
Y
ou get up in the morning, 
choose appropriate clothes 
for the day, decide on what to 
eat for breakfast, and pick a 

coffee from the extensive barista menu on 
the way to work. Then you check your 
emails, answer the one that demands 
your attention, and prioritise the tasks on 
your to-do list. The day continues with 
appraising and evaluating what to do and 
what not to do. You literally deal with 
thousands of choices.

At the end of the day, you are 
exhausted – not only from having made 
up to 35,000 decisions, but also from 
keeping emotions at bay. After all, you 
can’t show how angry you are about the 
shifting deadline, how frustrated you are 
about not having enough time for lunch, 
or how anxious you are over being late to 
a meeting because of a phone call. 

Is it then a wonder, then, that you give 
the gym a miss? Or that you forego the 
home-cooked dinner for a take-away of 
satisfying, greasy goodness washed down 
with a big glass of wine, even though 
you had promised yourself not to drink 
during the week? 

Maintaining willpower is one of the 
greatest challenges we face in a world 
that creates more and more choices 
and demands that we constantly make 
decisions. Where our biology thrives on 
habit and sameness, we need to survive 
with constant change. Our ability to 
resist short-term temptation is sabotaged 
by a plethora of mediums offering instant 
gratification. There is no need to wait 
for the next episode of your favourite 
TV show anymore: you can binge-watch 

the whole season in one go. There is 
an app for everything, food and drink 
are delivered to your door step, and the 
internet offers the perfect opportunity for 
a 24/7 shopping spree.

Compulsive spending, overeating, and 
drinking too much are just a few tactics 
we use to deal with everyday stress, to 
compensate for frustration, anger and 
anxiety. At the other end of the scale 
of decision fatigue and depleted self-
control are procrastination, avoidance 
(social media surfing, anyone?) and 
underachievement, equally effective in 
lowering pressure and strain. We all have 
our preferred, flawed method of dealing 
with too much in too little time.

To ensure that what I call the 
“internal willpower tank” doesn’t empty 
too quickly so you can take care of 
yourself, enjoy the company of family 
and friends, and pursue important 
long-term goals, here are some practical 
suggestions. 

1. Eliminate
• Dress the same every day. Steve 

Jobs wore black turtlenecks, Mark 
Zuckerberg likes green t-shirts.

• Turn off email and social media alerts.
• Download apps such as SelfControl or 

FindFocus to stop yourself from looking 
at distracting emails and websites. 

2. Plan
• Create a list of all your tasks for the day. 

Tackle the most difficult one first to free 
up energy for more manageable jobs. 

• Break down your goals into small 
steps and create an action plan with 
specific dates.

3. Sustain
• Willpower runs on glucose,  

so resisting the urge to eat is the  
most common challenge we face. 
Parole boards and judges make 
the most favourable rulings in the 
mornings, the least favourable ones 
just before lunch. 

• Shop for the week, cook ahead and 
freeze food – or use a delivery service 
such as Hello Fresh or Marley Spoon.

4. Minimise
• Making many big changes doesn’t 

work. When you implement one new 
behaviour at a time you lower the risk 
of reverting to old habits. 

• Minimise temptation for instant 
gratification: throw out food and 
drinks that tempt you; freeze the credit 
card in an ice block; deactivate your 
Netflix account.

5. Reward
• Celebrate your wins – focusing on 

what works fills your willpower tank. 
• Change the meaning of reward. Think 

about long-term consequences to 
support your health and relationships. 
Have a massage, go for a walk, make a 
phone call to a friend. 
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Decision-making in everyday life can be overwhelming.  
ANGELA HEISE offers some simple tricks to boost your resolve.

5 simple ways to  
enhance your willpower

Angela Heise is an Emotional Productivity® 
and Leadership Coach with more than 20 

years’ experience. She supports people to be 
the best they can be at work and in life. Visit 

angelaheise.com for more information.


