
Why Self-Discipline Is Overrated 
A Closer Look at Grit, Marshmallows, 
and Control from Within 

There's not much mystery about the purpose of punishments and re-
wards: They're generally intended to elicit compliance. Any adult who 
regards that as a priority will be tempted to make children suffer in 
some way if they fail to do what they're told, if they slack off or talk back. 
Alternatively, he or she may offer praise or some other goodie when they 
follow directions. But the problem with both of these strategies, even for 
someone who finds them morally unobjectionable, is that they require 
continuous monitoring. An authority figure has to be available to hand 
out rewards or punishments as the child's behavior merits, and that's just 
not very practical. Thus, those who place a premium on obedience may 
dream of somehow "equipping the child with a built-in supervisor"1 so 
he'll keep following the rules, even when no adult is around. 

Think for a moment about the word disciplined. It can refer to mak-
ing a conceited effort at a task ("She's so disciplined that she spent more 
than an hour weeding the garden") or to having been trained to obey 
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authority ("They've been disciplined, so they shouldn't give the baby-
sitter any h·ouble"). If the goal is to induce children to work hard or to 
behave in a particular way on their own, then the most expedient ar-
rangement for parents and teachers is to get the children to discipli11e 
themselves. Or, as we prefer to say, to be self-disciplined. 

ll1is basic concept actually includes a constellation of specific ideas. 
"Self-discipline" might be defined as marshaling one's willpower to ac-
complish things that are regarded as desirable, whereas "self-control" 
means applying that same sort of willpower to prevent oneself from 
doing what is seen to be undesirable. In practice, these often function 
as two aspects of the same machinery of self-regulation- the point 
being to override one's "natural" tendencies- so I'll use the two terms 
more or less interchangeably. There arc also two specific applications 
of self-discipline: perseverance (or "grit"); and the practice of deferring 
gratification, in which kids are transformed from lazy grasshoppers into 
hard-working ants by convincing them to put off doing what they enjoy. 

Search for these terms in indexes of published books, scholarly ar-
ticles, or Internet sites, and you'll quickly discover how rare it is to find 
a discouraging word, or even a penetrating question, about their value. 
That may be because all of them fit naturally with the traditionalist sen-
sibility I've been exploring throughout tllis book. Anyone who believes 
that children are spoiled, disobedient, and self-satisfied, that they don't 
do enough to earn the praise they get or the esteem they have for them-
selves, would probably see these as promising strategies to make kids act 
in such a way as to become more deserving. 

Which brings us to the marshmallow meme. 

S'MORE MISREPRESENTATION OF RESEARCH 

Back in the 1960s, at tl1e Stanford University laboratory of a psychologist 
nan1ed Walter Mischel, preschool-age children were left alone in a room 
after having been told they could get a small treat (say, a marshmallow 
or pretzel) by ringing a bell at any time to summon the experimenter-
or, if they held out until he returned on his own, they could have a big-
ger treat (tvm marshmallows or pretzels). More than four decades later, 
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Mischel's studies have resurfaced, perhaps reflecting a fresh wave of in-
terest in the broader issue of self-discipline. The way his results are typ-
ically summarized, however, turns out to be rather different from what 
the research actually found. 

Let's back up a step. Mischel had made a name for himself among psy-
chologists with a subversive argument that threatened to turn the field of 
personality theory upside down. His contention was that we're too quick to 
assume that each of us has a stable personality that manifests itself across 
different situations and can be identified by psychological tests. We may 
think of ourselves as having generalized traits, but how we act turns out, 
for the most part, to be a function of the various environments in which 
we find ourselves. What's attributed to your "personality" is really just a 
bunch of cognitive strategies that you devise to deal with what happens to 
you. Mischel was curious about how each of us comes up with those strat-
egies, but he doubted they added up to a distinctive and invariant profile.2 

That's the context in which his marshmallow experiments should be 
understood, but it's not the context in which they're normally presented. 
Usually, we're just told that the children who were able to wait for an 
extra treat scored better on measures of cognitive and social skills many 
years later and that they had higher SAT scores. Teach kids to put off the 
payoff as long as possible and they'll end up more successful. 

But the marshmallow studies actually don't support that conclusion 
at all. Here's why: 

1. What mattered was the setting, not the individual's self-control. What 
mostly interested Mischel, as a student of cognitive strategies, wasn't 
whether children could wait for a bigger treat- which, by the way, most 
of them could.3 It wasn't even whether waiters fared better in life than 
non-waiters. Rather, the central question was how children go about 
trying to wait and which strategies help. It turned out that kids waited 
longer when they were distracted by a toy. What worked best wasn't (in 
his words) "self-denial and grin1 determination" but doing something 
enjoyable while waiting so that self-control wasn't needed at all.4 

Mischel and his colleagues systematically varied the details of the sit-
uation to see if children's willingness to wait was different under each 



144 

condition. These included telling them about the marshmallow as op-
posed to showing it to them, encouraging them to think about its shape 
rather than its taste, and suggesting a distraction strategy instead of hav-
ing the kids come up with their own. Sure enough, such factors made 
a big difference. In fact, they were more important for predicting the 
outcome than any trait the child possessed.' 

Of course that's exactly the conclusion we'd expect from Walter 
Mischel in light of his theoretical views. But it's precisely Lhe opposite of 
the usual message that (a) self-control is a matter of individual character, 
which (b) we ought to be helping children to develop.6 In fact, when these 
children were tracked down ten years later, those who had been more 
likely to wait for a bigger snack didn't have any more self-control or will-
power than the others? 

This is hardly the only psychology study whose central finding was 
changed in the telling. (Another exan1ple is the famous Milgram exper-
iments.8) But Mischel's work provides a classic illustration of how re-
search can be distorted in the service of an ideological agenda. Consider, 
for example, this passage from an article about the marshmallow studies 
that appeared in the New Yorker in 2009: 

Mischel argues that intelligence is largely at the mercy of self-control: 
even the smartest kids still need to do their homework. "What we're re-
ally measuring with the marshmallows isn't will power or self-control;' 
Mischel says. "It's mud1 more important than that. This task forces kids 
to find a way to make the situation work for 

The writer, Jonah Lehrer, sticks in a curious non sequitur about 
homework. (Even if self-control did turn out to be a valuable attribute, 
it's neither necessary for, nor enhanced by, making students do more 
academic assignments when they get home from schooL) More impor-
tant, though, Mischel emphasizes that his experiments weren't about 
self-control at all, yet Lehrer introduces that direct quote by asserting 
exactly the opposite- that self-control is even more important than in-
telligence. Usually you have to dig up tl1e original study to determine 
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whether (and how) the press coverage has misrepresented it. In this case 
the inaccurate conclusion is right there for any reasonably careful reader 
to spot-as if Lehrer weren't even aware of what he'd done. 

2. Deferral of gratification may be an effect, not a cause. Just because 
some children were more effective than others at distracting themselves 
from the snack doesn't mean this capacity was t·esponsible for the impres-
sive results found ten years later. Instead, both of these things may have 
been due to something about their home environment.10 If that's true, 
there's no reason to believe that enhancing children's ability to defer grat-
ification would be beneficial: It was just a marker, not a cause. By way of 
analogy, teenagers who visit ski resorts over winter break probably have 
a superior record of being admitted to the Ivy League. Should we there-
fore hire consultants to teach low-income children how to ski in order to 
improve the odds that colleges will accept them? 

