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Introduction 

While chatting with a friend in his garden one day, the linguist George 
Lakotf came up with an interesting thought experiment. Was there, Lakotf 
wondered, a single question that one could ask people such that their an-
swer would predict whether they were liberal or conservative on a range 
of political issues? Yes, his friend replied. Just ask them this: "If your baby 
cries at night, do you pick him up?" 1 

Lakotf tells this story at the beginning of his book Moral Politics 
to explain how he came to believe that our views on any number of 
topics-abortion, capital punishment, gun control, environmental reg-
ulation, foreign policy, immigration, and more-often bespeak a deeper 
"moral vision:· And this vision, he maintains, can be described in terms 
of "models of the familY:' Conservative positions reflect what he calls a 
Strict Father model, while liberal positions point to a Nurturant Parent 
model. 

Even after making my way through his 425-page book, I'm not entirely 
dear what status Lakolf meant to attribute to these views of parenting. Are 
they metaphors? (Elsewhere, he's written about how our thoughts and ac-
tions are shaped by metaphors we may not even be aware of using.) Or are 
one's attitudes about raising children actually supposed to be correlated 
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with one's positions on all those political issues? And, if so, is there any 
evidence to support that hypothesis?2 

Whatever their status, the models themselves are coherent and un-
deniably compelling-I'll say more about the Strict Father approach 
later-and it's fascinating to imagine that the way you treat your kids 
really can predict and explain your politics. Does a heavy-handed em-
phasis on obedience in the home foretell opposition to affirmative ac-
tion? Are parents who talk things over with their children rather than 
spanking them more likely to favor tax incentives to promote renewable 
energy? The possibilities lend new meaning to Wordsworth's adage, "TI1e 
child is father of the man." 

There's just one problem with Lakotf's theory. An awful lot of people 
who are politically liberal begin to sound like right-wing talk-show hosts 
as soon as the conversation turns to children and parenting. It was thi.'> 
curious discrepancy, in fact, that inspired the book you are now reading. 

I first noticed an inconsistency of this kind in the context of education. 
Have a look at the unsigned editorials in left-of-center newspapers, or 
essays by columnists whose politics are mostly progressive. Listen to 
speeches by liberal public officials. On any of the controversial issues of 
our day, from tax policy to civil rights, you'll find approximately what 
youa expect. But when it comes to education, almost all of them take 
a hard-line position very much like what we hear from conservatives. 
They endorse a top-down, corporate-style version of school reform that 
includes prescriptive, one-size-fits-all teaching standards and curric-
ulum mandates; weakened job protection for teachers; frequent stan-
dardized testing; and a reliance on rewards and punishments to raise 
scores on those tests and compel compliance on the part of teachers and 
students. 

Admittedly there is some disagreement about the proper role of the 
federal government in all of this-and also about the extent to which 
public schooling should be privatized3-but otherwise, liberal Demo-
crats and conservative Republicans, the New York Times and the Daily 
Oklahoman, sound the identical themes of "accountability;' "raising the 
bar;' and "global competitiveness" (meaning that education is conceived 
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primarily in economic terms). President Barack Obama didn't just con 
tinue George W. Bush's education policies; he intensified them, piling 
the harsh test-driven mandates of a program called "Race to the Top" on 
the harsh test-driven mandates of"No Child Left Behind:'4 

Applause for this agenda has come not only from corporate America 
but also from both sides of the aisle in Congress and every major me-
dia outlet in the United States. Indeed, the generic phrase school reform 
has come to be equated with these specific get-tough policies. To ob-
ject to them is to risk being labeled a defender of the "status quo:· even 
though they have defined the status quo for some time now. Many of the 
people who have objected are teachers and other education experts who 
see firsthand just how damaging this approach has been, particularly to 
low-income students and the schools that serve them. But a key element 
of "reform" is to define educators as part of the problem, so their view-
point has mostly been dismissed. 

What's true of attitudes about education is also largely true of the 
way we think about children in general- what they're like and how they 
should be raised. Of course politicians are far less likely to speak (or 
newspapers to editorialize) about parenting. But columnists do weigh 
in from time to time and, when they do, those who are generally liberal 
once again do a remarkable imitation of conservatives.5 Articles about 
parenting in general-interest periodicals, meanwhile, reflect the same 
trend. 1be range of viewpoints on other topics gives way to a stunningly 
consistent perspective where children are concerned. 

That perspective sounds something like this: 

• We live in an age of indulgence in which permissive parents refuse 
to set limits for, or say no to, their children. 

• Parents overprotect their kids rather than let them suffer the natural 
consequences of their own mistakes. Children would benefit from 
experiencing failure, but their parents are afraid to let that happen. 

• Adults are so focused on making kids feel special that we're raising 
a generation of entitled narcissists. They get trophies even when 
their team didn't win; they're praised even when they didn't do 
anything impressive; and they receive i\s for whatever they turn in 
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at school. Alas, they'll be in for a rude awakening once they get out 
into the unforgiving real world. 

• What young people need-and lack-is not self-esteem but self-
discipline: the ability to defer gratification, control their impulses, 
and persevere at tasks over long periods of time. 

1l1ese "traditionalist" convictions (for lack of a better word) are 
heard everywhere and repeated endlessly. Taken together, they have be-
come our society's conventional wisdom about children, to the point 
that whenever a newspaper or magazine addresses any of these topics, 
it will almost always be from this direction. If the subject is self-esteem, 
the thesis will be that children have an oversupply. If the subject is dis-
cipline (and limits imposed by parents), the writer will insist that kid!> 
today get too little. And perseverance or "grit" is always portrayed posi-
tively, never examined skeptically. 

This widespread adoption of a traditionalist perspective helps us to 
make sense of the fact that, on topics related to children, even liberab 
tend to hold positions whose premises are deeply conservative. Perhaps 
it works the other way around as well: 1l1e fact that people on the left 
and center find themselves largely in agreement with those on the right 
explains how the traditionalist viewpoint has become the conventional 
wisdom. Child rearing might be described as a hidden front in the cul-
ture wars, except that no one is fighting on the other side. 

In order to write this book I've had to track down research studies on 
the relevant issues so as to be able to distinguish truth from myth. But 
I've also come across dozens of articles in the popular press, articles with 
titles like "Spoiled Rotten: Why Do Kids Rule the Roost?" (17re New 
Yorker), "How to Land Your Kid in Therapy" (17re Atlnntic), "Just Say No: 
Why Parents Must Set Limits for Kids Who Want It All" (Newsweek), 
"Parents and Children: Who's in Charge Here?" (Time), "TI1e Child 
Trap: 1l1e Rise of Overparenting" (Tire New Yorker again), "TI1e Abuse 
of Overparenting" (Psychology Todny), "TI1e Trouble with Self-Esteem," 
(New York Times Magazine), and "Millennials: The Me Me Me Genera-
tion" (Time again), to name just a few. 
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If you've read one of these articles, you've pretty much read all of 
them. The same goes for newspaper columns, blog posts, and books on 
the same themes.6 Pick any one of them at random and the first thing 
you'll notice is that it treats a diverse assortment of complaints as if 
they're interchangeable. Parents are criticized for hovering and also for 
being too lax (with no acknowledgment that these are two very different 
things). In one sentence, kids are said to have too many toys; in the next, 
they're accused of being disrespectful. Or unmotivated. Or self-centered. 
Anything that happens to annoy the writer may be tossed into the mix. 
Kids are exposed to too many ads! Involved in too many extracurricu-
lar activities! Distracted by too much technology! They're too materi-
alistic and individualistic and narcissistic-probably because they were 
raised by parents who are pushy, permissive, progressive. (If the writer 
is an academic, a single label may be used to organize the indictment-
"intensive parenting" or "nurturance overload," for example-but a be-
wildering variety of phenomena are offered as examples/) 

In fact, the generalizations offered in these books and articles some-
times seem not merely varied but contradictory. We're told that parents 
push their children too hard to excel (by ghostwriting their homework, 
hiring tutors, and demanding that they triumph over their peers) but 
also that parents try to protect kids from competition (by giving trophies 
to everyone), that expectations have declined, that too much attention 
is paid to making children happy. Similarly, young adults are described 
as self-satisfied twits-more pleased with themselves than their accom-
plishments merit-but also as being so miserable that they're in therapy.8 

Or there's an epidemic of helicopter parenting, even though parents are 
so focused on their gadgets that they ignore their children. The assump-
tion seems to be that readers will just nod right along, failing to notice 
any inconsistencies, as long as the tone is derogatory and the perspective 
is traditionalist. 

