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Making successful New 
Year’s resolutions

As the new year fast approaches, many people will be planning to make radical 
changes to their lives. They plan to stop smoking, join a gym, lose weight, 
become vegetarian, get a new job, and much else besides. And many people 
decide they are going to become the person they want to be all in one go. When 
they wake up on the morning of 1st January, with just the hint of a hangover from 
the night (or is it the month?) before, they plan to put all their changes into effect. 
And guess what – it doesn’t always work! There are plenty of people I know who 
decide to do ‘Dry January’ after partying quite hard through December, and they 
end up explaining that they thought they’d done well with ‘Moist January’ – just 
a few drinks at the weekend and the occasional trip to the pub at lunchtime with 
work colleagues.

So, let’s take a look at some actual statistics for New Year’s resolutions, what 
goes wrong, and how we can help clients do to be more successful.

John C Norcross et al (2002) wrote in the Journal of Clinical Psychology that 
about half of all adults make New Year’s resolutions, but less than 10% manage 
to keep them for more than a few months. Miller and Marlatt (1998) found that the 
most popular New Year’s resolutions that people set are:

•  37% – starting to exercise
•  13% – eating better
•  7% – reducing the consumption of alcohol, caffeine and other drugs, 
   or stopping smoking.

The survey went on to find that 67% of people make more than one resolution. 
However, 75% of people who make a resolution fail on their first attempt.
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More recent research, published in the journal Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin, from Woolley and Fishbach 
found that in their survey 55.2% of resolutions were health-
related (specifically 31.3% wanted to exercise more; 10.4% 
wanted to eat healthy; and 13.5% wanted to have healthier 
habits) with work-related/financial goals coming a close 
second, followed lastly by social goals (like spending more 
time with family or to enjoy life more). The study also found 
that participants believed both enjoyment and importance 
were important factors affecting how successful they would 
be at keeping to their resolution in the future.

So, why doesn’t it work? Why do so many people fail to 
keep their New Year’s resolutions? Richard Wiseman 
(author of ‘59 Seconds’), found that people who didn’t to 
stick to their resolutions tended to rely on willpower and 
suppressing their cravings, fantasized about how great it 
would be if they were able to be successful, and thought 
about the downside of failure. Unfortunately, that didn’t 
seem to work. Wiseman suggests that thinking about the 
downside of failure might well make people despondent 
rather than encourage them to carry on. 

Another reason why people don’t stick to their resolutions is 
that they decide on too many or the ones they specify are 
unrealistic for them to expect to achieve. In addition, people 
may be victims of what’s called ‘false hope syndrome’. The 
key factors of false hope syndrome are:

•  Speed (how quickly can a goal be achieved)
•  Ease (how comfortably can a goal be achieved)
•  Amount (how much time is required, or the degree 
   of change)
• Consequence (or benefits).

Miller & Marlatt (1998) suggested that your resolution was 
doomed to fail if you:

•  Didn’t think about making resolutions until the last minute.
•  Made your resolutions based on what’s bothering you or is 
   on your mind on New Year’s Eve.
•  Framed your resolutions as absolutes by saying, “I will 
   never do X again”.

Mukhopadhyay and Johar (2005) looked at how many goals 
people set and how successful they were. They found that 
people who believe that self-control is something dynamic, 
changing, and unlimited tend to set more resolutions. By 
that they meant people who said things like: “I can stop 
smoking, all I have to do is put my mind to it. I can also 
change my eating and be a better person, it just takes 
willpower”.

People who believe that we all are born with a limited, set 
amount of self-control that cannot be changed and who also 
have little belief in their own capabilities to carry out their 
own goals (this is what psychologists refer to as ‘low self-
efficacy’) naturally did worse with achieving their New Year’s 
resolution goals. These people would say things like: “I can’t 
stop myself from eating all this chocolate – I inherited the 
‘chocolate gene’ from my mum!”

People with high self-efficacy attribute failure to insufficient 
effort, while individuals with low self-efficacy attribute failure 
to a lack of ability. Higher self-efficacy generally is correlated 
with a greater likelihood of achieving one’s goals. The 
research also found that people who are made to believe 
that self-control is a fixed or limited resource that they can’t 

change, will also set fewer goals and will give up on them 
sooner, regardless of their level of self-efficacy.
Leading on from that, the researchers found that New 
Year’s resolutions were successful if people believed that 
self-control is an unlimited resource that people can access 
and make use of. The more a person believes in their own 
capabilities (high self-efficacy) the more likely they are to 
succeed in keeping their resolutions. 

So, what else can we suggest people do if they want to 
keep their New Year’s resolutions? Where the resolution 
is a process rather than a single thing (like dropping a 
dress size rather than simply never smoke again) it is more 
effective to set a SMART target. SMART targets are specific, 
measurable, achievable, realistic, and time-bound. Dropping 
a dress size or losing two inches off your waistline in time 
for the next summer holiday are SMART targets. Drinking no 
more than two units of alcohol every other day for one month 
is a SMART target. ‘Drinking less’ isn’t a SMART target. And 
connecting a resolution to a specific goal can be motivating.
Although there is some conflicting evidence, for most people, 
the best way to maintain a New Year’s resolution is to set 
only one resolution at a time. Don’t try to make too many 
changes at once. Don’t try to lose weight, join a gym, and 
stop smoking all on the same day. The advice is to stick to 
one thing at a time.