3. What counts is just the capacity to distract olleself Even to the extent 
that Mischel looked at characteristics of individual children in addition 
to the details of the situation, he was primarily concerned with "cogni-
tive competencies" - strategies for how to think about (or stop thinking 
about) something attractive-and how those competencies may be re-
lated to other skills that will be assessed years later. In fact, those out-
comes were not associated with the ability to defer gratification, per se, 
but only with the ability to distract oneself when distractions weren't 
provided by the experirnenters.11 

·what's more, that facility for creating a distraction turned out to be 
significantly correlated with plain old intelligence12- a very interesting 
finding because other writers have argued that self-discipline and intel-
ligence are two entirely different things and that we ought to train chil-
dren to acquire the former. 13 It isn't really so surprising, then, that kids' 
capacity to come up with a way to think about something other than the 
food was associated with their SAT scores. This doesn't mean willpower 
makes kids successful; it means the same loose cluster of mental profi-
ciencies that helped them with distraction when they were young also 
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helped them score well on a test of reasoning when they were older. (In 
fact, when the researchers held those scores constant, most, though not 
all, of the other long-term benefits associated with their marshmallow-
related behavior evaporated.) 14 

4. Holding out for more isn't necessarily the smarter choice. Finally, most 
people who cite these experiments take for granted that it's always better 
to wait for two marshmallows- that is, to defer gratification. But is that 
really true? Mischel, for one, didn't think so. "The decision to delay or 
not to delay hinges, in part, on the individual's values and expectations 
with regard to the specific contingencies:' he and his colleagues wrote. 
"In a given situation, therefore, postponing gratification may or may not 
be a wise or adaptive choice:'15 Sometimes a marshmallow in the hand is 
better than two in the bush. 

It's true, for example, that if you spend too much of your money when 
you're young, you may regret it when you're old. But how much should 
you deprive yourself-and perhaps your children-in order to accumu-
late savings for retirement? For one thing, a group of economists argued 
that as our health declines we derive less pleasure from what we're able 
to buy.16 More generally, as John Maynard Keynes famously pointed out, 
"In the long run, we are all dead:' 

To take what you can while you can may be a rational choice, de-
pending on what you happen to be doing. Some tasks favor that strat-
egy; others favor waiting. In one experiment, researchers fiddled with 
the algorithm that determined how points were earned in a simulation 
game and then watched how that change interacted with the personal-
ities of the people who were playing. "Impulsivity:' they concluded, "is 
not a purely maladaptive trait but one whose consequences hinge on the 
structure of the decision-making environmenf'17 

What's more, someone's inclination to take now rather than wait can 
depend on what that person has experienced in the past. "For a child ac-
customed to stolen possessions and broken promises, the only guaran-
teed treats are the ones you have already swallowed:' remarked a group of 
social scientists at the University of Rochester. In 2013 they set up their 
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own version of Mischel's experiment for preschool-age children. But be-
fore any marshmallows made an appearance, they introduced a couple of 
art projects. During this period, the kids were encouraged to wait for "a 
brand-new set of exciting art supplies" rather than using the well-worn 
crayons and dinky little stickers that were already available. After a few 
minutes, the adult returned. Half the kids received the promised, far-
superior materials. But the other half got only an apology: 'Tm sorry, but 
I made a mistake. We don't have any other art supplies after all" 

Then it was time for the marshmallow challenge. And how long did 
the children wait for two to appear before they gave up and ate the one 
sitting in front of them? Well, it depended on their earlier experience. 
Those for whom the adult had proved unreliable (by failing to deliver 
the promised art supplies) waited only about three minutes. But those 
who had learned that good things do come to those who wait were will-
ing to hold off, on average, for a remarkable twelve minutes. 

The researchers' point, which they described in an article called 
"Rational Snacking;' was h'lofold. The decision about whether to de-
fer gratification may tell us what the child has already learned about 
whether waiting is likely to be worth it If her experience is that it isn't, 
then taking whatever is available at the moment is a perfectly reason-
able choice. But that possibility also blasts a marshmallow-sized hole in 
tl1e conclusion that the capacity to defer gratification produces various 
later-life benefits. "It is premature to conclude that most of the observed 
variance-and the longitudinal correlation between wait-times and later 
life outcomes- is due to differences in individuals' self-control capaci-
ties. Rather, an unreliable worldview, in addition to self-control, may be 
causally related to later life outcomes:' Success may reflect one's earlier 
experiences, in which case self-restraint would be just another result of 
those experiences, not the explanation for how well one fares later. 18 

"Rational Snacking" helps to clarify what may have been going on in 
Mischel's original experiments, where there was no effort to learn about 
the children's lives before they walked into his lab. But even on their 
own, those experiments simply don't support the case for willpower and 
self-denial that traditionalists have tried to make. Waiting for a bigger 
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treat doesn't always make sense. And when it does, the question is, "What 
changes in the environment can facilitate that choice?" In other words: 
How can distractions make self-discipline irrelevant? 

SELF-CONTROLLED TO A FAULT 

Much might be made of the mainstream media's many misinterpreta-
tions of Mischel's marshmallows. Those misreadings are likely related to 
the value the writer places on having children defer gratification, which, 
in turn, reflects widely shared and largely uncritical support for the idea 
of self-discipline in general. So let's turn our attention to that concept. 

lhe party line-from therapists, journalists, educators, and parent-
ing advisers- is that discipline should give way to self-discipline, that 
control from within is better than control from without, that kids should 
internalize a desire to succeed and (what we regard as) good values. But 
there's much more to the story here, psychologically, philosophically, 
and even politically. If we're interested in what's healthiest for kids rather 
than just in getting them to follow directions, then we will likely see 
the situation as more complicated. Is it useful to be able to persevere at 
worthwhile tasks? Undoubtedly. Do some children seem less able than 
others to do so? Again, yes. But it's not at all clear that self-discipline 
should enjoy a privileged status compared to other attributes. In some 
contexts, it may not be desirable at all. 

If that proposition seems surprising, it may be because self-discipline 
(or deferral of gratification) is usually described as an "ability" or "skill." 
TI1e question is how proficient you are at making yourself get to work, 
or at resisting temptation. Some abilities and skills are more useful than 
others, but we don't tend to think of any of them as bad things to have, 
or something of which you could have too much. 

Several decades ago, however, the late Jack Block, an eminent research 
psychologist, offered a different perspective. Self-regulation may not be 
a skill, like having a good sense of direction, so much as "an orientation 
toward motivational expression"- a psychological tendency, if you will-
like being introverted or extroverted. He proposed lhat people can be 
described in terms of their level of"ego control;' which means the extent 
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to which impulses and feelings are either expressed or suppressed. 1hose 
who are nndercontrolled are impulsive and distractible, and children who 
fit that profile are somewhat more likely to suffer from health problems 
and financial difficulties when they grow up, as well as to have committed 
a crime.19 But other individuals are overcontrolled. Their actions seem to 
be compelled rather than freely chosen, and they often seem joyless. 

Block made two complementary points. First, a lack of self-control 
isn't always a bad thing because it may "provide the basis for sponta-
neity, flexibility, expressions of interpersonal warmth, openness to expe-
rience, and creativ[ity]:' Second, too much self-control is as worrisome 
as too little, even though parents and teachers tend to be more irritated 
by nndercontrol in children and thus more likely to define the latter as a 
problem. "The idea of self-control is generally praised;' Block observed, 
but we should be careful not to endorse "the replacement of nnbridled 
impulsivity with categorical, pervasive, rigid impulse control." As long 
as you get your work done and don't make trouble, people in positions 
of authority don't care if you're "rigid, unexpressive, routinized, and flat-
tened in affect." But that's just not an ideal way to live.20 

When Block said that self-control is "generally praised" in our so-
ciety, he was putting it mildly. Those who write on the subject rarely if 
ever consider the possibility that it can be overdone. In addition to Leh-
rer's article about Mischel's experiments, we might add a popular book 
called How Children Succeed by journalist Paul Tough (who argued in 
an earlier essay that adults should organize and plan children's play for 
them in an effort to help them acquire more self-control). Two neuro-
scientists, meanwhile, declared in the New York Times, "All [children] 
can benefit from building self-control." And a typical discussion of the 
topic in an education journal included the assertion that "the promo-
tion of self-discipline is an important goal for all schools."21 Given this 
consensus, we shouldn't be shocked to learn that there is now a self-help 
program called Self-Discipline in 10 Days for those who lack the, urn, 
self-discipline t? develop this attribute on their own (or the ability to 
defer gratification for more than a week and a half).22 