Rarely are any real data cited-either about the prevalence of what's 
being described or the catastrophic effects being alleged. Instead, writers 
tend to rely primarily on snarky anecdotes, belaboring them to give the 
impression that these carefully chosen examples are representative of 
the general population, along with quotes from authors who accept and 
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restate the writer's thesis about permissive parents and entitled kids who 
have never experienced failure. 

Oddly, though, even as these writers repeat what everyone else is say-
ing, they present themselves as courageous contrarians who are boldly 
challenging the conventional wisdom. 

Perhaps the experience of reading all those articles-sloppy, contradic-
tory, or unpersuasive though they may be-wouldn't have been so irri-
tating if it were also possible to find essays that questioned the dominant 
assumptions, essays that might have been titled "The New Puritanism: 
Who Really Benefits When Children Are Trained to Put Work Before 
Play?" or "Why Parents Are So Controlling ... and How It Harms Their 
Kids'' or '"The Invention of 'Helicopter Parenting': Creating a Crisis Out 
of Thin Air." If anything along these lines has appeared in a mainstream 
publication, I've been unable to locate it. 

The numbing uniformity of writings on children and parenting, and 
the lack of critical inspection on which the consensus rests, is troubling 
in itself. When countless publications offer exactly the same indictment 
of spoiled children and entitled Millennials-and accuse their parents 
of being lax or indulgent-this has a very real impact on the popular 
consciousness, just as a barrage of attack ads, no matter how misleading, 
can succeed in defining a political candidate in the minds of voters. But 
of course what matters more than whether a consensus exists is whether 
it makes sense, whether there's any merit to the charges. And that's my 
task here: to dissect casual claims in light of the evidence. 

Those claims can be sorted into three categories. Some of them are de-
scriptive state111ents. (Permissiveness is widespread. Failure is useful. Kids 
today are more narcissistic than those of previous generations.) Some of 
them are predictions. (Children who are "overparented" will not fare well 
as adults. TI1e absence of competition will foster mediocrity.) And some 
of them are simply vnlue judgments. (Self-esteem ought to be earned. A 
parent's priority should be to make children more independent.) My goal 
will be to ask whether the descriptions are accurate, whether there are 
any data to support the predictions, and whether the values are defen-
sible. I'm also intrigued b)' the worldview on which all these statements 
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rest-along with the anger that often animates them-and what that tells 
us about ourselves. 

In the first two chapters, I'll look at accusations that parents are per-
missive and children are spoiled-accusations that, as we'll see, have been 
around for quite some time, with each generation insisting that the prob-
lem has never been worse than it is now. To understand why so many 
people are eager to believe these complaints, we'll need to take some time 
to explore the nature of parenting itself and the version of it that actually 
helps kids to flourish. 

In Chapter 3, we'll consider charges of "overparenting." As with per-
missiveness, absolutely no evidence exists to support the claim that this 
phenomenon is widespread. Where it does exist, moreover, the impact 
on children is troubling not because they are being indulged but because 
they are being controlled. The common stereotype of young adults being 
directed by helicopter parents also turns out to have virtually no basis in 
reality-in terms of either its pervasiveness or its effects. 

The next two chapters consider a variety of situations in which chil-
dren are supposedly protected from unpleasant experiences or allowed 
to feel more satisfied with themselves than they deserve. The claim is 
that kids are praised too readily, given A's too easily, and allowed to go 
home with trophies even when they haven't defeated anyone. Tradition-

have responded with fury at even modest efforts to scale back pu-
nitive practices as well as competitive activities that range from dodge 
ball to calculating high school students' class rank. This intense oppo-
sition, I'll argue, is based on three beliefs: that rewards are necessary to 
motivate people, that these rewards should be made artificially scarce 
and given only to winners, and that the best way to prepare children for 
future unhappiness and failure is to make them experience unhappiness 
and failure right now. Even though these assumptions prove false, each 
of them is driven by an ideological conviction that cannot be unseated 
by evidence-namely, that anything desirable should have to be earned 
(conditionality), that excellence can be attained only by some (scarcity), 
and that children ought to have to struggle (deprivation). 

TI1ese value judgments inform the usual appraisal of what adults do 
for kids, but also of how kids think of themselves. Chapter 6 examines 
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what's known about the psychological importance of self-esteem, and 
how that body of knowledge squares with traditionalists' efforts to dis-
credit the concept. It then zeroes in on the major point of contention, 
which again concerns conditionality: What provokes particular outrage 
and ridicule is the idea that children might feel good about themselves 
in the absence of impressive accomplishments, even though, as I'll show, 
studies find that unconditional self-esteem is a key component of psy-
chological health. 

So, too, do the best theory and research challenge the claim that all 
children would benefit from more self-discipline. Chapter 7 examines 
this concept closely, reviewing the dynamics of self-control and explor-
ing the ideology that leads so many people to demand that children 
work harder, resist temptation, and put off doing what they enjoy. Even 
if kids were as self-centered and spoiled as we're told they are, we might 
respond not by invoking the Protestant work ethic or with stricter disci-
pline but by helping them to work for social change. Chapter 8 discusses 
ways we can promote a disposition to question things as we find them 
and refuse to go along with what doesn't make sense. 

In the pages that follow, I want to invite readers who don't regard 
themselves as social conservatives to reexamine the traditionalist roots 
of attitudes about children they may have come to accept. And I want to 
invite all readers, regardless of their political and cultural views, to take 
a fresh look at common assumptions about kids and parenting. We've 
been encouraged to worry: Are we being firm enough with our children? 
Are we too involved in their lives? Do kids today feel too good about 
themselves? Those questions, I'll argue, are largely misconceived. They 
distract us from-or even make us suspicious about- the shifts that we 
ought to be considering. The sensible alternative to overparenting is not 
less parenting but better parenting. The alternative to permissiveness is 
not to be more controlling but more responsive. And the alternative to 
narcissism is not conformity but reflective rebelliousness. 

In short, if we want to raise psychologically healthy and spirited chil-
dren, we'll need to start by questioning the media-stoked fears of spoil-
ing them. 



Getting Hit on the Head Lessons 

Motivation, tailure, and the 
Outrage Over Participation Trophies 

Not long ago, several elementary schools took a fresh look at the game 
called dodge ball and decided that their physical education programs 
would be better off without it. Many p.e. teachers had been unenthu-

about an activity that doesn't teach useful skills or otfer a gnod 
workout; most players at any given time arc just standing around. 'll1e 
more compelling objection, though, was that kids are required to hurl 
an object at one another as hard as possible. "Dodge ball is one of those 
games that encourages aggression and the strong picking on the weak;' 

one professor of health and physical education put it. 1 Is an activity 
that turns children into human targets really consistent with the values 
that schools say they're trying to teach? 

