question in a
discussion forum online. Another technique is the “rubber ducky” approach,
where you place a rubber ducky, or whatever object you’d like to speak to,
in front of you—you then try to explain out loud where you’re stuck. You
can also take a step back and restart at a lower level. For example, when
Olav studied calculus at university, he hadn’t studied math in two years and
found himself struggling. So he dug out his old high school math book and
spent a weekend reading explanations and redoing calculus problems. That
gave him more-appropriate practice problems and explanations, which
allowed him to begin to grapple successfully with university-level math.

Incidentally, getting help is sometimes the best approach. When Barb
was preparing for a midterm for her first programming class in college, she
made a list of a dozen questions. To get answers, she went to the tutoring
center on campus. Later, she discovered that nearly every one of her
questions was covered on the test. Taking the time to ask for help at the
tutoring center made a big difference in her understanding of key aspects of
the material—and her grade. This further increased her motivation.

How you deal with setbacks also matters. If you see setbacks as failures,
it’s easy to be demotivated. Instead, you should consider setbacks as
valuable opportunities to learn and grow. Of course, when you’re in the
throes of what seems like failure, it’s hard to be upbeat. But just keep in
mind that what seems like a really big deal at a given moment probably
isn’t in the greater scheme of things. Or as Nobel Prize winner Daniel
Kahneman said, “Nothing in life is as important as you think it is while you
are thinking about it.”
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Goals—Aim for Something
When Olav was asked to start swimming to recover from an arm injury, he
realized that he didn’t enjoy swimming back and forth in a narrow lane. To
make swimming more bearable, Olav discovered that setting a one-
kilometer (0.6-mile) distance goal for each swim worked perfectly. He kept
track of his distance, and every time he ticked off another kilometer, he felt
great.

Setting goals is a great motivational tool. We recommend that you set
long-term goals, milestone goals, and process goals.

Long-Term Goals
Your long-term goal should be something that excites and gives you a good
feeling whenever you think about it, such as one day becoming a doctor,
traveling the world, or starting your own business. Keep a photograph or
physical object within handy view that represents your long-term goal.
That will act as a reminder that motivates you to persevere along the
sometimes frustrating road to get there.

With long-term goals, you can also use a motivational technique called
“mental contrasting.” This means contrasting your life today with how your
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life will be once your long-term goal is achieved.5 Say your long-term goal
is to become a doctor. But right now, you’re in college eating macaroni and
cheese for dinner, working part-time at a job you don’t enjoy much, and
finding it hard to keep up with your studies. Now close your eyes and
visualize how your life will be as a doctor. Imagine what a typical day will
be like, where you will live, where you will work, and how your usual
workday will unfold. This contrast between the future and today will
energize you to keep working toward your goal.

You can also use negative contrasting as a motivator. For example, when
Barb was trying to switch gears and learn engineering in her late twenties, it
wasn’t easy. Sometimes her resolution flagged. But then she would think
back on how it felt to be working as a private in the army, where she didn’t
have much say about where her career went. She didn’t want to be in that
situation again. Engineering provided a good pathway out of the kinds of
routine jobs Barb didn’t want to be stuck in.

Milestone Goals
Your long-term goal should also be supplemented with some near-future
milestone goals—goals that act as steps on the road to reaching your
long-term goal. Such goals could be reaching a certain grade point average
and goals for your individual subjects.

Process Goals
Milestone goals, in turn, should be supported by process goals—that is,
actionable goals that say how you are going to reach your milestone
goals. “Study math for one hour each day” and “Learn ten new words every
day” are examples of process goals.

There is a tried-and-true piece of advice that your long-term, milestone,
and process goals will be more motivating if they are SMART: Specific,
Measurable, Ambitious, Realistic, and Time-limited.6 In other words,
you should be concrete about each goal and ensure that you can measure
progress and attainment. Your goal should be a little difficult, but not
unreachable, and you must be able to set a deadline for it. For example, the
goal “to do well” is not a SMART goal because it’s not specific, it’s hard to



measure, and it has no deadline. On the other hand, to “get an A on my next
machine learning assignment” can be a SMART milestone goal, just as “to
work on this assignment for 45 minutes a day for the next five days” can be
a SMART process goal. Olav’s goal of swimming one kilometer every
week also meets the SMART criteria.

GOOD GOALS ARE “SMART”
Specific
Measurable
Ambitious
Realistic
Time-limited

Find Someone to Work With
Watching a movie, going for a walk, and having a meal can all become
more fulfilling if we share it with someone we like. That’s because people
have a built-in need to be socially connected and to secure the love and
respect of others.7 And face it—studying is more enjoyable if you have
someone to study together with. If some of your friends are serious about
their studies, it’s even better. How to find such friends? If you’re taking
online classes, keep an eye on the discussion forums—you can meet very
helpful people that way. If you’re taking live classes, watch for students
who ask good questions. Even if you’re shy, it can be worthwhile to go up
to that person, introduce yourself, and start a conversation, perhaps by
asking a question you might have been too reserved to ask in front of the
class.

If you’re working on a difficult task, having a study buddy or a small
study group can motivate you. The task doesn’t change, but if you’re
figuring out concepts and problems with others, it can become as exciting
as a soccer team working together to win a game. If your buddies are
ambitious and driven, some of their motivation may even transfer to you—a
phenomenon called motivation contagion.8 Working with others can also
deepen your learning—in part by having your friends point out where your
thinking has gone wrong. Just ensure that if you meet to study together, you



do just that. If you can’t, it’s better to study on your own and meet your
friends for social activities later.

Forming a study group is a great way to facilitate learning and stay motivated. Discussing the
study material and hearing what others think can give insight into the key points of the material.

Let’s return a final time to Tom Sawyer. Tom tested a number of
motivational tactics, including begging for help and paying others, before
he found one that worked. And in that lies another important point about
motivation. Since many tactics can give rise to motivation, you may have to
experiment a bit to find the best one for you.

In the next chapter, we’ll move on to how to be more productive with one
of the most common ways of studying: reading.

KEY TAKEAWAYS  
FROM THE CHAPTER

Motivation is not something you either have or don’t have—it can
be created, strengthened, and maintained using different techniques.

The best way to motivate yourself will vary, depending on the cause
of your low motivation. It’s therefore wise to try different strategies.

Remind yourself of all the benefits of completing tasks.

Reward yourself for completing difficult tasks.

Make sure that a task’s level of difficulty matches your skill set.
Ask for help, break a task up, or allow yourself more time (if you can!).

Use mental contrasting, both positive and negative.

Make your goals and ensure that they are SMART (Specific,
Measurable, Ambitious, Realistic, and Time-limited).



Surround yourself with other students who are interested in the
topics at hand.


