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…[Walter] Mischel is the creator of the marshmallow test, one of the most famous
experiments in the history of psychology, which is often cited as evidence of the
importance of self-control. In the original test, which was administered at the Bing
Nursery School, at Stanford, in the nineteen-sixties, Mischel’s team would present
a child with a treat (marshmallows were just one option) and tell her that she could
either eat the one treat immediately or wait alone in the room for several minutes
until the researcher returned, at which point she could have two treats. The
promised treats were always visible and the child knew that all she had to do to
stop the agonizing wait was ring a bell to call the experimenter back—although in
that case, she wouldn’t get the second treat. The longer a child delayed
gratification, Mischel found—that is, the longer she was able to wait—the better
she would fare later in life at numerous measures of what we now call executive
function. She would perform better academically, earn more money, and be
healthier and happier. She would also be more likely to avoid a number of negative
outcomes, including jail time, obesity, and drug use.

Mischel has travelled around the world to study delayed gratification in various
cultural and socioeconomic contexts. The principles from the marshmallow test
seemed to hold universally…
...In [a] book [“The Marshmallow Test: Mastering Self-Control.”], he describes the
original impetus for the marshmallow study. At the time, his daughters, Judith,
Rebecca, and Linda, were three, four, and five years old, respectively. “I began to
see this fascinating phenomenon where they morphed from being highly impulsive,
immediate creatures who couldn’t delay anything,” he told me. “There were these
amazingly rapid changes—everything around them was the same, but something
inside them had changed. I realized I didn’t have a clue what was going on in their
heads.” He wondered what was it that had enabled them to go from deciding that
they wanted to wait to actually being able to do so. He found the answer among
their classmates at the Bing preschool.
Mischel followed the kids in the original Bing sample for five decades, tracking
how the ability to exercise self-control at an early age was correlated with various
life outcomes as the children grew into adolescents and adults. (More recently, he
also studied brain scans of that original cohort to examine how the ability to delay
gratification is related to neural structures.) In all this work, Mischel has
consistently found that the crucial factor in delaying gratification is the ability to
change your perception of the object or action you want to resist. Trying to avoid
the tasty treat in front of your nose? Put a frame around it in your mind, as if it
were a picture or photograph, to make the temptation less immediate. One boy in
Mischel’s test was initially unable to wait, but, with careful instruction, eventually

learned to hold out. When Mischel asked him what had changed, the boy replied,
“You can’t eat a picture.”
...The key, it turns out, is learning to mentally “cool” what Mischel calls the “hot”
aspects of your environment: the things that pull you away from your goal. Cooling
can be accomplished by putting the object at an imaginary distance (a photograph
isn’t a treat), or by re-framing it (picturing marshmallows as clouds not candy).
Focusing on a completely unrelated experience can also work, as can any
technique that successfully switches your attention.
Mischel’s research has repeatedly shown that, while some people are naturally
better at cooling than others, both children and adults can learn mental distancing
techniques to strengthen their self-control. Indeed, in the years since the original
Bing study, Mischel and his colleagues have started multiple school initiatives to
teach delay techniques to children and adolescents, especially to those in
high-stress environments. They have also worked as consultants on children’s TV
shows, including “Sesame Street,” on which Cookie Monster has undergone a
self-control transformation in the last few years.
Mischel believes that the skills which enable us to delay gratification are the same
skills that allow us to make other good choices despite temptations to do otherwise.
“We’ve found a way to really improve human choice and freedom,” he told me. “If
we have the skills to allow us to make discriminations about when we do or don’t
do something, when we do or don’t drink something, and when we do and when
we don’t wait for something, we are no longer victims of our desires.” As Roy
Baumeister, a professor of psychology at Florida State University who studies

willpower, put it, self-control is like a muscle: the more you use it, the stronger it
gets. Avoiding something tempting once will help you develop the ability to resist
other temptations in the future.