People who favor keeping dodge ball in schoob might have replied 
that the game isn't all that different from other competitive sports (al-
though perhaps that's less a defense of dodge ball than a reason to re-
think those other sports as well). Or they might have tried to make a case 

. ,, 



that the problems aren't inherent to the game and could be addressed 
by changing how it's played. But efforts to get rid of dodge ball, which 
received considerable media attention, produced a response that relied 
less on reasoned opposition than on incredulity, rage, and sneering con-
tempt, even from normally equable writers1 and mainstream sources. 

An editorial in the Los Angeles Times was fairly typical. It ridiculed 
people who wanted to protect children's "hurt feelings" or make them 
include everyone in their games. For adults to try to minimize the nas-
tiness that kids may experience-not only deliberate exclusion but also 
physical aggression-is to fail to prepare them for the real world, the 
editorial declared. It's never too early for children to learn that "someone 
always gets picked last." To protect their "tender egos"-a phrase used 
facetiously, not compassionately-by barring dodge ball is to deprive 
them of an important lesson about what life (in the editorial writer's ex-
perience) is really like:' 

Something about the issue hit a nerve, but it wasn't because of a deep 
attachment to the game itsel[ In fact, that same white-hot anger shows 
up whenever anyone proposes to minimize unpleasantness for children, 
especially if it involves moderating the impact of activities that pit them 
against one another or questioning the usefulness of punishment. 

Consider a Florida school board that was asked by its own curric-
ulum specialists to eliminate the practice of giving zeroes to elemen-
tary school students for individual assignments. When averaged in with 
other marks, a single zero can drag down a child's overall grade dispro-
portionately and irreversibly. Moreover, as the superintendent pointed 
out, "after a few zeroes, a child can 'shut off' and not recover." But as 
soon as this idea was floated, board members received a flood of mail, 
all of it excoriating the proposal. Some members didn't even wait to hear 
from their constituents; they instantly announced their opposition on 
the grounds that tempering this punitive policy would lower standards. 
"The kids need to learn to study and do their home\Nork and earn the 
grades they deserve;' one member declared. The zeroes remain:' 

In Massachusetts, meamvhile, a middle school principal became un-
comfortable with the tradition of holding a special evening a\·Vards cer-
emony to which only students who made the honor roll were invited. 



"Honors Night, which can be a great !source] of pride ft1l" the recipienb' 
families," he said, "can abo be devastating to a child who has worked 
extremely hard in a difllcult class but who, growth, has not been 
able to maintain a high grade-point average." He didn't propose elim-
inating the honor roll or even the public recognition of students who 
were on it. He suggested only that the event be folded into a daytime as-
sembly that included arts and athletic awards, which the entire student 
body attends. (Indeed, part of the principal's reasoning was that students 
who weren't on the honor roll might be "motivated" by watching their 

receive recognition.) But even this modest change elicited 
furious opposition from parents as well as unpleasant coverage on Fox 
News and conservath·e website!>. One parent's comment was typical 
of the reaction: "I think the school should be committed to excellence 
and not mediocrity .... They shouldn't cancel [Honors Night just! be-
cause feelings could be hurt. Life is a competition, and they 
should start competing.''; 

In defending his proposal, the principal insisted somewhat defen-
sively that it didn't amount to "the dumbing down of America. This 
isn't everyone getting a trophy." Here he was comparing the modified 

assembly to that serves a cultural lightning rod. 
l·cw practices involving children attract more scorn than giving some 
kind of trophy or recognition to all the kidc; who participate in an ath-
letic contest rather than prize!> for the conquering heroes. It's 
not clear how common participation trophies really arc, but the 
depth of rage stirred up by the idea both indisputable and fascinating. 
ll began when the Internet was in its infancy/' and it has reached the 
point that an online forum about virtually anything having to do with 
parenting or education i" likely to include at least one comment that 
c;trays from tht: topic at hand to sound otf angrily about "trophies just 
for up.'' ('n1e la!.t time I checked, that phrase alone produced 
more than 250,000 on Google.) A typical blog post, titled "Sorry, 
Just Because You Tried Hard Doesn't Mean You Deserve a Prize," 
nostalgic for the days when "to get an ice cream after the Little League 
baseball games, you had to win the game." In an opinion piece published 
in the New \'ork Times under the headline "Losing Is Good for You;· a 



journalist complains that kids will have no "impetus for improvement" 
if everyone gets a trophy.7 It's an issue, in short, that boils the blood of 
social conservatives-and unmasks people as social conservatives who 
might not have thought of themselves that way. 

These four controversies, two involving academics and two involving 
sports, illustrate how accusations about indulgence, which we've been 
examining in the context of parenting, have leached into areas like edu-
cation and recreation. l11e argument here is that by protecting kids from 
unpleasantness we deprive them of beneficial experiences with failure 
and allow them to feel more satisfied with themselves than they deserve, 
thus blurring the sharp line that divides winners from losers-and ex-
cellence from mediocrity-at school and at play. 

'IOree separate issues can be identified in these criticisms, all of them 
involving motivation. 1he first concerns rewards (what you get for what 
you do), the second concerns competition (arrangements in which some 
kids must defeat others), and the third concerns failure (and its alleged 
role in preparing children for life's challenges).ln each case, the argument 
has two dimensions, as we noticed with helicopter parenting. There's an 
empirical claim-what's true, or what's likely to happen-that in theory 
can be proved or disproved with evidence. And there's a prescriptive 
claim, based on the speaker's preferences and values, which can't. Both 
sets of beliefs need to be inspected carefully, the point being to deter-
mine whether the first are accurate and the second are reasonable. 

This chapter addresses empirical claims for each of the three topics-
rewards, competition, and failure. The following chapter explores the un-
derlying values. 

"WHY WORK HARD IF EVERYONE 
GETS A REWARD ANYWAY?" 

1bat rhetorical question (posed by a blogger) implies that people do 
their best only when offered a reward for exemplary performance-and, 
conversely, that motivation dissipates or even disappears if a reward is 
not offered or if it isn't made contingent on how well one did. l11ere is 
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supposed to be a quid pro quo arrangement for receiving a sticker, an A, 
a bonus check, or some sort of recognition. If something interferes with 
that arrangement, people won't be inclined to strive, to succeed, to do 
what's expected of them, or to act morally. 

The widely held belief that humans are motivated by the prospect 
of receiving rewards is based, it turns out, on an antiquated version of 
psychology constructed largely on experiments with lab animals. To de-
scribe all the research over the last few decades that has revealed its mul-
tiple flaws would require a book in itself. But that book has already been 
written, so I'll just summarize the arguments here.8 

The idea that we do things mostly, or perhaps even exclusively, to 
obtain rewards assumes that there is a single thing called "motivation" 
that is present or absent, that can rise or fall. But in fact different kinds 
of motivation exist, which behave differently and have different sources. 
"Extrinsic" motivation refers to an outcome outside of the task in which 
one is engaged; one might be induced to read, for example, to get a prize 
or someone's approval. It's all about the reward. ''Intrinsic" motivation, 
on the other hand, means wanting to do something for its own sake-to 
read just to acquire information or because it's exciting to sec what di-
rection the story might take. 

lhus, what matters isn't how motivated people are, but lww people 
are motivated. And intrinsic motivation is real, pervasive, and powerful. 
Every time a child loses herself in creating an elaborate Lego structure, 
or asks for markers so she can draw a dinosaur, or writes a poem just 
for the hell of it, or persists in asking "But why?" so she can understand 
something more fully, we're looking at another example of intrinsic mo-
tivation. 111e same is true of adults: We pour our time and love into our 
avocations-activities for which we will never be compensated-nicely 
making the point that money often is not the point. (One thinks not 
only of the usual range of hobbies but also of raising children, an activ-
ity reasonably certain to produce a net loss.) And we typically try to do 
these things well, despite the absence of any extrinsic inducement. 

