
- In sum, no matter the domain, the highly successful had a kind of ferocious determination 

that played out in two ways. First, these exemplars were unusually resilient and hardworking. 

Second, they knew in a very, very deep way what it was they wanted. They not only had 

determination, they had direction. It was this combination of passion and perseverance that 

made high achievers special. In a word, they had grit. 

- The other half of the questions were about passion. They asked whether your “interests 

change from year to year” and the extent to which you “have been obsessed with a certain 

idea or project for a short time but later lost interest.” 

- Putting together this finding with the other data I’d collected, I came to a fundamental insight 

that would guide my future work: Our potential is one thing. What we do with it is quite 

another. 

- wrote Darwin. “For I have always maintained that, excepting fools, men did not differ much 

in intellect, only in zeal and hard work; and I still think this is an eminently important 

difference.” 

- Chia’s research pulls back the curtain on our ambivalence toward talent and effort. What we 

say we care about may not correspond with what—deep down—we actually believe to be 

more valuable. It’s a little like saying we don’t care at all about physical attractiveness in a 

romantic partner and then, when it comes to actually choosing whom to date, picking the cute 

guy over the nice one. 

- The “naturalness bias” is a hidden prejudice against those who’ve achieved what they have 

because they worked for it, and a hidden preference for those whom we think arrived at their 

place in life because they’re naturally talented. 

- “Oh, it was me. It was what I wanted. I wanted to get better and better and better.19 When 

I practiced piano, I pictured myself onstage in front of a crowded audience. I imagined them 

clapping.” 

- A few years ago, I read a study of competitive swimmers titled “The Mundanity of 

Excellence.”1 The title of the article encapsulates its major conclusion: the most dazzling 

human achievements are, in fact, the aggregate of countless individual elements, each of 

which is, in a sense, ordinary. 

- Dan Chambliss, the sociologist who completed the study, observed: “Superlative 

performance is really a confluence of dozens of small skills or activities, each one learned or 

stumbled upon, which have been carefully drilled into habit and then are fitted together in a 

synthesized whole.2 There is nothing extraordinary or superhuman in any one of those 

actions; only the fact that they are done consistently and correctly, and all together, produce 

excellence.” 

- “With everything perfect,” Nietzsche wrote, “we do not ask how it came to be.”8 Instead, 

“we rejoice in the present fact as though it came out of the ground by magic.”9 



- “Our vanity, our self-love, promotes the cult of the genius,” Nietzsche said.11 “For if we think 

of genius as something magical, we are not obliged to compare ourselves and find ourselves 

lacking. … To call someone ‘divine’ means: ‘here there is no need to compete.’ ” 

- So what is the reality of greatness? Nietzsche came to the same conclusion Dan Chambliss 

did. Great things are accomplished by those “people whose thinking is active in one direction, 

who employ everything as material, who always zealously observe their own inner life and 

that of others, who perceive everywhere models and incentives, who never tire of combining 

together the means available to them.”12 

- Accomplishment, in Will’s eyes, is very much about going the distance. Asked to explain his 

ascendancy to the entertainment elite, Will said: The only thing that I see that is distinctly 

different about me is: I’m not afraid to die on a treadmill. I will not be outworked, period. You 

might have more talent than me, you might be smarter than me, you might be sexier than me. 

You might be all of those things. You got it on me in nine categories. But if we get on the 

treadmill together, there’s two things: You’re getting off first, or I’m going to die.36 It’s really 

that simple. 

- In 1940, researchers at Harvard University had the same idea. In a study designed to 

understand the “characteristics of healthy young men” in order to “help people live happier, 

more successful lives,” 130 sophomores were asked to run on a treadmill for up to five 

minutes.37 The treadmill was set at such a steep angle and cranked up to such a fast speed 

that the average man held on for only four minutes.38 Some lasted for only a minute and a 

half. By design, the Treadmill Test was exhausting. Not just physically but mentally. By 

measuring and then adjusting for baseline physical fitness, the researchers designed the 

Treadmill Test to gauge “stamina and strength of will.”39 In particular, Harvard researchers 

knew that running hard was not just a function of aerobic capacity and muscle strength but 

also the extent to which “a subject is willing to push himself or has a tendency to quit before 

the punishment becomes too severe.”40 Decades later, a psychiatrist named George Vaillant 

followed up on the young men in the original Treadmill Test. Then in their sixties, these men 

had been contacted by researchers every two years since graduating from college, and for 

each there was a corresponding file folder at Harvard literally bursting with questionnaires, 

correspondence, and notes from in-depth interviews. For instance, researchers noted for each 

man his income, career advancement, sick days, social activities, self-reported satisfaction 

with work and marriage, visits to psychiatrists, and use of mood-altering drugs like 

tranquilizers. All this information went into composite estimates of the men’s overall 

psychological adjustment in adulthood. It turns out that run time in the Treadmill Test at age 

twenty was a surprisingly reliable predictor of psychological adjustment throughout 

adulthood. George and his team considered that staying on the treadmill was also a function 

of how physically fit these men were in their youth, and that this finding merely indicated that 

physical health predicted later psychological well-being. However, they found that adjusting 

for baseline physical fitness “had little effect on the correlation of running time with mental 

health.”41 

- “I could do more chins than anyone. And it wasn’t because I was very athletic—I wasn’t. The 

reason is that I did a lot of chin-ups. I practiced.” 



