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Willpower: Rediscovering the Greatest
Human Strength

by Roy F. Baumeister and John Tierney

Willpower is like a muscle: it tires as you use it, strengthens with

practice, and shapes your whole life.

BEST POINTS FROM THE BOOK

Willpower really does work like a muscle: use it, and it tires.

In the famous radish experiment, people who resisted fresh cookies and ate radishes instead gave

up far sooner on a hard puzzle. Self-control spent in one place is gone everywhere.

01

One tank fuels everything: cravings, decisions, emotions, focus.

Baumeister calls the drain ego depletion. The same stock that says no to dessert also makes

choices, holds your temper, and concentrates - so a day that empties one empties all.

02

A drained will is a double hit: weaker brakes, louder cravings.

Experiments by Baumeister with Kathleen Vohs found depletion doesn't just weaken control - it

intensifies feelings and desires. Tired people don't merely resist less; they want more.

03

The book's fuel theory: willpower runs on glucose.

'No glucose, no willpower,' the authors argue. In the studies they report, a sugary drink - but not a

diet one - restored depleted self-control, an effect found even in dogs.

04

Decision fatigue quietly bends your choices.

Every decision spends willpower. As it runs low, the brain takes shortcuts: it turns reckless, or it

does nothing and keeps the status quo. The book shows parole judges' rulings swinging across the

day's sessions and food breaks.

05

An unfinished goal nags you - until you make a plan.

Loose ends keep popping into your mind (the Zeigarnik effect). Research in the book shows you

don't have to finish the task to silence it: a specific plan for when and how is enough.

06

The strongest self-controllers fight fewer battles.

They don't out-resist everyone else. They build habits and keep orderly surroundings so temptation

rarely gets a vote - self-control spent once, on setup, instead of all day long.

07
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THE BOOK, IN SHORT

Psychologists hunting for the traits that predict a good life keep landing on two: intelligence and self-

control. Baumeister's lab work, retold here with science journalist John Tierney, argues that self-

control runs on a limited energy that behaves like a muscle. In the famous radish experiment,

people who had to resist cookies quit a hard puzzle far sooner than the people who ate them - and

across many studies, one stock of willpower turned out to power resisting temptation, making

decisions, controlling emotions, and pushing through hard tasks. Spend it down - a state they call

ego depletion - and, per Kathleen Vohs's team, feelings and cravings don't just stay put; they get

stronger.

The book's boldest claim is about fuel: willpower, it argues, runs on glucose. Sugary lemonade

restored depleted self-control in the lab while diet lemonade didn't, and the effect showed up even in

dogs made to obey 'sit' and 'stay.' From that energy model flows decision fatigue: as choices pile up,

the tired brain grabs shortcuts - reckless impulse or doing nothing - illustrated by parole judges

whose favorable rulings swung across each day's sessions and food breaks. And unfinished goals

nag at the mind until you make a concrete plan, which is why the book gives a chapter to the

humble to-do list, and another to the self-awareness and monitoring that control requires.

Bright lines and if-then plans beat in-the-moment resolve.

Your calm self can't imagine your hot, tired future self - the hot-cold empathy gap. So decide now: a

clear rule, plus 'If X happens, I do Y,' makes the right choice automatic later.

08

What gets watched gets controlled.

Self-awareness comes before self-control. The novelist Trollope logged his daily word count and hit

his quota for decades; dieters who kept food diaries lost twice as much weight.

09

Don't stare down temptation - look away from it.

In the marshmallow tests, the children who waited for two treats won by distracting themselves -

covering their eyes, turning around. The ones who stared at the treat caved, and the book links

early waiting to better outcomes decades later.

10

Small exercises train the will - and the strength spreads.

Two weeks of posture practice, switching hands for routine tasks, or tracking money left people

harder to deplete in unrelated areas. Training builds stamina more than raw power: you run out

more slowly.

11

One slip doesn't doom you - unless you declare the day blown.

Dieters who break a rule often binge on the 'what-the-hell effect.' The book's fix is postponement,

not prohibition: 'I can have it later' outperformed 'I can never have it.'

12
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The tour then goes practical and wide. Willpower can be trained - posture drills and other small

exercises built a stamina that spread to unrelated parts of life. You can outsmart yourself with

precommitment, bright-line rules, if-then plans, and orderly surroundings, because your calm self

cannot predict your tempted self. Eric Clapton and Mary Karr anchor a chapter on addiction and the

self-control that faith, ritual, and surrender can build. A childhood chapter punctures the self-esteem

movement - feeling good about yourself does not cause success - and revisits the marshmallow

test, where the children who waited won by distracting themselves, not by staring down the treat.

Dieting gets the bleakest chapter: the Oprah Paradox (superb self-controllers still struggle with

weight), the binge-triggering what-the-hell effect, and the catch-22 that resisting food takes the very

energy that food provides.

The conclusion distills it into Willpower 101: know your limits, watch for the subtle symptoms of

depletion, pick your battles, keep a to-do list (or a to-don't list), guard the basics of food and sleep -

a rested will is a stronger will - and steal Raymond Chandler's Nothing Alternative: set aside time

when you may work on your one goal or do nothing at all, but nothing else. Track your progress,

reward yourself often, and let habits carry what raw willpower cannot. The closing note is generous:

people with stronger willpower turned out to be more altruistic, too.

DO THIS WEEK

This week, run the book's offense on ONE goal. Give it a bright line and an if-then plan, in Chandler's

Nothing Alternative form: 'At 9 a.m. I work on it for 90 minutes - or I sit and do nothing else.' Put the

block early, while your tank is full, with your phone in another room. Each night, log one line - block

done, yes or no - and protect your sleep. Small, tracked, and decided in advance beats a grand

overhaul powered by a tiring muscle.

By Roy F. Baumeister and John Tierney, first published 2011. Read it if you keep wondering

why your discipline is strong at 9 a.m. and gone by 9 p.m. One honest update: large multi-

lab replications since then have found ego depletion smaller and less reliable than the book

reports, and the glucose mechanism is disputed - the monitoring, habits, and precommitment

advice stands either way.
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