Even our work is usually about more than just earning a living: We 
may complain about the daily grind, but studies show that we're often 
absorbed in our work and happy with it on a moment-by-moment 



In short, regardless of age or setting, we frequently act out of curiosity 
or passion, animated by the sheer joy of pushing our limits or making 
sense of the world. Every example of this offers yet another refutation 
of the sad, cynical belief that people make an efFort only in exchange for 
money, a pat on the head, or some other version of a doggie biscuit. 

Those who hold that belief, and consequently feel compelled to offer re-
wards to children, implicitly discount the power of intrinsic motivation-
or perhaps even doubt its existence. Similarly, those who compulsively 
praise children for helping or sharing seem to imply that the act was a 
tluke: Kids must be "reinforced" for doing something nice because other-
wise they'd never act that way again. (A habit of offering squeaky "Good 
job!"s often betrays a dark view of children and perhaps of human na-
ture.) Those who defend merit pay or incentive plans in the workplace, 
meanwhile, apparently believe that employees could have been doing bet-
ter work all along but l>imply refused until it was bribed out of them. A 
strong belief in the need to dangle rewards in front of people to "motivate" 
them-or a fear of failing to do so-implies that people lack not just skills 
but the desire to acquire them. And that view of our species isn't just in-
sulting, it's inaccurate. 

Still, everyone isn't intrinsically motivated to do everything. Wouldn't 
children refuse to engage in some activities unless goaded by an extrin-
sic inducement? No doubt. But when this happens, one of two things is 
often true. ·n1e first possibility is that children used tv take pleasure from 
doing it-until they were rewarded. Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
aren't just difterent, you see. ·n,ey tend to be inversely related. Scores of 
studies have shown that the more you rewnrd people for doi11g somethi11g, 
the more they te11d to lose i11terest ill wlwtevcr they hnd to do to get the 
reward. Incentives, in other words, are actually corrosive. Give a child an 
"A" for learning something and he's apt to find that topic-and perhaps 
learning in general-a little less appealing than he did before. (He'll also 
come to find il less appealing than does a child who was never graded 
to begin with). Offer a reward, including praise, for an act of generosity, 
and kids become a little less likely to help next time if they don't think 
they're going to get something out of it. Far from proving that rewards 
are necessary "in the real world;' the moral of this line of research is that 



rewards create their own demand. And the problem isn't that we're set-
ting the bar too low and giving out goodies too easily; the problem i.!> 
with rewards, per se, and the damage they do to intrinsic motivation. 

The second possibility when kids seem "unmotivated" and appear to 
require an extrinsic inducement to do something is that the something 
they don't want to do isn't particularly engaging. What we're talking 
about here isn't the child's motivation but the adult's demand for obedi-
ence. On those occasions when it's true that children wouldn't do x if (a) 
they weren't rewarded for doing it, or (b) they got a reward irrespective 
of whether or how well they did it, the problem might well be with x 
itself. Rewards aren't necessary to promote learning, but they may be 
necessary to make kids memorize a list of facts for a quiz. Rewards aren't 
necessary to make kids concerned about the welfare of other people (in-
deed, they lend to 1111dermillc that concern), but they may be necessary 
to make kids shut up and do what they're told. 

Even on those occasions when people do seem to depend on re-
wards, then, this ma)' reflect the harm done by rewards in the past or a 
problem with the task. In any case, that dependence is t:u less broad and 
deep than is often assumed-which means that the fear of not oltering a 
reward for doing something well is largely misplaced. 

l;ROM REWARDS TO AWARDS 

An award is just a reward that has been made artificially scarce: If you 
get one, then I can't. A good grade is a reward, and the primary effect 
of inducing students to try to get one is that they're less likely to ask the 
teacher "What does that really mean?" and more likely to ask "Is that go-
ing to be on the test?" That's bad enough. But when students are graded 
on a curve, it has been decided in advance that even if all of them do 
well, all of them can't get A's. Now we're talking not only about extrinsic 
inducements (rewards) but about competition (awards). And the nega-
tive impact on learning is even more pronounced. 

Competition, which has been described ns America's state religion, 
is an arrangement in which people are pitted against one another-at 
work, at school, at play, and even at home. Later I'll explore the larger 



worldview on which it rests. For now, let's just consider the hypothesis 
that competition is useful, if not necessary, for motivating people to do 
their best-and, conversely, that people won't challenge themselves in an 
environment where everyone can succeed. 

Because an award is a type of reward, the disturbing evidence I just 
summarized about extrinsic motivators also applies to competition. In 
fact, a separate body of research suggests that competition is uniquely 
counterproductive. Typically, its effect is to undermine self-confidence, 
relationships, empathy and the inclination to help,10 intrinsic motivation, 
and, perhaps most surprisingly, excellence. Contrary to popular belief, 
competition usually does not enhance achievement, even on straight-
forward tasks. And when the tasks are more complex-for example, 
when they involve creativity-study after study shows that the nbsence 
of competition is more likely to produce better results. 1hat's true in 
part because a competitive environment (I can succeed only if you fail) 
strongly discourages the arrangement that does help people do their best: 
cooperation (I can succeed only if you also succeed).11 

When we set children against one another in contests-from spelling 
bees to awards assemblies to science "fairs" (that are really contests), from 
dodge ball to honor rolls to prizes for the best painting or the most books 
read-we teach them to confuse excellence with winning, as if the only 
way to do something well is to outdo others. We encourage them to mea-
sure their own value in terms of how many people they've beaten, which is 
not exactly a path to mental health. We invite them to see their peers not 
as potential friends or collaborators but as obstacles to their own success. 
(Quite predictably, researchers have found that the results of competition 
often include aggression, cheating, envy of winners, contempt for losers, 
and a suspicious posture toward just about everyone.) Finally, we lead 
children to regard whatever they're doing as a means to an end: The point 
isn't to paint or read or design a science experiment, but to win. The act 
of painting, reading, or designing is thereby devalued in the child's mind. 

Our culture remains in thrall to the dogma that competition builds 
character, that it teaches skills (which ostensibly couldn't be acquired by 
engaging in noncompetitive versions of the same activities), and that it 
motivates people to do their best. But by now the empirical evidence 
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of competition's to deny. lVloreO\cr, it 
appears that the problem isn't due to the age or personality of the com-
petitors, the type of activity, or the way the has been structured. 
l11e problem is competition itself. 

Remember the Massachusetts principal who attempted to moder-
ate the exclusivity of his school's academic awards assembly? His deci-
sion to give out awards in front of the whole student body ("look what 
they did that you didn't") may well accentuate the competitive nature 
of the occasion. The effect of an awards assembly on the kids who leave 
empty-handed is either nil (for those who don't care) or cruel (for those 
who do). Anyone who believes that watching someone else get an award 
will "motivate" a student to improve has, nt the very least, failed to dis-
tinguish between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Mostly, though, 

a belief is laughably unrealistic. 
Anyone who was familiar with the research on competition wouldn't 

ask where, when, or in front of whom the academic <\Wards should be 
handed out. Rather, he or she would want to know why a school com-
mitted to excellence (kt alone to creating a caring community) would 
give out awards, period. If the argument for doing so-and the outrage 
over any attempt to make the il little less is on the 
empirical belief that it's productive t{l make kids try to defeat one an 
other, then the argument is without foundation. 

