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Traditionally willpower, or the lack thereof, is accompanied by moral judgments and feelings of guilt and shame
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Willpower is a constant tug-of-
war between the pre-frontal

cortax and the limbic system.
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1 OW often have you said to your-
self or heard other people say:
“J’m never going to lose weight;
I don’t have the willpower” or “I don’t

"have enough willpower to stop smok-

ing™ or “If only, I had more willpower,
I'd be able to run that marathon”
Many of us believe we lack willpower
and then punish ourselves or feel guilty
hecause our behaviour, or lack thereof,

reinforces that belief and reverts backto .

that which we are. trying to change.
Afterreading Maximum Willpower by

Kelly McGonigal, counselling psycholo-
gist at the University of KwaZulu-Natal,

“Shelley Barnsley realised that the con-

cept of willpower is misunderstood.
“My husband loves self-help books,
while I hate them,” Barnsley said. “He
raved about this book, so did my teenage
son. I didn’t want to read it because I
thought it's going to be the-same old
stuff. I'm going to feel bad about myself
because I have no self-control and it’s
going to give me 10 things to do to im-

-prove my willpower.”

-

Barnsley now bases willpower work-.

shops on Maximum Willpower. The
book reveals new research and offers
fresh insight on what is going on in the

‘brain with regards to willpower and self-

control. “There’s a whole lot of science
to the notion of willpower and self-con-
trol, which we've not been privy to be-
fore but are now able to see becalise of
new research and the type of technology
availablenowthat enablesusto seeareas
of the brain which we could not see be-
fore” she explains. ,

Traditionally, Barnsley says, willpow-
er, or the lack thereof, is accompanied
by mioral judgments and feelings of guilt

"' and shame. “All of us struggle with will-

power, some more than others, for what-
ever reason. I don’t want the old notions
to be pervasive, which is why I run these
workshops, based on McGonigal’s find-
ings and on my own experiences and
lmowledge.”

- Barnsley has included aspects such as
meditation and mindfulness,

I ‘asked Barnsley to explain mindful-
ness to me. “It’s being able to focus on
something on purpose, non-judgmen-
tally andis an act of self-observationand
self-awareness,” says Barnsley. As a way
toillustrate this aspect, in her workshop,
Barnsley gets participants to eat a plum,
but not as they would usually eat it —
gulping it down on the run. The process
is purposefully slowed down. They take
the fime to smell it, feel it, look at it
take a slow bite and taste it properly.

The traditional view is that willpower

is a personality trait — you are either
born with it or you aren’t, and it’s often
thought of as a virtue, and with that
comes the moral judgment if you don’t
have it, with accompanying guilt and
self-criticism. Many people feel that
willpower is difficult and takes brute
force to exercise. They feel that people
have two sides to them — the angel on
the one shoulder that’s good and the
‘devil on the other that succumbs to
temptation. ;

“What we now know;” Barnsley says,
“jg that willpower is biological in that
it's the battle of two minds, and has
something to do with human evolu-
tion” Early humans were hunters and-
gatherers whose primitive brain, the
Jimbic system, was well-developed for
survival, They had to eat food when they
saw it, they were impulse driven and had
toact quickly because life was about sur-
vival and they faced, real physical
threats. As society has evolved, the
threats that most of us now face are not
external, physical threats to our survival.

Most of our conflicts are internal con-
flicts, such as the need to diet, or stop

. smoking. Barnsley used the example of

" someone who is on diet faced with a
piece of cake. “While the cake does not
pose a physical danger, it is still per-
ceived as a threat, which triggers the
flight or fight response — you either give
in or run away.’ ‘

As we have evolved, our pre-frontal
cortex has developed more. “This is the
more thoughtful part of our brain which
enables us to exercise seif-control, to re-
member our long-term goals and to
think about the future. It’s an evolved
human capacity which is present in all
of us. However, evolution does not re-
place something, it adds to it » Barnsley
says. This means that we still have that
impulse-driven primitive brain and now
we also have this new evolved capacity
for considered thought and action.
“That’s what the struggle is”

" So what do we do if want to exercise
willpower? We have to use our pre-fron-
tal cortex more when making decisions.