A dose of skepticism would seem to be called for here, if only because 
this enthusiasm seems every bit as intemperate as those declarations a 
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couple of decades ago that self-esteem can serve as a social vaccine. (Of 
course the latter claims were scorned by some of the same people who 
now gush about the wonders of self-controL) But the problem isn't just 
a one-sided picture of self-discipline- it's a failure to appreciate the rele-
vance of the circumstances in which we find ourselves. "Disciplined and 
directed behavior, which can be advantageous in some situations:' said 
Block and his colleagues, "is likely to be detrin1ental" in others.2J 

That's similar to a point Mischel made about delaying gratification, 
years after his e>..'periments were concluded. We've already heard him say 
that whether it's smart to wait for a larger reward depends on the con-
text. But he also pointed out that some people tend to be overly inclined 
to wait. While the inability to delay may be a problem, he said, "the 
other extreme- excessive delay of gratification-also has its personal 
costs and can be disadvantageous .... Whether one should or should not 
delay gratification or 'exercise the will' in any particular choice is often 
anything but self-evident."1 1 

lbis may sound obvious: Naturally one can go too far in either 
direction- with deferral of gratification or self-discipline in general. Yet 
some social scientists have explicitly disputed this claim. Martin Seligman 
and a colleague wrote, "Our belief [is] that there is no true disadvantage of 
having too much self-controJ:'15 And a group of researchers that included 
Roy Baumeister professed to have data demonstrating that self-control is 
"beneficial and adaptive in a linear fashion. We found no evidence tl1at 
any psychological problems are linked to high self-controi:'26 

That assertion turns out to be rather misleading for two reasons. 
First, it's based on the researchers' having found an inverse relationship 
between self-control and negative emotions (among undergraduates 
who filled out a questionnaire). Other research, however, has found a 
similar inverse relationship between self-control and positive emotions.27 

Even if highly self-controlled people aren't always unhappy, they're also 
not particularly happy; their emotional life tends to be muted. 

Second, Block and his associates noticed that there was something 
fishy about the questionnaire used by this group of researchers. It in-
cluded questions "reflective of an appropriate level of control and [of] 
undercontrol, but not overcontrol. It is therefore not surprising tl1at the 
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correlates of the scale do not indicate maladaptive consequences asso-
ciated with very high levels of control:' In other words, the clean bill of 
health they awarded to self-control was virtually predetermined by the 
design of their study.2s 

Overall, the data do indeed support Block's balanced view that "al-
though it may be psychologically undesirable to be extremely impulsive, 
it is also psychologically undesirable to be extremely controlled":29 

• A high degree of self-control tends to be associated with less spon-
taneity and a blander emotional life. 

• Preschool children who seemed overcontrolled were likely to be 
conventional, moralistic, and uncomfortable with uncertainty 
when they were young adults. 

• Highly self-controlled teenagers were likely never to have used 
drugs, but they were also less well-adjusted overall than those who 
had "lower ego control and may have experimented briefly with 
drugs:' 

• ''A tendency toward overcontrol puts young women {but not young 
men) at risk for the development of depression." 

• A preoccupation with self-control is a key feature of anorexia. 
• When there's plenty of time, impulsive people don't perform as 

well as self-controlled people on certain tasks, but those results are 
reversed when decisions must be made quickly.30 

The more you explore the dynamics of self-discipline, the more you 
come to understand why it isn't always productive or healthy. Consider 
a student who always starts her homework the moment she walks in the 
door. Is this an admirable display of "effortful self-control"31- of what 
can be achieved by force of will given that there are other things this girl 
would rather be doing? Or might it reflect her acute discomfort with 
having anything unfinished? It's possible that she wants- or, more accu-
rately, needs- to get the assignment out of the way in order to stave off 
anxiety.32 

Self-discipline can be less a sign of health than of vulnerability. It may 
suggest a fear of being overwhelmed by external forces, or by one's own 
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desires, that must be suppressed through continual effort. One might 
say that such individuals suffer from a fear of being out of control. Half 
a century ago, the psychologist David Shapiro described how some-
one can function as "his own overseer, issuing commands, directives, 
reminders, warnings, and admonitions concerning not only what is to 
be done and what is not to be done, but also what is to be wanted, felt, 
and even thought." Secure, healthy people can be playful, flexible, open 
to new experiences and self-discovery, deriving satisfaction from the 
process rather than always being focused on the product An extremely 
self-disciplined individual, by contrast, may not "feel comfortable with 
any activity that lacks an aim or a purpose beyond its own pleasure, and 
usually . . . [does] not recognize the possibility of finding life satisfying 
without a continuous sense of purpose and effort:'33 

A couple of interesting paradoxes follow from this analysis. One is 
that while self-discipline implies an exercise of the will, and therefore a 
free choice, many such people are actually not free at all, psychologically 
speaking. It's not that they've decided to discipline themselves so much 
as that they can't allow themselves to be undisciplined. The same is true 
of deferral of gratification: When Block and a colleague conducted an 
experiment in which teenagers had to choose between getting paid a cer-
tain amount now or more money later, those who waited "were not just 
'better' at self-control, but in a sense ... seemed to be unable to avoid it:'34 

A second paradox is that impressive self-discipline may contain the 
seeds of its own undoing: an explosive failure of control, which psychol-
ogists call "disinhibition:' From one unhealthy extreme (even if it's not 
always recognized as such), people may suddenly find themselves at the 
other: The compliant citizen abruptly acts out in appalling fashion; the 
pious teetotaler goes on a dangerous drinking binge; absolute abstinence 
gives way to reckless, unprotected sex.35 Moreover, making an effort to 
inhibit potentially undesirable behaviors can have other negative effects. 
A detailed review of research concerning all sorts of attempts to suppress 
one's feelings and behaviors concludes that the results of self-control of-
ten include "discomfort or distress" and "cognitive disruption (includ-
ing distractibility and intrusive, obsessive thoughts about the proscribed 
behavior):'36 
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In short, we shouldn't always be reassured to learn that children are 
remarkably self-disciplined. 1he same caution is appropriate regarding 
those who are inclined to delay gratification: Delayers "tend to be some-
what overcontrolled and unnecessarily inhibited."37 Likewise for those 
who always persist at a task, even when they're tmsuccessful. (I'll have 
more to say about the last of these tendencies, commonly romanticized 
as tenacity or "grit") On the other hand, self-discipline obviously isn't al-
ways pathological. So what distinguishes the healthy and adaptive kind? 
Moderation, perhaps, but also flexibility. What counts is the capacity 
to decide whether and when to persevere- or to control oneself, delay 
pleasure, or follow the rules- rather than the simple tendency to do 
these things. It's this capacity, rather than self-discipline or self-control 
itself, that children would benefit from acquiring.38 

CONTROLLED FROM WITHIN 

What passes for discussions of self-discipline tends to resemble unre-
flective cheerleading for the concept. The result is that we may not even 
stop to consider that too much of it can be as unhealthy as too little. But 
I'd like to push beyond this point, and in the process provide a fuller 
answer to that question about distinguishing the good kind from the 
bad. What we really need to ask about self-discipline, just as with love or 
self-esteem, is not merely "How much?" but "What kind?" 

One of the most fruitful ways of thinking about this issue emerges 
from the work of psychologists Edward Deci and Richard Ryan. I've al-
ready drawn from their theory and research in reconsidering the casual 
way people tend to treat motivation as if it were a single substance that's 
possessed in a certain quantity. We want kids to have more of it, so we 
try to "motivate" them. In fact, though, as I explained in Chapter 4, we'd 
do better to think in terms of different types of motivation- intrinsic 
and extrinsic. And the type matters more than the an1ount. Intri11sic mo-
tivation, you'll recall, means wanting to do something for its own sake, 
whereas extrinsic motivation concerns a reward or punishment that a 
behavior may elicit. Furthermore, these two varieties aren't just differ-
ent; they're often inversely related. The more that people are led to focus 
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on an extrinsic reason for doing something, the more likely that their 
interest in the task itself will diminish. 

Here's the puzzle, though: Children do some things that aren't in-
trinsically appealing, and they sometimes do them in the absence of re-
wards. Why? We might say they've intemalized a commitment to doing 
them. This, of course, brings us 1ight back to the idea of self-discipline, 
which is where many parents and educators have placed their bets. As 
I noted at the beginning of this chapter, they want kids to comply with 
their expectations without having to stand next to them, carrots and 
sticks at the ready. 1hey want kids to follow the straight and narrow, 
even when no one is watching. 