And here's the kicker: Ultimately, even the winners lose. '£he on 
how kids feel about themselves, about one another, and about learning 
and the long-term impact on the quality of that learning-are just as un-
fortunate for those who get an award as for those who don't. 1 he reason 
to eliminate rituals like awards assemblies isn't just that they're mean to 
the but that they're counterproductive for everyone. 

' I he outrage over participation trophies-again, to the extent rcall) 
on an empirical belief-is similarly misconceived. it\ 

not only that we should have kids play competitive recre,ttion 
in our culture having been limited largely to games in which one group 
must struggle for dominance over nnother-but that we should drive 
home the competitive impact of that struggle, making things even more 
unpleasant for the losers. 



If popular assumptions about the benefits of competition turn out 
to be dead wrong, then the relevant question isn't "How many trophies 
should we give out?" but "Why do we have trophies at all?'' And, while 
we're at it, we could ask, "What might minimize the inherently ugly ef-
fects of competition (rather than maximize them, which is the effect of 
giving trophies only to the victors)?" Or, better yet, we might explore al-
ternatives to competitive sports-which George Orwell once called "war 
minus the shooting"-in which kids can get exercise, have fun, acquire 
skills, and interact with their peers in a cooperative rather than adver-
sarial activity. 11 

In any number of arenas, we find a convergence of rewards and compe-
tition. One writer, for example, asks, "If you get the prizes no matter the 
outcome, what motivates a person to try hard and win?" 13 This is basi-
cally the same question that headed the preceding section, except now 
the desired outcome isn't just to "work hard" but to triumph over other 
people who are also working hard. If we don't make the losers unhappy, 
why would anyone want to make an effort? 

Consider the practice of ranking high school students by their grade-
point averages and publicly recognizing the victor in this contest as the 
valedictorian. The vicious competition and resentment that ensue, as a 
handful of academic overachievers battle it out over tiny differences in 
GPA, has led some schools to identify a batch of high-scoring kids rather 
than a single valedictorian, or to stop ranking students entirely. Predict-
ably, this has stirred up a furious reaction. A Newsweek columnist pointed 
to one district's move away from class rank as proof that "you can't tell 
anyone anymore that they're no good-or less good than their peers."14 

A review of editorials and letters to the editor on this topic suggests 
that those in favor of identifying a valedictorian rely principally on two 
arguments: When we recognize a single student for exceptional achieve-
ment, we demonstrate our support for excellence and hard work; and 
such an arrangement is good preparation for life, which is competitive. 
These points are often accompanied by sarcastic references to the hurt 
feelings of "the losers" -which, of course, includes every student but 
one-and how misguided it is to be swayed by those feelings. 
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Here are six quick responses: 

I. TI1e differences in grade-point averages among high-achieving 
students are usually statistically insignificant. It's therefore both 
pointless and misleading to single out the "top" student or even 
the ten top students. 

2. Ranking students provides little if any practical benefit. Class rank 
has much less significance to college admissions officers than does 
a range of other factors, and the proportion of colleges that view 
it as an important consideration has been dropping steadily. As of 
2005 nearly 40 percent of high schools have either stopped rank-
ing their students or don't share that information with colleges-
with no apparent effect on students' prospects for admission. 1; 

3. What's being rewarded isn't always merit or effort but some com-
bination of skill at playing the game of school (choosing courses 
with a keen eye to the effect on one's figuring out how to 
impress teachers, etc.) and a willingness to sacrifice sleep, health, 
friends, a sense of perspective, reading for pleasure, and anything 
else that might interfere with one's grades. 

4. If the chance to be a valedictorian is supposed to be a motiva-
tor, then the effect of class rank is to demotivate the vast swath 
of students who realize early on that they don't stand a chance of 
acquiring this distinction. 

5. What we're talking about here is extrinsic motivation, which ulti-
mately harms everyone, including the valedictorian. Research by 
educational psychologists suggests that grades typically do three 
things: They reduce students' interest in learning, they lead stu-
dents to prefer less challenging tasks, and they encourage students 
to think in a more superficial fashion. 17 The effect of class rank, 
honor rolls, and grade-based scholarships-all of which are essen-
tially rewards for having been rewarded- is to exacerbate all three 
of those effects by making grades even more salient. 

6. Pitting students against one another for the status of having the 
best grades adds the arsenic of competition to the strychnine of 
extrinsic motivation. It not only makes the high school experience 



unnecessarily stressful but simultaneously undermines the sense 
of community and support that can help students get through 
those years intact. 

PAIN: BETTER GET USED TO IT 

'I he upshot of the previous two is Even if we thought it 
would be productive to subject kids to unpleasant experiences, neither 
rewards nor competition is productive, let alone necessary. To that ex-
tent, efforts to minimize those experiences don't really constitute over-
protectiveness on the part of parents and educators-just good sense. 

But let's take a step back and ponder that phrase "subject kids to un-
pleasant experiences" in more general terms. We often hear an argument 
that runs as follows: lf adults allow (or perhaps even require) children to 
play a game in which the point is to slam a ball at someone before he 
or she can get out of the way, or hand out zeroes to underscore a child's 
academic failure, or demand that most young athletes go home without 
even a consolation prize (in order to impress upon them the difference 
between them and the winners), well, sure, they might feel lousy-about 
themselves, about the people around them, and about life itself-but 
tlwt's the point. It's a dog-eat-dog world out there, and the sooner they 
learn that, the better they'll be at dealing with it. 

'l11e corollary claim is that if we intervene to relieve the pain, if we 
celebrate all the players for their etfort, then we'd just be coddling them 
and giving them false hopes. A little thanks-for-playing trophy might al-
low them to forget, or avoid truly absorbing, the fact that they lost. 1l1en 
they might overestimate their own competence and fall apart later in life 
when they learn the truth about themselves (or about the harshness of 
life). We do them no favors by sheltering them ti·om the fact of their own 
inadequacy or from the cruelty that awaits them when they're older. 

111at's why a teacher-blogger had no reservations about describing 
herself as coercive, insisting her approach is justified because, first, "the 
role of school inherently to prepare students for adulthood," and sec-
ond, "when we become adults, life itself is coercive by nature. J'vlost ev-
erything we do, we do with some amount of coercion present, in one 



form or another." IR Now take this logic one more step. If children are go 
ing to have tea(hers who coerce them, then parents should start coerc 
ing them even before they start school. One parenting author offers the 
cautionary tale of a boy who was distressed when his presdwol teacher 
punished him; the fault, according to the author, lay with his parents 
who hadn't "prepared him for the real world" by punishing him earlier. 1'1 

In sum, the best way to get children ready for the painful things that 
may happen to them later is to make sure they experience plenty of pain 
while they're young. 

When the premise is spelled out so bluntly, it sounds ridiculous. But 
that summary captures a mindset that is widely accepted and applied. I 
call it BGUTl (rhymes with duty}, which is the acronym of Better Get 
Used To It. It brings to mind a Monty Python sketch that featured "get-
ting hit on the head" lessons. When the student recoils and cries out 
from the pain, the instructor says, "No, no, no. Hold your head like this, 
then go, 'Waaah!' Try it again"-and gives him another smack. Presum-
ably this is extremely useful training ... for future experiences of getting 
hit on the head. 

