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Self-control - the New Mantra.
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Cleveland – Teen pregnancy, addictions, crime, high divorce rates, rampant materialism – people in modern life seem to be messing up all over the place.

It has been fashionable to blame these problems on low self-esteem, figuring people who don’t like themselves don’t have enough incentive to stay out of trouble.


But that’s wrong, says a psychology professor and author who spent years studying the choices people make in their lives. The issue is actually much simpler, though maybe harder to swallow:  It’s a matter of self-control.


“If we would cross out self-esteem and put in self-control, kids would be better off, and society in general would be much better off,” says Case Western Reserve University professor Roy F. Baumeister.  “It makes sense when you hear it, it’s just that we haven’t heard it.”

Successes and failures


Baumeister, fellow Case professor Dianne M. Tice and Harvard professor Todd F. Heatherton spent more than five years poring over psychological data from their own research and that of many others, looking for clues to why some of us lead productive, happy lives and other seemingly intelligent people get mired in self-destructive behavior.


The result is “Losing Control: How and Why People Fail at Self-Regulation,” published last year by Academic Press.  Written for a lay audience but marketed narrowly, the book never made it into wide circulation.

It now seems prescient.  Many of its points were restated in a Time magazine cover story last month focusing on a new best seller, “Emotional Intelligence” by New York Times writer Daniel Goleman.

Managing behaviors

Both books conclude that people who know how to manage their moods and behaviors are far better off than those who haven’t mastered that skill.


“It’s obviously something people are concerned with in their own lives, and I think with good reason,” Baumeister says.  “If you can make yourself better in just one way, self-control will do you more good than just about anything else – it helps you in work, in your relationships and it’ll help you stay out of trouble.”


But a backlash against Victorian extremes of emotional repression has created a society that no longer values restraint, sobriety and good manners.


“We’ve gone to the opposite extreme,” Baumeister says.


“There’s a sense in the popular culture that if you have an emotion or a feeling, it’s bad to suppress it.


“That’s wrong.”

A key study cited in both books involved 4- and 5- year olds.  Researchers gave them a choice:  They could have one marshmallow immediately or wait until the researcher returned and get two marshmallows.


The differences between the children who snatched the marshmallow right away and those who waited were striking.   Ten years later, researchers found the holdouts did much better in school, had more friends and had Scholastic Assessment Test scores 210 points higher on average than their less patient counterparts.

Goals and Standards

Self-control is not just a matter of self-denial.  It is also self-management – being clear on your goals and standards and persisting in meeting them, Baumeister says.


That’s why raw intelligence and talent, while helpful, pale in comparison to self-regulation when it comes to long-term success, he says.


Simply liking yourself does make you feel better, but studies show that there is a weak link to improved behavior, Baumeister says.
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