Deci and Ryan, however, are not finished complicating our lives. 
Having shown that there are different kinds of motivation (which are 
not equally desirable), they go on to suggest that there are also differ-
ent kinds of internalization (where exactly the same thing may be true). 
1his is a possibility that few people, including researchers, seem to have 
considered. Even someone who's aware of the difference between intrin-
sic and extrinsic may just insist that children should be helped to "inter-
nalize good values (or behaviors)" and leave it at that. 

But what exactly does that internalization look like? On the one 
hand, someone else's rule or standard can be swallowed whole, or "in-
trojected;' so it controls children from the inside: "Behaviors are per-
formed because one 'should' do them, or because not doing so might 
engender anxiety, guilt, or loss of esteem." On the other hand, internal-
ization can take place more authentically, so the behavior is experienced 
as "volitional or self-determined:' It has been accepted-fully integrated 
into one's value structure-and feels chosen.39 A child, for example, may 
study because she knows she's supposed to do so and will feel lousy 
about herself if she doesn't. Or she may understand the benefits of doing 
so and want to follow through, even if it's not always pleasurable. 

Controlling adults end up promoting the former (introjected) ap-
proach, and that often results in a style of learning that's rigid, super-
ficial, narrow, and ultin1ately less successful (if the assignment involves 
anything more ambitious than rote memorization).40 TI1is same basic 
distinction between types of internalization has proved relevant not 
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only to academics, but to sports, romantic love, generosity, political in-
volvement, and religion- with research in each case, much of it done by 
Deci, Ryan, and their associates, demonstrating that the integrated kind 
of internalization (in terms of the way one pursues any of those activi-
ties) leads to better outcomes than the introjected kind.41 

The upshot is that just because motivation is internal doesn't mean it's 
intrinsic or integrated or ideal. If a child feels controlled, he's still at the 
mercy of rewards and punishments. It's just that now they live inside 
him. To do one thing is to be rewarded (temporarily) with good feelings 
about hin1self; to do another thing is to feel lousy. What drives this form 
of internalization, in other words, is a concept we've already encoun-
tered: conditional self-esteem. And the result is that such children are 
likely to be conflicted, unhappy, and typically less likely to succeed- at 
least by meaningful criteria- at whatever they're doing.41 Their reason 
for acting is inside them, and yet it doesn't feel as though it's coming 
from them. They may be suffering from what the psychoanalyst Karen 
Horney called the "tyranny of the should"- to the point that they no 
longer even know what they really want or who they really are. 

Many older children have internalized just such a compulsion to do 
well in school. They look like every parent's dream of a dedicated stu-
dent, but in reality they may have mortgaged their present lives to the 
future: noses to the grindstone, perseverant to a fault, stressed to the 
max. High school is just preparation for college, and college consists of 
collecting credentials for whatever comes next- year after year of hold-
ing out for the possibility of more marshmallows. Nothing right now 
has any value, or provides any gratification, in itself. These students may 
be skilled test-takers and grade grubbers and gratification delayers, but 
they are often motivated by a perpetual need to feel better about them-
selves rather than by anything resembling curiosity. 

By the san1e token, children who have introjected commands to be 
polite or dutiful or helpful are not really moral agents in any meaningful 
sense. They haven't chosen to do good because they don't experience 
themselves as choosing. After all, ensuring that children internalize our 
values isn't the same thing as helping them to develop their own. More-
over, that sense of having to act in a certain way plays havoc with their 



156 THE OF THE SPOILED Cllll D 

emotions, which they either can't control (the result being that feelings 
bubble up dangerously of their own accord) or feel they must suppress.43 

Again, notice how this brings us a step beyond Block's work: It's not just 
that some kids regulate themselves too much; it's that the way they've 
been taught to regulate themselves is unhealthy. It has negative effects 
on their intellectual, moral, and emotional development. 

So what does all this mean in terms of how we regard "self-discipline"? 
Our answer will depend on how we decide to define the term. If we're 
using it to include something autonomous or integrated, then it can be 
beneficial, at least in moderation: A twelve-year-old tears himself away 
from Facebook to help his parent clean the house. It's not his favorite ac-
tivity, but he understands and fully embraces the value of pitching in and 
therefore does so willingly. 

But that scenario may be the exception in our culture. As the educa-
tion scholar Nel Noddings observed, "Most self-discipline is an inter-
nalization of the stern and walchful other" controlling and not very 
healthy affair. My sense is that most people who use the term have never 
really thought about this distinction. Even those who are well meaning 
may therefore find themselves endorsing introjection because they as-
sume that self-discipline is a good thing, period. 

The failure to distinguish between different versions also confuses cer-
tain claims made about the topic. Here's one example: A number of 
researchers, most prominently Roy Baumeister, have maintained that 
self-control is like a muscle. It requires energy and is therefore subject 
to being depleted. If you use it for one ti-ling, you'll have, at least tempo-
rarily, less capacity to use it for another. At fu·st it appears that there's a 
fair amount of evidence in support of this "strength" model. In different 
experiments, people who had been told to avoid thinking about a white 
bear, or to stop themselves from eating sweets, or to suppress their emo-
tional responses to a movie, seemed to have less self-control later (for 
example, to stifle laughter or limit their alcohol consumption) or simply 
less inclination to persevere at physically or mentally taxing tasks. 15 

Does that mean self-control is something that can be used up? Ap-
parently so, if we assume it comes in only one flavor. But our analysis 
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changes once we realize that people exert self-control in different ways 
and for different reasons. Depletion may well take place when people in-
troject a demand to do something, but it doesn't seem to happen tmder 
autonomy-supportive conditions that promote integrated self-regulation. 
Then, self-control doesn't run out, and it's possible to keep going at a sub-
sequent task without apparent fatigue. In fact, when people experience 
their motivation as autonomous, they may have more vitality than when 
they started.46 

Incidentally, this isn't the only reason to be skeptical of the strength 
model of self-control. Its accuracy also seems to depend on whether peo-
ple believe it's accurate- that is, whether they assume self-control is a lim-
ited resource.47 But my larger point is that we should question not only 
how self-control or self-discipline works but also whether all versions of it 
are desirable. If we overlook the differences in how we (and our children) 
internalize a commitment to do something, or if we deny that it's possible 
to be overly controlled, we end up endorsing the idea too quickly and too 
broadly. And we lose sight of the fact that control from within isn't inher-
ently more humane, or otherwise preferable, than control from without. 

GRIT 

It's long been known that cognitive ability isn't the only factor that deter-
mines how children will fare in school and in life. That recognition got 
a big boost in 1996 with science writer Dan Goleman's book Enzotional 
Intelligence, in which he discusses the importance of self-awareness, altru-
ism, personal motivation, empathy, and the ability to love and be loved. 
But a funny thing has happened to the message since then. When you 
hear about the limits of IQ these days, it's usually in the context of a con-
servative narrative that emphasizes not altruism or empathy but some-
thing that sounds very much like the Protestant work ethic. More than 
smarts, we're told, what kids need to succeed is old-fashioned grit and 
persevemllce, self-disciplille and willpower. The goal is to make sure they'll 
be able to resist temptation, override their unconstructive impulses, put 
off doing what they enjoy in order to grind through whatever they've been 
told to do- and keep at it for as long as it takes.48 
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The term "grit" was popularized by Angela Duckworth, a former stu-
dent of Martin Seligman's at the University of Pennsylvania. She uses the 
term to denote the sort of self-discipline that's required to make people 
persist at something over a long period of time. There is no pretense of 
objectivity in her work: Duckworth is selling grit rather than dispassion-
ately investigating its effects. "As educators and parents;' she and her 
colleagues wrote in her first paper on the topic, "we should encourage 
children to work not only with intensity but also with stamina."49 This is 
essentially the same message that's been drummed into us from Aesop's 
fables, Benjamin Franklin's aphorisms, Christian denunciations of sloth, 
and of course the nineteenth-century chant invented to make children do 
their homework: "If at first you don't succeed, try, try again:' 

"Grittier individuals, by staying the course, may sometimes miss out 
on new opportunities;' Duckworth acknowledges. But she doesn't see 
this as a problem. In fact, grit, as she defines and defends it, means do-
ing "a particular thing in life and choos[ing] to give up a lot of other 
things in order to do it."5° For example, she has no use for children who 
experiment with several musical instruments. "The kid who sticks with 
one instrument is demonstrating grit;' she says. "Maybe it's more fun 
to try something new, but high levels of achievement require a certain 
single-rnindedness:'51 

This comment is revealing for a couple of reasons. First, while Duck-
worth has conducted research on the subject, her recommendations ul-
timately emerge not from evidence but from the fact that she personally 
thinks people should spend all their time trying to improve at one thing 
rather than exploring, and becoming reasonably competent at, several 
things. This may facilitate improvement at the single activity one pur-
sues, but if you happen to favor breadth and variety, Duckworth offers no 
reason why you should accept her preference for a life of specialization-
or, by extension, why you should endorse the idea of grit, which is rooted 
in that preference. 

