
Even if you’ve cultivated a corporate culture where every one of your team members is open, whole and healthy, if 
they cannot effectively manage their priorities and apply persistent attention to tasks of greatest collective 
importance, it’s unlikely that your team will thrive. This is true whether you’re leading a team of engineers, writers 
or accountants. Supporting your team’s ability to manage priorities and practice persistent attention is especially 
important if you’re leading a team of talented professionals who friends, colleagues, family members and strangers 
often turn-to for help.  

When their talents and abilities are in-demand, they are presented with endless distractions disguised as 
opportunities. They’ll find themselves at the center of countless conversations where it feels more immediately 
gratifying to say ‘yes’ than it does to say ‘no.’ They’ll wake up bright and early every morning and consider the 
unlimited, minimally important tasks that would (temporarily) disappear should they apply their razor-sharp 
executional-abilities to them. There will always be demands on their time greater than the available supply. 

For your talented, in-demand teammates, accomplishing their goals requires commitment, practice and, most 
importantly, willpower. We’ve all watched or read about1 the marshmallow test and we understand that self-
discipline and willpower in adolescents are predictive of success in adults. But we rarely consider how willpower 
influences our daily micro-actions or the factors that influence our willpower. 

In his book “Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces that Shape our Decisions,” Dan Ariely outlines how - even 
for the most accomplished professionals - succumbing to our emotional desires often provokes us to trade-in our 
long-term goals for immediate gratification2. One of the examples that Ariely uses to make his point is likely to 
resonate with many of you: the modern professional’s unhealthy attachment to obsessively checking e-mails. Ariel 
details his own struggles with moderating his e-mail checking and describes how the psychology of an email addict 
is similar to that of a slot-machine addict3. It’s immediately gratifying to clear your inbox, but infrequently 
supportive of your ability to achieve your long-term goals. 

The work of the psychologist Roy Baumeister helps us understand why we succumb to these desires, when these 
slippages are most likely to occur and what we might do to prevent future breakdowns. Baumestier and his team 
determined that when we practice self-control, we draw energy from a limited reservoir that serves many functions 
(physical effort, emotional effort and cognitive effort). When that energy well runs dry, our self-control suffers4. As 
described by Daniel Kahneman, the renowned psychologist and winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics, 
“Baumeister’s group has repeatedly found that an effort of will or self-control is tiring; if you have had to force 
yourself to do something, you are less willing or less able to exert self-control when the next challenge comes 
around. The phenomenon has been named ego depletion.5” 

‘Ego depletion’ explains why your teammates are less likely to make good decisions when they’re hungry or tired, 
why it’s unwise that they spend mental energy on trivial decisions6 and why it’s better that they take on goals one-
by-one rather than taking them all on at once. Understanding the ego depletion concept will also allow you to craft 
effective practices and protocols that will facilitate the strengthening of your team’s collective willpower, their 
decision-making and their effective prioritization abilities.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QX_oy9614HQ
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1. “It began in the early 1960s at Stanford University’s Bing Nursery School, where [Walter] Mischel and his graduate students gave children the choice 
between one reward (like a marshmallow, pretzel, or mint) they could eat immediately, and a larger reward (two marshmallows) for which they would 
have to wait alone, for up to 20 minutes. Years later, Mischel and his team followed up with the Bing preschoolers and found that children who had waited 
for the second marshmallow generally fared better in life. For example, studies showed that a child’s ability to delay eating the first treat predicted higher 
SAT scores and a lower body mass index (BMI) 30 years after their initial Marshmallow Test. Researchers discovered that parents of “high delayers” even 
reported that they were more competent than “instant gratifiers”—without ever knowing whether their child had gobbled the first marshmallow.” 
“What the Marshmallow Test Really Teaches About Self-Control” 2014 (The Atlantic)  

2. “When we promise to save our money, we are in a cool state. When we promise to exercise and watch our diet, again we’re cool. But then the lava flow of 
hot emotion comes rushing in: just when we promise to save, we see a new car, a mountain bike, or a pair of shoes that we must have. Just when we plan 
to exercise regularly, we find a reason to sit all day in front of the television. And as for the diet? I’ll take that slice of chocolate cake and begin the diet in 
earnest tomorrow.”  
“Predictably Irrational” 2009 (Dan Ariely) 

3. “If you think about it, e-mail is very much like gambling. Most of it is junk and the equivalent to pulling the lever of a slot machine and losing, but every 
so often we receive a message that we really want. Maybe it contains good news about a job, a bit of gossip, a note from someone we haven’t heard from in 
a long time, or some important piece information. We are so happy to receive the unexpected e-mail (pellet) that we become addicted to checking, hoping 
for more such surprises. We just keep pressing that lever, over and over again, until we get our reward.”  
“Predictably Irrational” 2009 (Dan Ariely) 

4. “Self-control is a central function of the self and an important key to success in life. The exertion of self-control appears to depend on a limited resource. 
Just as a muscle gets tired from exertion, acts of self-control cause short-term impairments (ego depletion) in subsequent self-control, even on unrelated 
tasks. Research has supported the strength model in the domains of eating, drinking, spending, sexuality, intelligent thought, making choices, and 
interpersonal behavior.”  
“The Strength Model of Self-Control” 2007 (Current Directions in Psychological Science) 

5. “Thinking, Fast & Slow” 2011 (Daniel Kahneman) 

6. ““You also need to remove from your life the day-to-day problems that absorb most people for meaningful parts of their day. “You’ll see I wear only gray or 
blue suits,” he said. “I’m trying to pare down decisions. I don’t want to make decisions about what I’m eating or wearing. Because I have too many other 
decisions to make.” [President Obama] mentioned research that shows the simple act of making decisions degrades one’s ability to make further 
decisions.” 
“Obama’s Way” 2012 (Vanity Fair)

http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2014/09/what-the-marshmallow-test-really-teaches-about-self-control/380673/
http://cdp.sagepub.com/content/16/6/351.abstract
http://www.vanityfair.com/news/2012/10/michael-lewis-profile-barack-obama