“To do this, we must be aware of what

 dompromisesthe functioning of the pre-
frontal cortex — being drunk, lack of
sleep, being distracted and stress. These
states catapult the brain back info fight
or flight mode, causing a stress reaction
to an internal conflict. The brain doesn’t
distingnish between external and inter-
nal eonflicts, it just recognises stress,
triggering the fight or flight response.
Sowe get more stressed and thenengage
in activities to comfort ourselves, often
the very behaviours we wish to stop.
Barnsley says the single most effective
way to'strengthen the pre-{rontal cortex
is exercise. This automatically -;;md im-
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Counselling psychologist Sheliey Barnsley says willpower Is biological.
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mediately improves willpower because
'good chemicals are released into the
brain, which strengthen the grey matter.
~ Inresponse to this, many people will
iask how much exercise. In her book,
: McGonigal suggests asking yourselftwo
»questions: are you sitting, lying down,
‘or standing while you are doing sorme-
[-’thing? Are you eating junk food while
'you doing it? If your answer is no to
both, then you have found your willpow-
! er workout. “It could be as simple as

shopping, or walking the dog or playing

i

with the children” says Barnsley. “Just
start with whatever you can; the benefits

_are amazing.”

The second way to strengthen_thé

‘pre~frontal cortex is to get a minimum

of six hours' sleep a night. This helps

‘toprevent aform of mild pre-frontal cor-

tex dysfunction. :

The third way is properly managing
stress, because stress catapults us back
into the flight and fight response which
gets the limbic system up and running,
thereby inhibiting thefunctioning of the

pre-frontal cortex and our ability fo
make considered decisions.

- Barnsley says that we cannot do away
with the limbic system, because it en-
sures survival and it’s the seat of emo-
tional response, such as.fear, disgust,
anxiety. You need to be able to distin-
guish which system is affecting your de-
cision-making. If you are looking for
short-term solutions, use the imbic sys-
tem; for longer-term decisions, use your ;
pre-frontal cortex. The limbic system |
works quickly and immediately, while®

——

the pre-frontal cortex is slower and more

energy hungry, which means that it will -

be exhausted. by the end of the day.
“This means that willpower is finite;
it can be depleted,” says Barnsley.
Barnsley says that to strengthen our
willpower we need, firstly, self-aware-
ness, which includes mindfulness and
the awareness of what compromises our
willpower. Secondly, we need self-care—
the kinder we are to ourselves, the more
willpower we will have. Self-punishment

doesn’t work, it just results in reverting -

backto the verybehaviours weare trying
to change. Thirdly, weneed to rémember
what matters most. _

If you wish to engage your pre-frontal
cortex, there are certain techniques that

* can be used, says Barnsley. a
.« Omeis to wait 10 minutes before mak-
“ing the decision. This slows the process
‘down and allows the pre-frontal cortex
. to engage, so you are not just acting on
your limbic system. The second tech-
nique is to put distance between yourself
I and the decision by physically removing
yourself from the situation. ~

The limbic system, on the other hand,
responds to novelty and variety. What
happens inthe brain when there is some-
thing you want, is that your brain releas-
es a peurotransmitter called dopamine
which makes you feel excited, alert, cap-
tivated; it's arousal.

Different people’s dopamine is trig-
gered by different things; this could be
good smells, drugs, sex, variety, novelty,
gaming, unpredictability, etc. “Dopam-
ineisnothappiness, it is the anticipation
of the reward,” says Barnsley. .

Barnsley says you can choose how to
make adecision: “Youcan get off autopi--
lot, but if you _c19 react impulsively, for-

¥

give yourself, don't lash out at yourself,
which will make it worse. The best thing
1s self-awareness —notice what happens .
to you and around you, so that you can *
make the links and recognise what your

dopamine triggers are. When you start .
realising what makes you feel desire, i
then you know it's dopamine, which you. ;
still need in certain situations because |
dopamine is what keeps you motivated, ¥

Barnsley feels that schoolsneed toun- -
derstand the concept of willpower, as =
many teachers are battling with distract-
ed children, who live fast-paced lives and
are often over-scheduled, which flies in *
face of slowing down, being mindful, be-
ing present in the moment.

If teachers are aware of these things,
they can allow for opportunities for
mindfulness to occur.

“We are multiple selves—the selfthat
wants immediate gratification and the
self with a higher purpose, We should
understand, rather than try to change, .
thege selves, We are born to be tempted !
and we are born to resist. We have the
ability to be both stressed, scared and
out of control, and the ability tobe calm
and in charge of our choices,” says Barn-
sley, paraphrasing McGonigal.
~ “Learning this was such a relief to me-
because I used to think that I was weak-
willed because 1 was trying to do so
many things at once, and not succeed-

" ing, Tt was such arevelationto know that

I'mnot a weak or bad person, but that
this has to do with how things have
evolved in my brain. ' o
“It doesn’t absolve you from respon-
sibility and acceuntability, but frees you
o be conscious of your choices and to
give yourself some latitude”
» Barnsley@ukzn.ac.za
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