Second, the phrase "maybe it's more fun to try something new, 
but ... " may well be at the core of this way of thinking. One suspects 
that sticking with one thing h as been commended to us not in spite 
of the fact that it's less fun but because it's less fun. Grit seems closely 
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connected to the value of deprivation. Hard, unpleasant labor isn't just 
thought to be necessary for reaching a goal; it's regarded as a virtue in 
itself. Conversely, doing what you enjoy is seen as less admirable and 
perhaps morally deficienl (More about this later.) 

When you read them carefully, Duckworth's experiments don't offer 
much in the way of independent support for those familiar exhortations 
to work hard and never quit. What's most striking about her publica-
tions, in fact, are their problematic premises and the critical distinctions 
they ignore. 

1. Not everything is worth doing, let alone doing for exteuded periods. 

At what activities are we encouraged to display grit? The question is 
never posed and, indeed, what's celebrated (by Duckworth as well as 
others who have eagerly grabbed hold of the concept52) is the very fact 
of persisting- apparently at anything. This is reminiscent of platitudes 
about "following your dream;' as if a dream to become famous were 
equivalent to a dream to end child malnutrition. The amorality of the 
concept enables the immorality of some individuals who exemplify it. 53 

Most tyrants, after all, have grit to spare. To put it differently, glorify-
ing the idea of grit gets things backward. We, as well as our children, 
should first decide what one ought to do, and why. 17ten we can talk 
about what's helpful for doing it effectively: careful planning, a capac-
ity for working with others, courage, a balance between self-confidence 
and humility, and, yes, persistence- among many other qualities. But 
there's notl1ing admirable about grit, per se. In fact, this would be a bet-
ter world if people who were up to no good had less of it. 

2. Persistence can be counterproductive and unhealthy. 

Sometin1es it pays to stick with something over the long haul, and few 
of us want to see our kids throw in the towel at the first sign of difficulty. 
But, as with self-control more generally, grit can sometimes be inappro-
priate and unhealthy, even if the activity isn't morally objectionable. On 
certain occasions it just doesn't make sense to persist with a problem 
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that resists solution, to keep working toward a goal that's almost cer-
tainly unattainable, to continue at a task that no longer provides any sat-
isfaction. When people do keep going under these conditions, they may 
be displaying a "refusal to disengage" that's both counterproductive (in 
terms of outcome) and pathological (in terms of motivation). Let's look 
at each of these in turn. 

Anyone who talks about grit as an tmalloyed good may need to be re-
minded of the proverbial Law of Holes: When you're in one, slop digging. 
Gri tty people sometimes exhibit "nonproductive persistence"; they try 
and try again, even though the result may be either unremitting failure 
or "a costly or inefficient success that could have been surpassed easily 
by alternative courses of action:' as one group of psychologists explained. 
The latter category includes certain strategies in warfare, certain method-
ologies in science, and certain decisions in investing.>' Even if you don't 
crash and burn by staying the course, you may not fare nearly as well as if 
you had stopped, reassessed, and tried something else. As the authors of 
a book called Mastering the Art of Quitting point out, "A culture that only 
trumpets the virtue of staying the course ... prevents us from moving on 
and setting new goals:' We benefit from the "freedom to e:x.-plore an activ-
ity and to abandon it when it turn[s] out not to be a good fit."55 

Moreover, the advantages of knowing when not to persist extend not 
only to the outcomes of a decision but to the effects on the individual 
who made it. One line of research shows that "people who can disengage 
from unattainable goals enjoy better well-being, have more norma-
Live patterns of cortisol secretion, and experience fewer symptoms of 
everyday illness than do people who have difficulty disengaging from 
unattainable goals."56 That's a powerful qualification to all those simple 
clain1s that persistence is desirable. 

Just as the effects of displaying w1qualified grit may not always be op-
timal, the motives for doing so raise important psychological questions. 
What matters isn't just how long one persists, or at what, but wlzy one 
does so. Do I remain at a soul-sucking job because of a realistic con-
cern that I won't be hired anywhere else? Or is it because I'm loath to 
admit defeat or afraid of being thought a failure? Do I continue trying 
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to master French cooking or golf (in the absence of evidence that I have 
any gift for it) because I have a passion for the activity? Or does my per-
sistence reflect an inability to change course, a compulsive conviction 
that one must always finish anything one starts? (The fear that I'U be 
labeled a quitter may not be unrealistic if a strong social norm supports 
persisting no matter whaL An accumulation of declarations that "grit is 
good" may help to create and reinforce just such a norm, thereby con-
tributing to unhealthy reasons for persisting.) 

Interestingly, those who stick with something out of genuine enjoy-
ment may experience less need for self-discipline. They don't have to grit 
their teeth to keep doing it, and it doesn't matter if they're not the sort of 
person who scores high on Duchvorth's "grit scale:' 1he essayist Annie 
Dillard, discussing the commitment to being a writer, commented, "You 
don't do it from willpower; you do it from an abiding passion:' In fact, it's 
not unlike being a parent, she added. "If you have a little baby crying in 
the middle of the night, and if you depend only on willpower to get you 
out of bed to feed the baby, that baby will starve. You do it out 

Quality of life is affected not only by what we do (that is, our behav-
ior) but also by why we do it. 1hat truth keeps surfacing throughout this 
book, proving relevant to issues ranging from overparenting to inter-
nalization. lheorists who stay at the surface, focused only on what can 
be seen and measured, will just want to know how much grit someone 
tends to display. They won't bother to ask whether she does so because 
of her love of what she's doing or because of a desperate (and anxiety-
provoking) need to prove her competence. As long as kids are pushing 
themselves, we're supposed to nod our approval. 

Thus, as the epigraph to one of her articles, Duckworth chose this 
quote from the actor Will Smith: ''I'm not afraid to die on a treadmill. I 
will not be outworked, period. You might have more talent than me ... 
but if we get on the treadmill together, there arc two things: You're get-
ting off first, or I'm going to die. It's really that simple."58 This declaration 
will strike many of us as frankly disturbing- an example of the dark side 
of persistence. It seems to illustrate a pathological fear of losing, a com-
pulsive need to triumph over others, the rigid overcompensation that so 
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often underlies macho boasting.59 To Duckworth, however, Smith won't 
get off the damn treadmill and is therefore a model to be celebrated. 

To know when to pull the plug requires not only wisdom and a ca-
pacity to adopt a long-term perspective but also a measure of gumption. 
Because continuing to do what one has been doing often represents the 
path ofleast resistance, it can take guts to cut one's losses and say jBasta! 
And that's as important a message to teach one's children as is the use-
fulness of perseverance. Most of us want to encourage om kids to find 
something they love doing- and to help to spark that love (of writing, 
perhaps, to take Dillard's example). That's very different from telling 
them they ought to finish whatever they start, no matter how miserable 
it makes them. 

3. There's less to the benefits of grit tha11 meets the eye. 

Duckworth's primary rationale for promoting grit is that it will produce 
"high levels of achievement:' That may sound commendable, but take a 
moment to reflect on other possible goals one might have- for example, 
helping children to lead a life that's happy and fulfilling, morally admi-
rable, creative, or characterized by psychological health. Any of those 
objectives would almost certainly lead to prescriptions quite different 
from "Do one thing and never give up." 