- As any coach or athlete will tell you, consistency of effort over the long run is everything. 

- Many of us, it seems, quit what we start far too early and far too often. Even more than the 

effort a gritty person puts in on a single day, what matters is that they wake up the next day, 

and the next, ready to get on that treadmill and keep going. 

- “The separation of talent and skill,” Will Smith points out, “is one of the greatest 

misunderstood concepts for people who are trying to excel, who have dreams, who want to 

do things. Talent you have naturally. Skill is only developed by hours and hours and hours of 

beating on your craft.”46 

- Grit is about working on something you care about so much that you’re willing to stay loyal 

to it.” “It’s doing what you love. I get that.” “Right, it’s doing what you love, but not just falling 

in love—staying in love.” 

- Grit has two components: passion and perseverance. 

- But the important thing is the idea itself: Enthusiasm is common. Endurance is rare. 

- What Jeff’s journey suggests instead is passion as a compass—that thing that takes you some 

time to build, tinker with, and finally get right, and that then guides you on your long and 

winding road to where, ultimately, you want to be. 

- Most of your actions derive their significance from their allegiance to your ultimate concern, 

your life philosophy. You have your priorities in order. 

- Grit is about holding the same top-level goal for a very long time. Furthermore, this “life 

philosophy,” as Pete Carroll might put it, is so interesting and important that it organizes a 

great deal of your waking activity. In very gritty people, most mid-level and low-level goals 

are, in some way or another, related to that ultimate goal. In contrast, a lack of grit can come 

from having less coherent goal structures. 

- for example, to be a doctor or to play basketball in the NBA—and can vividly imagine how 

wonderful that would be, but they can’t point to the mid-level and lower-level goals that will 

get them there. Their goal hierarchy has a top-level goal but no supporting mid-level or low-

level goals: This is what my good friend and fellow psychologist Gabriele Oettingen calls 

“positive fantasizing.”18 Gabriele’s research suggests that indulging in visions of a positive 

future without figuring out how to get there, 

- The story goes like this: Buffett turns to his faithful pilot and says that he must have dreams 

greater than flying Buffett around to where he needs to go. The pilot confesses that, yes, he 

does. And then Buffett takes him through three steps. First, you write down a list of twenty-

five career goals. Second, you do some soul-searching and circle the five highest-priority goals. 

Just five. Third, you take a good hard look at the twenty goals you didn’t circle. These you 

avoid at all costs. They’re what distract you; they eat away time and energy, taking your eye 

from the goals that matter more. When I first heard this story, I thought, Who could have as 

many as twenty-five different career goals? That’s kind of ridiculous, isn’t it? Then I started 

writing down on a piece of lined paper all of the projects I’m currently working on. When I got 

to line thirty-two, I realized that I could benefit from this exercise. 



- So, to Buffett’s three-step exercise in prioritizing, I would add an additional step: Ask yourself, 

To what extent do these goals serve a common purpose? The more they’re part of the same 

goal hierarchy—important because they then serve the same ultimate concern—the more 

focused your passion. 

- giving up on lower-level goals is not only forgivable, it’s sometimes absolutely necessary. You 

should give up when one lower-level goal can be swapped for another that is more feasible. It 

also makes sense to switch your path when a different lower-level goal—a different means to 

the same end—is just more efficient, or more fun, or for whatever reason makes more sense 

than your original plan. 

- The pain of those failures is real, but I don’t dwell on them for long before moving on. In 

contrast, I don’t give up as easily on mid-level goals, and frankly, I can’t imagine anything that 

would change my ultimate aim, my life philosophy, as Pete might say. My compass, once 

I found all the parts and put it together, keeps pointing me in the same direction, week after 

month after year. 

- In her summary comments, Cox concluded that “high but not the highest intelligence, 

combined with the greatest degree of persistence, will achieve greater eminence than the 

highest degree of intelligence with somewhat less persistence.” 

- First: grit, talent, and all other psychological traits relevant to success in life are influenced 

by genes and also by experience. Second: there’s no single gene for grit, or indeed any other 

psychological trait. 

- While the heritability of height says something about variability—why in a given population 

some people are taller and some shorter—it says nothing about how average height has 

changed. This is important because it provides evidence that the environment we grow up in 

really does matter, and it matters a lot. 

- The maturation story is that we develop the capacity for long-term passion and perseverance 

as we get older. 

- After running a nonprofit, then pursuing neuroscience research, then management 

consulting, then teaching, I learned that being a “promising beginner” is fun, but being an 

actual expert is infinitely more gratifying. 

- One story says that our grit changes as a function of the cultural era in which we grow up. 

The other story says that we get grittier as we get older. Both could be true, and I have a 

suspicion that both are, at least to an extent. 

- First comes interest. Passion begins with intrinsically enjoying what you do. 

- Next comes the capacity to practice. 

