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The Hidden Engine of Lasting Change

Every January, the same scene plays out: fresh gym memberships, pristine notebooks, and a
brief surge of optimism that this will be the year everything finally clicks. By mid-February,
many of those plans have quietly expired. The standard explanation is a lack of willpower, but
that diagnosis is convenient precisely because it lets the calendar take the blame. A more useful
explanation is that most resolutions are written as wishes, not as operating systems. They
describe outcomes and ignore the machinery that produces them.

One way to tighten that machinery is to begin with a less sentimental question than “What do |
want?” Mark Manson argues that desires are cheap because nearly everyone wants the same
shiny endpoints; the differentiator is which kinds of discomfort you are willing to tolerate on
the way there. In his framing, the real choice is the struggle you accept, not the fantasy you
admire. If the pain embedded in the process feels like too high a price to pay—early mornings,
awkward beginner mistakes, boring repetition—then the goal is probably a daydream and not
something you truly want.

This matters because the language of New Year’s resolutions quietly assumes change will be
quick and dramatic—as if enthusiasm can shorten the timeline. Tim Ferriss, quoting a note from
gymnastics coach Christopher Sommer, tells a less flattering story: meaningful strength gains
require patience, progress is not linear, and frustration is part of the price of entry. The note’s
practical takeaway is very unromantic: decide once, then “show up, do the work, and go
home.” When the decision is truly made, you stop renegotiating with yourself every day, and
you reduce the number of small “maybe later” moments where the habit starts to unravel.

James Clear makes a similar point in different language. In his work on habit formation, the
target is not a heroic goal but a reliable system, because goals describe results while systems
describe repeatable processes. He also emphasizes identity as the anchor: habits stick when
they become evidence for the kind of person you believe you are becoming, with each
repetition functioning like a small vote cast in that direction. The resolution stops being “run a
marathon” and becomes “be a runner,” which is harder to fake and easier to practice in tiny
increments.

Once the identity and the “single decision” are in place, the next step is to make the behavior
almost embarrassingly easy to start. Clear’s Four Laws of Behavior Change—make it obvious,
attractive, easy, and satisfying—push you away from relying on motivation and toward shaping
your environment and timing by making cues visible and reducing friction. The goal is not
intensity; it is inevitability.

This is also where many resolutions sink into what Adam Mastroianni calls the “bog”: a state
where nothing feels workable, every option has downsides, and you stall while waiting for a
perfect solution. He describes common traps that keep people stuck, including waiting for an
option with only upsides, believing you’ll become a magically different person later, or insisting
that your problem is uniquely unsolvable. The escape is often smaller and less dramatic than
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you want: pick a decent option, accept tradeoffs, and invest the initial burst of effort needed to
get moving. The bog doesn’t require a brilliant plan; it requires traction.

Just as important, not all goals are “diploma problems,” where you finish and you’re done.
Many are closer to what Mastroianni calls “toothbrushing problems”: maintenance work that
never truly ends, only becomes smoother with practice. If you treat a maintenance goal like a
one-time project, you will feel betrayed when it keeps coming back tomorrow, and that sense
of betrayal is exactly what turns ordinary effort into resentment. Reframing the goal as ongoing
care makes repetition feel less like failure and more like the job.

Even with a strong system, people miss days. The mistake is assuming that one slip invalidates
the entire effort. Clear argues that consistency does not require perfection, and that the real
danger is not the first miss but the second one, because that is where a lapse hardens into a
pattern. The practical response is to prioritize restarting over “making up for it,” keeping the
return path short and uncomplicated. This is the resolution equivalent of preventing a small
spill from becoming a flood.

If all of this sounds less inspiring than traditional goal-setting, that’s the point. The most reliable
resolutions are built to survive ordinary days, not just the emotional surge of January 1. They
begin by choosing a struggle you can live with, commit to a single decision that eliminates daily
bargaining, and then build a system that makes the desired behavior the easiest thing to do at
the right moment. Over time, the identity catches up to the repetitions, and the repetitions
become less a test of character than a default setting. That is when a resolution stops being a
seasonal performance and starts becoming, quietly and without drama, a different life.

1) Which resolution did you set last year that actually lasted until the end of the year, and
what specifically helped you stick with it?

2) Which resolution failed quickly last year, and what was the real reason it collapsed (lack
of time, lack of system, unclear goal, too ambitious, etc.)?

3) For your 2026 resolutions, what outcome do you want most, and what “cost” are you
realistically willing to pay for it?

4) What is a goal you genuinely want, but you don’t want the daily struggle that comes
with it?

5) What is one task where you often negotiate with yourself (“I'll do it tomorrow”)?

stable base that keeps
Anchor (n) something steady and gives
it support

A consistent morning routine can
be an anchor during busy weeks.

fall into place mentally so
Click (v) something finally makes
sense or works smoothly

Once he saw the schedule on
paper, the plan clicked.
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signals that trigger a habit or

Seeing his running shoes by the

Cue (n) orompt a specific action fjoor gave him a cue to go for a
Jog.
. . explanation that identifies Her.dlagn.05|s was simple: the
Diagnosis (n) project failed because the team

the cause of a problem

never agreed on priorities.

Differentiator

(n)

feature or factor that clearly
sets something apart from
competitors

Fast customer support became
the company’s main
differentiator.

built into something so

Stress is often embedded in the

Embedded (adj) | deeply that it is hard to routine, not caused by one big

separate event.

way of presenting and Her framing of the deadline as a
Framing (n) interpreting an idea to shape | challenge, not a threat, changed

how people think about it the team’s attitude.

small step or increase that She improved her pronunciation in
Increment (n) } .

adds up over time tiny increments each day.

. One lapse doesn’t ruin a habit, but

temporary failure to follow a
Lapse (n) . a second lapse can become a

plan or maintain a standard

pattern.

progressing in a straight, Learning a language rarely feels
Linear (adj) | predictable way without linear, even when you study every

major jumps or setbacks day.

. She kept her new notebook
- . perfectly clean and in its - .

Pristine (adj) .. . pristine for weeks before writing

original condition .

on the first page.
- act of doing something again | Skill comes from repetition, not

Repetition (n) . g . g 8 L P

and again to reinforce it sudden inspiration.

bitter feeling that comes Resentment built up when he felt
Resentment (n) from believing something is the extra work was never

unfair or forced recognized.

recurring situation or The office had become a familiar
Scene (n) sequence of events that is scene of late nights and half-

easy to picture finished coffee.

overly emotional or nostalgic | He gave a sentimental speech that
Sentimental (adj) | in a way that can cloud made everyone remember their

judgment

first day at the company.
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attractive in a superficial,

The shiny new app looked

Shin adj . . impressive, but it didn’t solve the
y (adj) attention-grabbing way P .
underlying problem.
stop progressing because of | Negotiating with himself every
Stall (v) hesitation, obstacles, or lost | morning made his fitness plan
momentum stall.
sudden increase in After the announcement, there
Surge (n) something such as interest, was a surge in sign-ups for the
energy, or demand class.
. My biggest takeaway from the
main lesson or most useful y .gg Y
Takeaway (n) . meeting was that we need clearer
point to remember
roles.
. forward progress and After two weeks of consistency,
Traction (n) . .
momentum toward a goal she finally felt traction.
Unravel v) gradually fall apart as small Without regular check-ins, the
problems accumulate project began to unravel.
self-control used to resist ! ’ A
. . He relied on willpower to avoid
Willpower (n) impulses and follow through

on a decision

checking his phone during work.