We smack elementary school students by subjecting them to grades 
and standardized tests. 'Il1cre b absolutely no evidence that kid:, of that 
Jge derive any benefit from either of these practices, but the practices 
nevertheless persist and are ratinnali7ed on the grounds that, 
children will encounter them when they're older, they had better start 
getting accustomed to them now.20 So, too, for homework, which, accord-
ing to the available research, provides no advantages whatsoever. either 
academic or attitudinal, when assigned to elementary school students. 
Yet even many educators who know this is true fall back on the justifica-
tion that homework-time-consuming, anxiety-provoking, and pointles!. 
though it may be-will help kid:, get used to doing homework when ther 
get to high school. One resenrcher comes close to saying that the more 
unpleasant (and even unnecessary) the assignment, the more valuable it 

by \'irtue of teaching children to cope with things they don'tlike.11 

Or consider an English instructor named l'vlark Bauerlein, who ar-
gues against making high school more engaging and relevant. Why? Be-
cause college, too, will be boring. Success, he says, requires the "ability to 



slog through" whatever is required. "In adjusting curriculum and peda-
gogy to student interest, educators may raise certain secondary school 
results but, ironically, stunt students in preparation for the next level of 
their education." Rather than making school better, we should just teach 
students the "skill of exerting oneself even when bored." After all, the 
more people who adopt this BGUTI view, the more boredom they're 
likely to face laterY 

This reasoning is often applied outside of school as well. In an article 
about devices used to monitor and control children while they use tech-
nology, a father shrugs off any concern that his daughters will conclude 
he doesn't trust them: "They should learn that they will be monitored 
throughout their lives: 'It's not any different from any employer."'!.' 

BGUTI actually takes two forms. The positive version holds that it's 
beneficial for children to have unpleasant experiences of the type they'll 
presumably encounter later. The negative version says that the nbsence 
of unpleasant experiences-or the presence of experiences that are "un-
realistically" supportive or reassuring-is harmful. 111ltS, if children 
are spared from having to do things that cause them anxiety, if they're 
permitted to revise and resubmit a school assignment without penalty 
or introduced to cooperative games (where the point is to accomplish 
something together rather than trying to defeat one another), a typical 
response is "That's not how things work in the real world!" 

Underlying such a comment are a couple of assumptions. First, it's 
taken for granted that life is pretty damn unpleasant, a belief that may be 
most informative for what it tells us about the experiences and attitudes 
of the people who offer this objection. The claim, for example, that kids 
ought to be forced to compete because "life is competitive" is based on a 
partial truth. Life actually consists of some activities that entail compe-
tition, some that involve cooperation, and some that require neither. So 
why prepare children mostly for adversarial encounters? If the goal were 
really to get them ready for what they're likely to experience, wouldn't 
there be a comparable emphasis on helping them learn how to collab-
orate and empathize? Yet rarely do \ove hear people complain that kid1> 
mostly taught to compete are being ill prepared for the real world. 
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The second assumption is that childhood is-and should be-mostly 
about preparation for what comes later. It doesn't matter if you're mis-
erable now because what you experience as a child isn't important in 
its own right. Ever}rt:hing is about the payoff, which doesn't come until 
some (unspecified) period during adulthood. School, for example, may 
be awful for you-it may squelch your excitement about learning-but 
that's okay because the purpose of education is to acclimate you to gra-
tuitous unpleasantness. Anyone who finds this premise unsettling, any-
one who agrees with John Dewey that education is a process of living 
and not merely a preparation for future living, would object to BGUTI 
even if experiencing pain as a kid did succeed in diminishing the effects 
of pain as a grownup. 

But does it? Often we hear people say things like "In life, everyone 
doesn't get a trophy" or "When you grow up, people aren't going to 
think you're special." But those are grumbles, not arguments. In them-
selves, they don't offer any reason not to give everyone a trophy or to 
treat children as if they •.vere special. We need to focus on the primary 
empirical claims driving BGUTI: that bad experiences really are useful 
preparation for subsequent bad experiences, and that children who are 
treated too well, or who don't experience enough frustration, will sufter 
later when they're treated less kindly by others. What matters is whether 
those statements arc true. 

Let's concede that a hypothetical child who managed to succeed in 
every one of his endeavors, or who always got everything he desired, 
might find it hard to cope if things suddenly turned sour. But are we 
entitled to conclude from this fanciful thought experiment that parents 
and teachers should deliberately stand back rather than help out? I'm 
not aware of any evidence to support the hypothesis that a relatively 
bump-free childhood leads to adjustment difficulties down the line. 

On the other side of the ledger, long-term follow-ups of people 
who attended nontraditional schools-the sort that afford an unusual 
amount of autonomy and/or nurturing-suggest that the great major-
ity turned out well and seemed capable of navigating the transition to 
traditional colleges and Second, even if early, supportive 
experiences were responsible for some children's developing unrealistic 



expectations about themsdves or the world-and I don't know of any 
evidence to substantiate that connection-research challenges the belief 
that those young people implode once they're unceremoniously brought 
back to earth. 

Take students who thought they would graduate from college but 
didn't end up doing so. Some would argue that "teenagers' achievement 
expectations are related to their c;ense of entitlement" and when they 
"fail to achieve the level of education to which they feel entitled, they 
are likely to respond with anxiety or depression." But that doesn't ap-
pear to be true. In fact, "higher expectations are associated with fewer 
symptoms of depression in adulthood" and, overall, there were "almost 
no long-term emotional when expectations weren't realized. 'I hat 
finding confirmed another, more general study in which young adults 
were asked, "Have things worked out the way you thought they would 
since high school?" De::,pitc the fact that many respondents answered no, 
"None of the interviews charactcriLed by fat::ilism, resignation, or 
even notable ' 

If it doesn't hurt to expect too much, we're left wondering why it would 
help to be brought down to earth even before one had the ch::mce to soar. 
Anyone who 1:.upports BGUTI-inspired practices has an obligation to ex-
plain how exactly this is ::.uppo1:.ed to work. What's the mechanism by 
which the sting of a zero, or the 1>mack of an undodged ball, or the silence 
of a long drive home without a trophy, is supposed to teach resilience? 

And how hurtful does an experience have to be before an adult is 
allowed to step in to help? Not so long ago, humiliation-even physi-
cal abuse-at the hands of bullies was regarded as a rite of passage that 
kids were expected to deal with by themselves-without assistance from 
"overprotective" teachers and parents. ll1e talk about toughening them 
up and forcing them to learn how to handle problems on their own isn't 
so different from the BGUTI rhetoric that's still used today to justify 
painful experiences. 

When I hear people complain that kids are being spared the necessity 
of hard work, sheltered from the inevitability of competition, deprived 
of the benefits of skinned knees, and so on, I'm tempted to respond with 
satirically feigned heartiness: 
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IJ,1mn right! And you know what else thc:.e touchy-feely parent:. arc do-
ing? They're rending to their kids at night! Not only that, but they'll read 
any book the kid demand:.-becau!>e of course their precious little angeb 
are the center of the universe, right? I'll tell you what, though: Those 
tykes arc going to be in for a rude shock when they get out into the real 
world and discover that no one's going to crawl into bed with them and 
read aloud while they just lie there and do nothing. Sorry, Charlie-
that's not the way lite works. If you want to know what a book's about, 
you're going to have to damn well find out for yourself! 

BGUTI proponents often give the impression that the sin being com-
mitted by overzealous adults is leaving kids wifnlllilinr with the tough 
challenges they'll face later. This three questions. 