Moreover, if you look closely at Duckworth's research, the benefits 
of grit she claims to have demonstrated turn out to be either circular 
or simply dubious. In one of her studies, she found that freshman ca-
dets at West Point who scored high on her grit questionnaire ("I finish 
whatever I begin") were less likely to quit during the grueling summer 
training program.60 This experiment does serve the narrow purpose of 
establishing the validity of the items on her questionnaire but otherwise 
seems to prove only that people who are persistent persist. 

Another pair of studies looked at an elite group of middle schoolers 
who qualified for the National Spelling Bee. Duckworth reported that 
they performed better in that competition if they were higher in grit, 
"whereas spellers higher in openness to experience- defined as prefer-
ring using their imagination, playing with ideas, and otherwise enjoying 
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a complex mentallife- perform[ed] worse:' She also found that the most 
effective preparation strategy was "solitary deliberate practice activities" 
rather than, say, reading books.61 

What's striking here aren't the findings themselves but the lesson 
Duckworth seems to derive from them. If enjoying a complex mental 
life (or reading for pleasure) interferes with performance in a one-shot 
contest to see who can spell more obscure words correctly- and if suf-
ficient grittiness to spend time alone memorizing lists of words helps to 
achieve that goal-this is regarded as an argument in favor of grit. Pre-
sumably it also argues against having a complex mental life or engaging 
in "leisure reading:' 

(Ironically, if we were interested in how well kids can spell- by which 
I mean (a) most kids, not just champion spellers, and (b) as judged by 
their actual writing rather than in the contrived format of a spelling 
bee- other research has found that reading, apart from its other ben-
efits, is actually more effective than drill and practice.62 But to a propo-
nent of grit, reading is less onerous, demands less self-discipline, and is 
therefore less admirable.) 

The relevant issue, just as with the choice behveen learning how to 
play one musical instrument versus several of them, is more about ends 
than means. How important is it that kids who are exceptionally good 
spellers win more championships? Should we favor any strategy or per-
sonality feature that contributes to that objective (or to anything that 
could be described as "higher achievement") regardless of what it in-
volves and what it displaces? 

The outcome measure that Duckworth uses most often as a marker for 
achievement is school petformance. Her argument is that self-discipline, 
and grit in particular, result in better grades. Her first experiment, which 
attracted considerable media attention, found that, among eighth grad-
ers at one magnet school with competitive admissions, self-discipline 
was a stronger predictor of academic success than IQ scores were, and 
that this attribute explained why girls, at least at that particular school, 
got better grades than boys did.63 Teachers gave more 1\s to students who 
reported, for example, that they tended to put off doing what they enjoy 
until they finished their homework. 
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Again, though, what exactly should we conclude from that fact? Sup-
pose it had been discovered that the students with the best grades were 
those who nodded and smiled at everything their teacher said. Would 
that argue for encouraging kids to become better at brown-nosing? Or 
might it instead call into question the usefulness of grades as a variable? 
What if it had been discovered that self-discipline on the part of adults 
was associated with more positive evaluations from their supervisors at 
work? We'd have to conclude that employees who did what their bosses 
wanted, regardless of whether it was satisfying or sensible, elicited a fa-
vorable verdict from those same bosses. But so what? 

Good grades, in other words, are often just a sign of approval by the 
person with the power in a classroom. But even when they serve other 
functions, grades suffer from low levels of validity and reliability.61 More-
over, students who pursue higher grades- in many cases, perhaps, with 
an impressive show of grit- tend to be less interested in what they're 
learning, more likely to think in a superficial fashion (and less likely 
to retain information), and inclined to prefer the easiest possible task 
whenever they have a choice- because the goal isn't to explore ideas but 
to do whatever is necessary to snag the A (seep. 85). 

Moreover, students with high grades seem, on average, to be overly 
conformist and not particularly creative. For evidence of that, we need 
look no further than two studies that Duckworth herself cited to prove 
that self-discipline predicts academic performance. One of the studies 
found that such performance "seemed as much a function of attention 
to details and the rules of the academic game as it was of intellectual tal-
ent:' High-achieving students "were not particularly interested in ideas 
or in cultural or aesthetic pursuits. Additionally, they were not particu-
larly tolerant or empathic; however, they did seem stable, pragmatic, and 
task-oriented, and lived in harmony with the rules and conventions of 
society. Finally, relative to students in general, tl1ese superior achievers 
seemed somewhat stodgy and unoriginal."65 The other study she men-
tioned also found that self-control was significantly correlated with stu-
dents' grades- but so was conformity and an aversion to risk-taking.66 

Do more self-disciplined or persistent students-which may include 
a disproportionate number of girls67 - get higher grades? Perhaps. But 
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that doesn't make a case for grit so much as it points up the limitations 
of grades as an outcome measure. More generally, the only people likely 
to be persuaded by studies dealing with persistence are those who al-
ready approved of that quality-without regard for the widely varying 
reasons one might have for refusing to give up or the widely varying 
results of doing so. 

SELF-DISCIPLINE AS A MORAL IMPERATIVE 

If control over the self can sometimes be unhealthy, if waiting for more 
marshmallows or refusing to give up doesn't always make sense, then 
why do so many people offer an unqualified endorsement of self-
discipline, deferral of gratification, and grit? At various points in this 
book, I've suggested that a traditionalist perspective is based not only 
on assumptions about how things are but on beliefs about how things 
should be. Ideology, not just evidence, often accounts for stern condem-
nations of permissiveness, helicopter parenting, and the self-esteem 
movement- as well as enthusiasm about rewards, competition, and the 
alleged benefits of failure. 'fl1e san1e is true here. TI1e uniformly good 
press that self-discipline gets is a matter of conviction as much as pre-
diction, so the fact that it doesn't always produce good results may not 
dim the ardor of those who insist our children need to learn to control 
themselves. 

Self-discipline is at the heart of George Lakotf's Strict Father model 
of conservatism. That model's emphasis on "Moral Strength" makes 
self-discipline "a primary moral requirement;' whereas "the lack of it 
[is] immoral"- a sign of self-indulgence and therefore moral weakness. 
Whether it offers practical benefits, psychological or otherwise, is beside 
the point.6x To put it another way, the diffiwlty of making oneself do 
what one would rather not- or restraining oneself from doing what af-
fords pleasure- is valued for its own sake. Suffering and deprivation (see 
pp. 113- 15) are the requirements for, and perhaps the manifestations of, 
that "moral strength" Lakoff mentions. And as usual, a deeply conser-
vative worldview has been adopted and accepted widely. Paul Tough, 
for exan1ple, declared in the pages of the New York Times Magazine that 
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concerting, reminder of the sin-centric asswnptions on which the gospel 
of self-discipline (still) rests. It's because our preferences are regarded 
as unworthy, our desires as shameful, that we must strive to overcome 
them. Taken to its logical conclusion, hw11an life is seen as a constant 
struggle to stifle and transcend ourselves. Morality consists of the tri-
umph of mind over body, reason over desire, will over want. 

This sensibility shows up not only among preachers and right-wing 
cultural commentators but also in the work of researchers who don't 
just study self-discipline (or perseverance) but vigorously defend its 
importance. Baumeister, for example, has said more than once that his 
"advice is to forget about self-esteem and concentrate on teaching your 
children self-control."74 Here he manages to combine two prescriptions 
in one sentence: Don't think too well of yourself . .. and get to work! His 
academic articles- and those of certain other social scientists- d early 
reflect this worldview. 