Breaking things down is also a good idea. For example, if 
your alcohol consumption is regularly and frequently high, 
then your resolution needs to be realistic. Don’t decide to 
go ‘cold turkey’ and become tee total all in one go. Break up 
the goal into manageable steps. So, for January, drink every 
other day. Once that becomes the new normal, drink every 
third day, then only at weekends as the year progresses. The 
alternative is to cut down on the amount drunk. So, cut down 
to half a bottle of wine with a meal in January, and continue 
cutting down throughout the year. So, each manageable 
micro-target is realistic.

“The most common 
resolutions people make

are to lose weight, do more
exercise, stop smoking, and 

save money”.
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It is also a good idea to let others 
know what your resolution is. That 
way, you’re less likely to suddenly 
change your mind on 2nd January 
when you feel like a drink or cigarette 
or bar of chocolate. In addition, if you 
are having a bit of a tough time with 
your new behaviour, your friends can 
support you and help you to keep 
going. Having someone to share your 
struggles and successes with makes 
the journey to a healthier lifestyle 
easier and less daunting.

In fact, joining a group can be very 
helpful in keeping a resolution. Weight 
watching groups can be great ways to 
keep yourself motivated to lose weight. 
Other research has found that people 
who have told a group that they are 
changing their behaviour in a particular 
way are more likely to continue this 
new behaviour. If you are planning to 
lose weight, stop smoking, or drink 
less, it can be very helpful if your 
partner is doing the same thing at the 
same time.

Miller and Marlatt (1998) suggested 
the following ways to be successful 
with resolutions:

•  Have a strong initial commitment to 
   make a change.
•  Have coping strategies to deal with 
   problems that will come up.
•  Keep track of your progress. The 
   more monitoring you do and the 
   more feedback you get, the better 
   you will do.

Woolley and Fishbach found that only 
enjoyment predicted the long-term 
persistence of a resolution. People 
don’t stick to their plan to attain their 
goal just because achieving it is 
important to them. What really matters 
is how much pleasure they take from 
their initial efforts to start a new way of 
behaving.

People should write down a detailed 
plan for their new way of behaving 
and keep to it. This allows them to 
consider what strategies to use when 
facing any sort of obstacle, difficulty, or 
resistance. 

Clients should regularly remind 
themselves of the benefits associated 
with achieving their goals. They can 
do this by creating a checklist of how 
life will be better once they obtain their 
objective (Miracle Question anyone?!). 
And they should give themselves a 
small reward whenever they achieve a 
sub-goal on their route to their full goal. 

That way they maintain motivation and 
a sense of progress. They should also 
display their progress in a concrete 
way, by putting stickers on a notice 
board or using an Excel spreadsheet 
or similar.

Of course, 1st January is not the best 
time of year to make a resolution. 
You’re tired after Christmas and you 
may well have been drinking the night 
before. The good news is that there 
are lots of ‘New Year’s’ throughout 
the year. There’s Chinese New Year, 
Jewish New Year, etc. Try one of those 
when you’re feeling fitter and healthier, 
and more in control of your life.

And how can we help a client if one 
day they do have a drink, a bar of 
chocolate, or a cigarette? Is that the 
end of the line for their New Year’s 
resolution? I always get them to 
imagine the most wonderful bowl of 
fruit. It’s an enormous bowl of fresh 
fruit with every fruit imaginable. One 
day, as you look at it, you notice there’s 
one strawberry that’s just got the tiniest 
amount of blue mould showing. I then 
ask clients what they would do. Would 
they throw away the whole bowl of fruit 
or just the single mouldy strawberry? 
The answer, I hope, is just the 
strawberry. It’s a way of overcoming 
all-or-nothing thinking. One blip (one 
bar of chocolate or one drink) doesn’t 
mean that all the previous effort (the 
bowl of fruit) needs to be thrown away. 
They can continue with their resolution. 
Everyone has ups and downs; clients 
can expect to revert to old habits when 
pushed back into their primitive brain, 
but they can recover from these lapses 
and get back on track.

Interestingly, a study published in 
the Journal of Clinical Psychology 
found that those who set New Year’s 
resolutions are 10 times more likely 
to actually change their behaviour 
than people who don’t make any 
resolutions.

New Year’s resolutions don’t have to 
be made on 1st January. People can 
resolve to make changes to their life 
at any time in the year that suits them. 
They need to choose a realistic goal, 
plan for the change, break the change 
up in to smaller steps, prepare for what 
to do when faced with situations where 
the old habit would have taken place, 
set SMART targets, tell everyone 
what they are resolved to do, reward 
themselves when they achieve each 
small step, and not get too distraught 
with the occasional lapse. And, of 

course, their friendly neighbourhood 
Solution Focused Hypnotherapist is 
there to help them every step of the 
way and to celebrate their successes 
with them!
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