I. Are children, including those raised in very supportive families or 
taught in progressive schools, really unaware of the larger culture 
in which they live (in ali its unloving particulars)? Without evi-
dence of this ignorance, the whole argument falls apart. 

2. If the goal is familiarity. wouldn't a single exposure to any given 
practice be sufficient to en!>ure it won't catch them by surprise 
when they're older? Why would we need to keep clobbering them 
with grades, contest!>, and the like day after day. year after year? 

3. 'What reason is there to believe that mere familiarity with some-
thing equips one to deal with it productively? "Our kids must 
experience disappointments to develop skills in handling failure 
and imperfection:' one writer asserts. 26 But the fact of being dis-
appointed neither imparts a skill nor promotes a constructive at-
titude. or course one could argue that we need to tcncft such skills 
to, and promolt: resiliency among, children-or nlleast those chil-
dren who seem to lack them. But that's not what the BGUTI con-
tingent is saying. They're arguing for giving homework and tests 
to all young children, or separating them into winners and los-
ers, because these tykes need to get used to such things-as if ex-
posure itself will inoculate them against the negative effects they 
would otherwise experience later. If we were interested in helping 



children to anticipate and deal with unpleasant experiences, it 
might make sense to diswss the details with them and perhaps 
guide them through role-playing exercises. But why would we 
subject kids to those experiences? After all, to teach children how 
to handle a fire emergency, we talk to them about the dangers of 
smoke inhalation and advise them where to go when the alarm 
sounds. We don't actually set them on fire. 

But the key point is this: From a developmental perspective, BGUTI 
is flat-out \Vrong. People don't get better nt copi11g with zmlwppiness be-
cnuse they were deliberately made rmlwppy whe11 they were you11g. On 
the contrary, what best prepares children to deal with the challenges of 
the real world is to experience success and joy, to feel supported and 
respected, to receive loving guidance and unconditional care and the 
chance to have some say about what happens to them. This is the foun-
dation that allows one to see what's wrong with unsympathetic people 
and coercive institutions, to realize that grades or punishment or com-
petition is not a necessary part of life, and to imagine alternatives. Most 
of all, positive emotional experiences give kids the confidence and psy-
chological stability to weather the bad stuff. That's what all the research 
about effective parenting (pp. 40-41) teaches us: Loved, empowered kids 
are in the best position to deal constructively with unloving, disempow-
ering circumstances. 

IS FAILURE BENEFICIAL? 

The case for BGUTI is, to a large extent, a case for failure. 'TI1e argu-
ment is that when kids don't get a hoped-for reward, or when they lose 
a contest, they'll not only be prepared for more of the same but will be 
motivated to try harder next time. Overcoming failure is also believed 
to be the key to character, and character is the chief ingredient of suc-
cess. Hence the indignation about indulgent parents: If adults intervene 
to help children succeed, or soften the distress caused by failure, that 
means they're preventing them from confronting the full force of their 
deficient performance. 
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'The purveyors of this narrative, as of the others we've been examin-
ing, are not limited to self-identified social conservatives. A 2013 essay 
(on a mainstream magazine blog) titled "vVhy Parents Need to Let Their 
Children Fail" cued an enormous online amen chorus. Similarly, a col-
umnist for a prominent magazine for teachers and school administra-
tors insisted, "We need to be sure that [students] sometimes encounter 
frustration and failure" because "how can they learn to overcome ad-
versity if they haven't experienced it?" And the journalist Paul Tough 
informed us, "If you want to "develop [kids'] character, you let them fail 
and don't hide their failures from them or from anybody else."27 A casual 
Web search produces tens of thousands of similar declarations. 

Unlike the charge that kids are spoiled, which has been around for-
ever, there was a time when it would have seemed surprising to make 
a case for failure-an example of what reporters call a "man bites dog" 
story-because it upends the expected order. It's logical to think that 
success is good and failure is bad; we want to help kids and re-
assure them about their capabilities. But listen to this: Failure can actu-
ally be helpful! It's possible to feel too good about yourself! Parents may 
be hurting their children by helping them! These messages presumably 
raised eyebrows at first because they were unexpected and counterintu-
itive. Except now they aren't. As I noted in the introduction, people are 
still telling this story as if it represents a bold challenge to the conven-
tional wisdom, but the fact is that almost everyone else has been saying 
the same thing for some time now. It has become the conventional wis-
dom. Indeed, the notion that failure is beneficial, or that kids today have 
inflated self-esteem, is virtually the only message on these subjects that 
we're likely to hear. 

TI1e corresponding advice-let them stumble!-is offered in respon1.e 
to our alleged tendency to overparent, our failure to let children fail. 
So let's begin by asking whether this assumption is really true. TI1e idea 
that kids lack experience with failure and frustration is really just an-
other way of saying that things are too easy for them. (Perhaps it's not so 
different after all from the age-old complaints that they're spoiled.) But 
have you ever met a child who doesn't regularly experience failure and 
frustration? I haven't. People who describe kids as entirely satisfied and 



successful are inadvertently confessing how little they understand of the 
inner life of children and perhaps how little they remember of their own 
childhoods. 

One need only watch a child carefully-or, if the occasion presents 
itself, her directly-to get a sense of how often she tends to fall short 
of her own or others' expectations, how often she's disappointed with 
how things worked out, how often she doesn't get what she wants, how 
often she finds her!>clf on the receiving end of critical judgments from 
her peers or adults, how desperately she wishes she could perform as 
well as (that kid she knows who seems to do things ef-
fortlessly). And her frustrations are doubtless compounded if all these 
feelings aren't taken seriously by adults. Which they often aren't. 

The key question, though, is how likely it is that failure will be con-
structive, and whether our chief concern should be to make sure chil-
dren have more to screw up. Undoubtedly many very 
successful people have encountered setbacks and deprivation on the way 
to triumph. Such inspirational story arcs are a staple of popular enter-
tainment, in t:1ct. But that doesn't mean that most people who encounter 
setbacks and deprivation go on to become successful.2s We rarely hear 
about all those folks who tried and tried and tried, displaying awesome 
grit and gumption, but never made a go of their business, never sold 
their app, were never discovered by a talent scout, never had a chance 
to smugly recount their earlier setbacks and deprivation to an inter-
viewer-for the simple reason that they're still having them. 

Here's what we learn from psychology: What's most reliably associ-
ated with success are prior experiences with success, not with failure. 
Although there are exceptions, the most likely consequence of having 
failed at something is that a child will come to see himself as lacking 
competence. And the result of that belief is apt to be more failure. All 
else being equal, a student who gets a zero is far more likely to give up 
(and perhaps act than to try harder. 1l1e late psychologist Arthur 
Combs put it this way: 

ll is a common fallacy among many lay people and some teachers that, 

since the world is a very hard place and people sometimes fail, children 
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should be introduced to failure early .... But the position is based on a 
false premise. Actually, the best guarantee we have that a person will be 
able to cleat with the future ell"ectively is that he has been essentially suc-
cessfut in the past. People learn that they arc able, not from failure, but 
from success. vVhile it may be true that toughness and adequacy come 
from successfuHy dealing with probtems, the learning comes not from 
experiencing failure but from successfully avoiding it. .1n 

We may wish that a child who can't seem to get on base, or spit out 
a list of facts from memory during a test, or coax anything more than 
a hideous shriek from his violin will react by squaring his shoulders, 
reciting the mantra of Tiw Little E11gine 'fll(Jt CoJtld, and redoubling his 
efforts until, gosh darn it, he turns things around. But wishing doesn't 
make it true. That turn of events remains the exception rather than the 
rule. It's true that kids learn from failure, but what they're likely to learn 
is that they're failures. 