One educator contends that we need to teach self-discipline because 
of "our natural egoism [that threatens to J lead us into 'a condition of 
warre one against another."' His approving allusion to Thomas Hobbes's 
dismal view of our species is followed by the remarkable assertion that 
"social class differences appear to be largely a function of the ability to 
defer gratification." Thus, our obligation is to "connect the lower so-
cial classes to the middle classes who may provide role models for self-
discipline:'75 Willie few people admit to this sort of thinking nowadays, 
its impact can still be witnessed- for exan1ple, in many charter schools 
that serve predominantly low-income African American and Latino stu-
dents. It's not uncommon to find a system of almost militaristic behav-
ior control, witl1 public humiliation for noncompliance and an array of 
rewards for obedience that calls to mind the token economy programs 
developed in prisons and psychiatric hospitals. Such authoritarian disci-
pline is blithely justified in the name of "teaching self-control" to poor 
kids of color.76 

Another feature of conservatism tl1at's sometimes reflected in the call 
to impart self-discipline is the familiar complaint that our society- or 
at least its youtl1-has forgotten the value of hard work, the importance 
of duty, the need to accept personal responsibility, and so on. Of course, 
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as with accusations of permissiveness, we sometimes forget that "the 
older generation has complained about the lack of self-control among 
the younger generation for decades, if not centuries;' says C. Peter Her-
man, a researcher at the University of Toronto. "The older generation of 
Vikings no doubt complained that the younger generation were getting 
soft and clid not rape and pillage with the same dedication as in years 
gone bY:'77 

Interestingly, many secular institutions and liberal individuals-who 
would strenuously object to the notion that children are self-centered 
little beasts that need to be tamed- uncritically embrace the concept of 
self-discipline, which ultimately can be traced back to this very prem-
ise. It's admirable to reject coercion and punishment in favor of gentler 
methods, but if self-discipline amounts to installing a policeman inside 
each child, then it's worth thinking about the worldview from which 
that concept emerges. 

As I've said, that doesn't mean there's no value at all to the capacity 
to exercise self-cliscipline (or persistence) on those occasions when it's 
useful for reaching goals we regard as worthwhile. The trick is to steer 
between the extremes of inadequate and excessive self-control, and to 
engage in a healthy kind of regulation that helps us to lead productive 
and satisfying lives. Similarly, we want our children to be able to strike 
a balance betw·een the present and the future, between what feels good 
now and what's likely to yield enduring satisfaction. But my point is 
that the case against a simplistic embrace of self-discipline or grit isn't 
based only on what we know about its psychological dynamics. There's 
also reason for concern about its philosophical premises. The case for 
self-control is based on assumptions and beliefs that many of us will find 
troubling on close inspection. 

IT'S NOT JUST YOU 

When you hear someone insist, "Children need more than intelligence 
to succeed;' the traits they're encouraged to acquire, as I've mentioned, 
are more likely to include self-discipline than empathy. But let's pause 
to consider the significance of thinking about any list of individual 
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qualities- the attributes a particular child possesses (or lacks). When 
we encounter a behavior we don't like, we assume the child needs to 
develop certain characteristics like grit or self-controL The implication 
is that it's the kid who needs to be fixed. 

But what if it turned out that persistence or an inclination to delay 
gratification was mostly predicted by the situations in which people find 
themselves and the nature of the tasks they're asked to perform? That 
possibility is consistent with Walter Mischel's tl1eory of personality. In-
deed, it matches what he discovered about waiting for an extra marsh-
mallow: Whether children did so was largely determined by the way 
the experiment was conducted (pp. 143-44). What we should be talking 
about, he and his colleagues emphasized, is not 

the ability to defer immediate gratification. This ability has been viewed 
as an enduring trait of "ego strength" on which individuals differed sta-
bly and consistently in many situations. In fact, as the present data indi-
cate, under appropriate ... conditions, virtually all subjects, even young 
children, could manage to delay for lengthy time periods.78 

Similarly, other experts have argued that it may make more sense to 
think of self-control in general as "a situational concept, not an indi-
vidual trait" in light of the fact that any individual "will display different 
degrees of self-control in different situations:'79 

This critical shift in thinking fits perfectly with a large body of ev-
idence from the field of social psychology that shows how we act and 
who we are reflect the circumstances in which we find ourselves. The 
most famous social psych studies are variations on this theme: Set up 
ordinary children in an extended team competition at summer camp, 
and you'll elicit unprecedented levels of hostility, even if the kids had 
never seemed particularly aggressive. Randomly assign adults- chosen 
for their psychological normality-to the role of inmate or guard in a 
mock prison, and they will start to become their roles, to frightening ef-
fect. Make slight changes to an academic environment and a significant 
number of students will cheat-or, under other conditions, will refrain 
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from doing so. (Cheating "is as much a function of the particular situa-
tion in which [the student) is placed as it is of his ... general ideas and 
ideals."80) 

The notion that each of us isn't entirely the master of his own fate 
can be awfully hard to accept. It's quite common to attribute to an indi-
vidual's personality or character what is actually a function of the social 
environment- so common, in fact, that psychologists have dubbed this 
the Fundamental Attribution Error. It's a bias that may be particularly 
prevalent in our society, where individualism is both a descriptive reality 
and a cherished ideal. We Americans stubbornly resist the possibility 
that what we do is profoundly shaped by policies, norms, systems, and 
other structural realities. We prefer to believe that people who commit 
crimes are morally deficient, that the have-nots in our midst are lazy (or 
at least insufficiently resourceful), that overweight people simply lack 
the willpower to stop eating, and so on.81 If only all those folks would 
just exercise a little personal responsibility, a bit more self-control! 

The Fundamental Attribution Error is painfully pervasive when the 
conversation turns to academic failure. Driving Duckworth and Selig-
man's study of student performance was their belief that Wlderachieve-
ment isn't explained by structural factors-social, economic, or even 
educational Rather, they insisted, it should be attributed to the students 
themselves, and specifically to their "failure to exercise self-discipline:' 
1he entire conceptual edifice of grit is constructed on that individu-
alistic premise, one that remains popular for ideological reasons even 
though it's been repeatedly debunked by research. 

When students are tripped up by challenges, they may respond by 
tuning out, acting out, or dropping out. Often, however, they do so not 
because of a defect in their makeup (lack of stick-to-itiveness) but be-
cause of structural factors. For one, those challenges-what they were 
asked to do-may not have been particularly engaging or relevant. 
Finger-wagging adults who exhort children to "do their best" sometimes 
don't offer a persuasive reason for why a given task should be done at all, 
let alone done well. And when students throw up their hands after failing 
at something they were asked to do, it may be less because they lack grit 
than because they weren't really "asked" to do it- they were told to do it. 
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They had nothing to say about the content or context of the curriculum. 
People of all ages are more likely to persevere when they have a chance to 
make decisions about the things that affect them. 'Thus, if students don't 
persist, it may be because they were excluded from any decision-making 
role rather than because their attitude, motivation, or character needs to 
be corrected 

There are, of course, many other systemic factors that can make 
learning go awry, but within the field of education, says researcher Val 
Gillies, "policy-makers' attentions have shifted away from structures 
and processes [and] towards a focus on personal skills and self-efficacy." 
Even relatively benign strategies designed to enhance social and emo-
tional learning are sometimes motivated less by a desire to foster kids' 
well-being than by a hope that teaching them to regulate (rather than 
express) their feelings will make it easier for adults to manage them and 
keep them "on task." After all, Gillies points out, "Emotions are subver-
sive in school."8! And so is attention to structures and processes. 

WHO BENEFITS? 

Nothing I've said here should be taken to mean that personal responsi-
bility doesn't matter, or that differences in people's attitudes and temper-
aments don't play a role in determining their actions. But if we minimize 
the importance of the environments in which those individuals func-
tion, we're less able to understand what's going on. Not only that, but 
the more we fault people for lacking self-discipline or the ability to con-
trol their impulses, the less likely we'll be to question the structures that 
shape what they do. There's no reason to challenge, let alone change, 
the way things have been set up if we assume people just need to buckle 
down and try harder. 

