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aged. If you are having difficulty exerting self-control, it’s not because 
there’s some flaw in your character. You’ve just been reminded that you 
can exhibit strong willpower with various activities in your daily life.

It’s important to recognize that having low self-control is not some-
thing fixed or unchangeable. Low self-control is actually a problem of 
motivation strategy, which is something you can work on.

Looking at Your Motivation Strategies
Certain strategies that we use when we hope to achieve a goal actually 
diminish our willpower even though we may not be aware of it at the 
time. Have you considered that you might be relying on ineffective strat-
egies to motivate yourself?

EXERCISE: Weak Willpower-Strategies 
Checklist
Choose a time when weak willpower was particularly relevant to your 
personal distress. Next read through the following statements and place 
a tick (√) beside the statements that help to explain your lack of will-
power at the time.

      1.	� I was spread too thin; trying to exercise self-control over 
too many different things at once.

      2.	� I was not pursuing a valued or well-defined goal.

      3.	� I was focused on a goal that would not produce much 
improvement in my current situation.

      4.	� I never really believed I could attain the goal.

      5.	� I was trying to motivate myself while in a negative mood 
state.
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      6.	� I tried to make a change on my own with little support 
from others.

      7.	� I often engaged in self-criticism while trying to reach the 
goal.

      8.	 I chose to work on the goal when physically exhausted.

      9.	 I have neglected physical exercise, so I have less energy. 

      10.	� I became quite emotional and overly self-absorbed when 
trying to motivate myself. 

      11.	� I tried to motivate myself by focusing on distant or remote 
benefits of self-control.

      12.	� If possible, I choose to avoid self-control opportunities as 
much as possible.

Did you tick one or more statements? If so, do you have a better 
sense of why you’ve struggled with low motivation to achieve your goal? 
Each statement reflects a strategy that diminishes self-control. When you 
have strong willpower, you’re using more effective motivation strategies, 
but when self-control is weak, you resort to easier but less effective moti-
vation strategies (refer to the checklist items you endorsed).

Emma, for example, knew she needed to increase social contact with 
her friends. But she ended up using ineffective strategies to deal with her 
low motivation. For example, she didn’t really believe that more social 
activities would improve her mood state (number 2), she was convinced 
she just wasn’t a friendly person (number 4), she’d put off thinking about 
calling her friend until after work when she was tired and most depressed 
(numbers 5 and 8), and she berated herself for being such a terrible pro-
crastinator (number 7). When it came to motivating herself to be more 
sociable, Emma undermined her motivation by adopting weak willpower 
strategies.
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