To make sense of this, we need to understand something that's often 
ignored by people who insist on the benefits of experiencing failure: 7iy-
illg to succeed is11't the sn111c thing as ttyi11g not to fail. lhe f1rst isn't always 
constructive, but the second is pretty reliably destructive.31 Some of the 
greatest names in psychology-including Kurt Lewin in the 1930s and 
David McClelland in the 1950s-emphasized the all-important diHer-
ence between being motivated to approach success and being motivated 
to avoid failure. When you actually do fail, it tends to trigger the latter: an 
avoidance mentality. The goal isn't to accomplish great things but to cover 
your butt, save your reputation, and preserve a positive view of yourself. 

In a typical experiment, children are asked to solve problems that are 
rigged to ensure failure. After that, they're asked to solve problems that 
are clearly within their capabilities. What happens? Even the latter prob-
lems now tend to paralyze them because a spiral of failure has been set 
into motion. This doesn't happen in every case, of course, but for at least 
half a century researchers have been documenting the same basic eftect 
with children of various ages.32 

1he fundamental difference between approaching success and avoid-
ing failure will be missed by anyone who tends to focus only on what 



can be observed and measured. The deci1.ive factor isn't what happened 
but how an individual-in a certain social context-interprets what hap-
pened. It's not just behaviors that matter, in other words, but attitudes, 
goals, perspectives, and feelings. On the one hand, this means that not 
every dropped stitch, botched chord, or "de.lth" at a given level of a 
video game will register in the child's mind as a spirit-crushing Failure. 
After all, any attempt to ma1.ter a will involve 1.ctbacb along the 
way. ·n,at's the good new!>. 

'lhe bad news is that under certain conditions (which I'll describe 
shortly), the objective fact of coming up short may indeed be experi-
enced by children as failing in a meaningful way. And that does prove 
damaging-partly, as Deborah Stipek of Stanford Univer!>ity explains, 
because it changes their understanding of why they -,uccecd and why 
they fail. Specifically, kids who have learned to see themselve1. as failures 
are "more likely to attribute success [when it happen I to external 
causes, and failure to a lack of ability" compared to "children who 
have a history of good performancc."11 A kid who doe1.n't do well as 
sumes that if he does succeed, he must have gotten lucky-or that 
the task was easy. And he nssumes thnt if he fails again, which he 
as more likely, it's because he doesn't have what it intelligence, ath-
letic ability, musical talent, whatever. 'I his quickly turns into a viciom 
circle because attributing results to causes outside of one's control 
people feel even more helpless, even less likely to do well in the future. 
'n,e more they fail, the more they construct an image of themselves-
and a theory about the results-that leads to still more failure. ' ' All of 
this helps to explain why, as the educntional psychologist Martin Cov-
ington put it, "simply increasing the pressure on students to try harder 
in the face of failure"-for example, by "rewarding hard workers and 
punishing the inditferent"-"is to invite disaster."3' 

And it's not just achievement that suffers. Kids who fail also tend to 
lose interest in whatever they're doing (say, learning), and they come to 
prefer easier tasks.36 Both of these outcomes make sense, of course: It's 
hard for a child to stay excited about she has to think 
she can't do well, and it's even harder for her to welcome a more diffi-
cult \'ersion of whntever she was doing. In fnct, failure often leads kids 
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to engage in something that psychologists call "self-handicapping": 1hey 
deliberately make less of an effort in order to create an excuse for not 

"l11is lets them preserve the idea that they have high apti-
tude. "I11ey're able to tell themselves that if they /l(ld tried, they might 
have done much better. 17 

What all this means is that when kids' performance slides, when they 
lose enthusiasm for what they're doing, or when they try to cut corners, 
much more is going on than laziness or lack of motivation. What's rel-
evant is what their experiences have been. And the experience of hav-
ing failed is a uniquely poor bet for anyone who wants to maximize the 
probability of future success. 

So how can we predict when failure is likely to do less damage? Differ-
ent aspects of a situation and different characteristics of an individual 
help to determine how a given experience will be perceived and there-
fore what impact it's likely to have. 

• vVas it an unusual occurrence, or is failure so common for the 
child that he's come to expect it and therefore to infer that he's 
incompetent? 

• Was the accidental, or was the child deliberately given too 
difficult a task in the hope that he would somehow be a better per-
son for failing at it? 

• Was failure intrinsic to the task itself (falling otT the bike) or was 
it defined on the basis of someone else's judgment (getting a bad 
grade)? 

• Was the failure just one clement of a long-term activity that the child 
sees as meaningful and enjoyable, or was it a stand-alone event? 

• Was the failure part of a (learning to write or dance), or a 
summative outcome at the end of that process (a poor result on a 
test; an unsuccessful audition)? 

• Has the child been helped to think about managing failure, or is it 
assumed that failure, per se, will benefit him? 

• How did the child feel about himself before he failed? (As we'll see 
in chapter 6, people are least likely to persist in the face of failure 



if they start out with low self-esteem.) Has he been raised with un-
conditional care and the kind of autonomy support that produces a 
sense of efficacy-or in a "doing to" environment characterized by 
rewards and punishments? 

• Did the child fail in a supportive environment where setbacks 
are viewed as no big deal? Or was the impact of the failure com-
pounded because it took place in the context of intense pressure to 
succeed-or, worse, losing to someone in a public competition? 

What leads kids to say, "1l1is isn't worth it'' or "''m no good at this"-
in other words, what's least likely to turn the experience of failure into 
something productive-are things like grades, contests, rewards, and 
punishments. 'D1ese things draw attention to lww well kids are doing-
or, more ominously, how well they're doing compared to everyone else-
as opposed to helping them focus on what they're doing. Ironically, the 
former are often favored by the same people who extol the motivational 
benefits of failure. 

Under certain circumstances, then, it is possible for a child to pick 
herself up and try again, just the way we might hope. But it's still not 
the likeliest outcome. And the news is even worse if we're concerned 
not only about achievement but about kids' psychological health. Even 
someone who really does buckle down and try harder when she fails 
may be doing so out of an anxious, compulsive pressure to feel better 
about herself rather than because she takes pleasure from what she's do-
ing. Even if it does occur, is success really worth that price? 

Finally, if we take the advice of all those articles that urge us to step 
back and let our children stumble, the important question isn't what 
message we meant to communicate ("You can do it!'') but what message 
the kids are likely to receive ("Mom could have helped me but didn't"). 
Not every instance in which a parent holds back will generate resent-
ment or disappointment, of course. As we saw in Chapter 3, the amount 
of help kids need and welcome varies widely. But if we respond less to 
those individual needs than to a one-size-fits-all commitment to pro-
moting self-sufficiency, or an abstract conviction that failure is good for 
kids, then we may damage the relationship we have with our children. 
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(In fact, we may be atlecting the way they view themselves a result of 
that relationship: "Does she not love me enough to help? Am I not worth 
helping?") A decision not to step in when kids are obviously frustrated 
and feeling inadequate is unlikely to make them more self-sufficient or 
self-confident. Instead, it's apt to leave them feeling less supported, less 
secure about their own worthiness, and more doubtful about the extent 
to which we really care about them. 

The notion that kids need even more opportunities to fail is incred-
ibly simplistic and often tlatly false, in part because the whole BGUTI 
mindset is misguided. Like so many assertions about the motivational 
power of rewards and competition, it just doesn't stand up to the best 
psychological theory and research. 



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 

14L 
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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 
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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 
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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 



174 THE i\fYTH OF TH E SPOILED CHILD 

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. 