To put it differently, the attention paid to self-discipline is not only 
philosophically conservative in its premises (as I've been arguing) but 
also politically conservative in its consequences: 

• If consumers are drowning in debt, the effect of framing the prob-
lem as a lack of self-control is to deflect attention from the concerted 
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efforts of the credit industry to get people hooked on borrowing 
money as early in life as possible.83 

• The "Keep America Beautiful" campaign launched in the 1950s 
that urged us to stop being litterbugs was financed by the Ameri-
can Can Company and other corporations. 1be effect was to blame 
individuals and discourage questions about who profits from the 
production of disposable merchandise and its packaging.84 

• Conservative criminologists have claimed that crime is due to a 
lack of self-control on the part of crintinals, which, in turn, can 
be blamed on bad parenting. If that's true, then there's no need to 
address systemic factors such as poverty and unemployment. In-
deed, the most prominent proponents of this theory have explicitly 
called for an approach to crinJe conh·ol "that would reduce the role 
of the state:•ss 

• Mischel's marshmallow experinJents have been used- for exam-
ple, by David Brooks- to justify focusing less on "structural re-
forms" to improve education or reduce poverty. Instead, we're 
advised to look at traits possessed by individuals-specifically, the 
ability to exercise good old-fashioned self-control.86 Sintilarly, Paul 
Tough has declared, "There is no antipoverty tool we can provide 
for disadvantaged young people that will be more valuable than 
the character strengths .. . [such as] conscientiousness, grit, resil-
ience, perseverance, and optimism:'87 

All of this brings to mind the Latin question "Cui bono?" which 
means "Who benefits?" Whose interests are served by the astonish-
ing proposition that no antipoverty tool (presmnably including food 
stamps, Medicaid, and public housing) is more valuable than an effort to 
train poor kids to persist at whatever they're told to do? The implication 
is that if people find themselves struggling to earn a living or pay off 
their debts, the fault doesn't lie with the structure of our economic sys-
tem (in which the net wealth of the richest 1 percent of the population 
is triple that of the bottom 80 percent) .88 Rather, those people have only 
their own lack of"character strengths" to blame. 
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Consider the locker room bromides (about how a quitter never wins 
and a ·winner never quits) that are barked at athletes before they attempt 
to defeat another group of athletes whose coach has told them the same 
thing. Or the speeches at expensive business luncheons that remind us 
there's no such thing as a free lunch-and sermonize about the virtue of 
initiative and self-sufficiency. Or the posters in which inspirational slo-
gans, superimposed on photos of sunsets and mountains, exhort work-
ers or students to "Reach for the stars" and assure them "You can if you 
think you can!" 

Some of us regard all of this with a mixture of queasiness, dismay, 
and amusement. (This reaction is sometimes expressed satirically, with 
examples ranging from Sinclair Lewis's Babbitt a century ago to a recent 
series of parody posters called Demotivators.89) We read yet another 
paean to grit, or hear children being pushed to work hard no matter 
how dull or difficult the task, and our first reaction is to wonder who 
the hell benefits from this. We may notice that inspirational posters and 
training in the deferral of gratification seem to be employed with par-
ticular intensity in inner-city schools.90 Jonathan Kozol pointed out the 
political implications of making poor African American students chant, 
"Yes, I can! I know I can!" or "If it is to be, it's up to me." Such slogans are 
very popular with affluent white people, he noticed, maybe because "if 
it's up to 'them' . .. it isn't up to 'us; which appears to sweep the deck of 
many pressing and potentially disruptive and expensive obligations we 
may otherwise believe our nation needs to contemplate."91 

Matthew Lieberman, a neuroscientist at UCLA, speculates that 
"self-control may support society's interests more than our own."92 That 
divergence is worth taking a moment to consider. If "society" meant 
"other people;' then we might infer a moral obligation to regulate our 
impulses in the hope that everyone else would benefit. But what if the 
advantages flow not so much out as up, less to others in general than to 
those in positions of power? Overcontrolled individuals may lead lives of 
quiet desperation, but they probably won't make trouble. That's why the 
social scientists who came up with the creepy phrase that opened this 
chapter- "equipping the child with a built-in supervisor" - went on to 
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point out that this arrangement is useful for creating "a self-controlled-
not just controlled-citizenry and work force:'93 That doesn't help your 
neighbor or your colleague any more than it helps you, but it's extremely 
convenient for whoever owns your company. 

The priority given to conformity is easy to observe when the morn-
ing bell rings for school. To an empathic educator like the late Ted Sizer, 
the routine to which kids are subjected is damn near intolerable. Try 
following a high school student around for a full day, he urged, in case 
you've forgotten what it's like 

to change subjects abruptly every hour, to be talked at incessantly, to be 
asked to sit still for long periods, to be endlessly tested and measured 
against others, to be moved around in cohorts by people who really do 
not know who you are, to be denied any civility like a coffee break and 
asked to eat lunch in twenty-three minutes, to be rarely trusted, and to 
repeat the same regimen with virtually no variation for week after week, 
year after 

His understanding of how things look from the students' point of 
view informed Sizer's lifelong efforts to change the structure of Ameri-
can education. Now compare that perspective to those of experts whose 
first, and often only, question about the stah1s quo is: How do we get 
kids to put up with it? For Duckworth, the challenge is how to make 
students pay "attention to a teacher rather than daydreaming;' persist 
"on long-term assignments despite boredom and frustration;' choose 
"homework over TV;' and "behav[e] properly in class"?95 In her more 
recent research, she created a task that is deliberately boring, the point 
being to come up with strategies that will lead students to resist the 
temptation to do something more interesting instead.96 Again, cui bono? 

Given these priorities, it makes perfect sense that Duckworth would 
turn to grades as evidence that grit is beneficial- not only because she 
assumes grades offer an accurate summary of learning but because 
"grades can motivate students to comply with teacher directives:'97 They 
are, in other words, useful as rewards or threats. Are the teacher's di-
rectives reasonable or constructive? Same answer as to the question of 
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whether the homework assignments are worth doing: It doesn't mat-
ter. 1be point is to produce obedience- ideally, habitual obedience.98 

This is the mindset that underlies all the enthusiasm about grit and self-
discipline, even if it's rarely spelled out 

Along the same lines, in an article called "Can Teachers Increase 
Students' Self-Control?" (as usual, the question is "can" not "should"), a 
cognitive psychologist named Daniel Willingham offers as a role model 
a hypothetical child who looks through his classroom window and sees 
"construction workers pour[ing] cement for a sidewalk" but "manages to 
ignore this interesting scene and focus on his work:'99 Again, the ques-
tion of whether his "work" has any value is never raised. It may be a fill -
in-the-blank waste of the time, but the teacher has assigned it, and that 
means an exemplary student is one who ignores a fascinating real-life 
lesson in how a sidewalk is created, who refrains from asking the teacher 
why that lesson can't be incorporated into the curriculum. He stifles his 
curiosity, exercises his self-control, and does what he's told. 

To identify a lack of self-discipline as the central problem with children 
is to make them conform to a status quo that is left unexamined and 
therefore probably won't change. This is conservatism in the word's pur-
est sense. But it doesn't describe only those who are trying to sell us grit. 
It also applies to those who worry about the possibility that children will 
be spoiled or feel too pleased with themselves. In fact, every chapter of 
this book could have been subtitled "Cui Bono?" What's the effect, and 
who's the beneficiary, of framing the problem with parenting in terms of 
lax discipline and insufficient conditionality? BGUTI, meanwhile, is by 
definition a way of teaching children that the status quo cannot be ques-
tioned, only prepared for. Obviously it's important to ask whether our 
assumptions about children- what they're like and how they're raised-
are true, and whetl1er the underlying values are defensible. But it's also 
worth asking whose interests they serve. Too often, it's not those of the 
kids themselves. 

If we accept the tinleworn complaints that parents are too permis-
sive, we'll be inclined to crack down on kids by imposing tougher pun-
ishments, tighter regulations, stricter limits, less trust. If we're persuaded 
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by accusations of overparenting, we may be tempted to provide less 
support than children need (in the name of promoting self-sufficiency). 
If we accept the claim that kids need to experience more failure, more 
competition, more frustration, more conditions attached to a sense 
of self-worth- well, none of what follows from this advice is likely to 
do kids much good. Neither will a regimen of making them discipline 
themselves to do whatever they're told and then keep at it. 

What's more likely to benefit our children- and to in1prove the soci-
ety in which they (and we) live- is to turn the traditionalists' approach 
on its head. How to do so is the subject of our final chapter. 


