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Resolution Reality Check
New Year’s resolutions are the irresistible, if slightly too obvious topic this week.  For a health writer to avoid them this time of year would be like a meteorologist not talking about the weather in a blizzard.  So away we go.


If you are like most people, you have made New Year’s resolutions in the past, and may well be making one or more this year.  And again, if you are like most people, as you look back on prior resolutions, you will have to acknowledge that few if any have tended to stick.  Those who do not learn from the follies of such history are destined to repeat them!

So what will it take to make this year’s resolution different?  Preparation, rather than just relying on inspiration.  Without a bit of planning, a New Year’s resolution is like deciding to make a favorite recipe without first checking that you have any of the ingredients.  Get the ingredients first.


Resolutions are generally about changing settled patterns of behavior, so the science of behavior modification is clearly relevant.  That science is extensive, and tells us that motivation is not enough.  We behave the way we do for a reason, and change requires overcoming that reason, or reasons.


Generally, that means barriers to change will be encountered.  They may be in the form of people, or an intractable schedule, or competing priorities.  Just wait for these to come along, and they will surely get the better of you.  Your resolution won’t be around to see the crocuses come up.  Anticipate the barriers you will likely encounter, and plan for them, and the life expectancy of your resolution will certainly increase.
So before taking the plunge, assess your preparation.  Are you truly motivated to make a lasting commitment to some new behavior?  Have you thoroughly considered why you were behaving the way you were before, and what you will be giving up?

Do you have the resources, skills, and social support most behavior change requires?  Whereas the tradition of making a resolution is a social affair, all too often the attempt to make a resolution stick is rather private.  In unity, however, there is strength.  Build that strength into your plan from the start.


For the ever-popular weight loss resolution, the ingredients of success include patience.  Most people vowing to lose weight, at any time of year, are in a hurry.  But the benefits of quick-fix weight loss accrue only to those selling lotions, potions, programs, and books that offer false promises.  


The National Weight Control Registry (http://www.nwcr.ws/) has gathered information from over 5000 individuals who have lost considerable weight, and kept it off for years.  Almost uniformly, these people have relied on sensible eating and regular physical activity, with gradual, steady weight loss.  Unlike most of us, this is a group that seems to remember Aesop’s fable about the tortoise and the hare.


Another crucial ingredient is social support.  A study published last year by researchers at the University of Iowa indicated that adults living with children in their home eat, on average, a whole pepperoni pizza’s worth of saturated fat per week more than adults living without kids.  Due, at least partly, to the tendency to have junk foods on hand to keep kids satisfied, this finding highlights the importance of a household-wide commitment to healthful eating.  


The brief, contagious inspiration of the New Year’s resolution may be enough to overcome any barrier temporarily, but that won’t last.  So another ingredient for lasting behavior change is to consider what will happen when inspiration wanes, and plan accordingly.  To make physical activity a part of your life, for example, you need to determine how, and when, you can fit it consistently into your daily routine-when your daily routine begins to conspire against you.  This is more about planning, than pledging.

To eat better, you need skill power more than will power.  You need to be able to read and interpret food labels, to identify nutritious dishes when eating out, to stock your home with the most nutritious foods in every category.  Where there’s a will, there’s a…will.  It is still crucial to pave the way you have the will to follow.


A successful weight loss resolution requires a focus on the long term, not the quick fix; on health, not just pounds; and on engagement of your whole family.    A successful resolution of any variety requires planning and preparation.

While we all make New Year’s resolutions at the same time, there is no reason to think we should all be comparably ready to make lasting behavior change at the same time.  The science of behavior modification emphasizes, among other things, the importance of readiness for change.  The New Year’s resolution tends to be a “ready or not” kind of venture.

This year, resolve to get ready, and set, before deciding to go.  Be realistic about yourself, and your preparations, and this year’s resolution can be a genuine opportunity for better health in the New Year.
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