- One form of perseverance is the daily discipline of trying to do things better than we did 

yesterday. 

- The four psychological assets of interest, practice, purpose, and hope are not You have it or 

you don’t commodities. You can learn to discover, develop, and deepen your interests. You 



can acquire the habit of discipline. You can cultivate a sense of purpose and meaning. And you 

can teach yourself to hope. 

- Hester asks the same questions,4 including: “What drives you on?” and “If you lost everything 

tomorrow, what would you do?” 

- Worldwide, only 13 percent of adults call themselves “engaged” at work.11 

- “To think it has taken me forty years to find my true passion 

- Barry thinks that what prevents a lot of young people from developing a serious career 

interest is unrealistic expectations. “It’s really the same problem a lot of young people have 

finding a romantic partner,” he said. “They want somebody who’s really attractive and smart 

and kind and empathetic and thoughtful and funny. Try telling a twenty-one-year-old that you 

can’t find a person who is absolutely the best in every way. They don’t listen. They’re holding 

out for perfection.” 

- passion for your work is a little bit of discovery, followed by a lot of development, and then 

a lifetime of deepening. 

- interests are not discovered through introspection. Instead, interests are triggered by 

interactions with the outside world. 

- Jeff Bezos has observed, “One of the huge mistakes people make is that they try to force an 

interest on themselves.”23 Without experimenting, you can’t figure out which interests will 

stick, and which won’t. 

- Finally, interests thrive when there is a crew of encouraging supporters, including parents, 

teachers, coaches, and peers. Why are other people so important? For one thing, they provide 

the ongoing stimulation and information that is essential to actually liking something more 

and more. Also—more obviously—positive feedback makes us feel happy, competent, and 

secure. 

- Before hard work comes play. 

- Longitudinal studies tracking learners confirm that overbearing parents and teachers erode 

intrinsic motivation. 

- At the start of an endeavor, we need encouragement and freedom to figure out what we 

enjoy. We need small wins. We need applause. Yes, we can handle a tincture of criticism and 

corrective feedback. Yes, we need to practice. But not too much and not too soon. Rush a 

beginner and you’ll bludgeon their budding interest. It’s very, very hard to get that back once 

you do. 

- For instance, at three, Jeff asked multiple times to sleep in a “big bed.” Jackie explained that 

eventually he would sleep in a “big bed,” but not yet. She walked into his room the next day 

and found him, screwdriver in hand, disassembling his crib. Jackie didn’t scold him. Instead, 

she sat on the floor and helped. Jeff slept in a “big bed” that night. 



- Jackie remembers that when Jeff decided to build an infinity cube, essentially a motorized 

set of mirrors that reflect one another’s images back and forth ad infinitum, she was sitting 

on the sidewalk with a friend. “Jeff comes up to us and is telling us all the science behind it, 

and I listen and nod my head and ask a question every once in a while. After he walked away, 

my friend asked if I understood everything. And I said, ‘It’s not important that I understand 

everything. It’s important that I listen.’ 

- As a colleague of mine likes to joke: some people get twenty years of experience, while others 

get one year of experience … twenty times in a row. 

- If you judge practice by how much it improves your skill, then deliberate practice has no rival. 

- Gritty people do more deliberate practice and experience more flow. 

- In other words, deliberate practice is for preparation, and flow is for performance. 

- “It’s very simple,” Rowdy said. “It’s because I loved swimming. … I had a passion for 

competing, for the result of training, for the feeling of being in shape, for winning, for 

traveling, for meeting friends. I hated practice, but I had an overall passion for swimming.” 

- The idea of years of challenge-exceeding-skill practice leading to moments of challenge-

meeting-skill flow explains why elite performance can look so effortless: in a sense, it is. 

- Nobody wants to show you the hours and hours of becoming. They’d rather show the 

highlight of what they’ve become. 

- That’s right. Grittier kids reported working harder than other kids when doing deliberate 

practice but, at the same time, said they enjoyed it more than other kids, too.44 

- Bruce told me that Katie willingly does more deliberate practice than anyone he’s ever met. 

“We’ll try a drill that she’s horrible at—something where she’ll start off in the poorest third of 

the group doing it. Then I’ll catch her sneaking practice time to get better at it, so within some 

period of time, she’s one of the best in the group. 

- In other words, there are different kinds of positive experience: the thrill of getting better is 

one, and the ecstasy of performing at your best is another. 

- Each of the basic requirements of deliberate practice is unremarkable:47 A clearly defined 

stretch goal Full concentration and effort Immediate and informative feedback Repetition 

with reflection and refinement 

- There was no lack of motivation—at one point, young Noa was taking lessons with four 

different teachers and, literally, commuting to three different cities to work with them all. 

Really, the problem was just that Noa didn’t know better. Once he discovered there was an 

actual science of practice—an approach that would improve his skills more efficiently—both 

the quality of his practice and his satisfaction with his progress skyrocketed. He’s now devoted 

himself to sharing that knowledge with other musicians. 

- We told them that trying to do things they can’t yet do, failing, and learning what they need 

to do differently is exactly the way experts practice. 



- For instance, asked what advice they’d give to another student on how to succeed in school, 

students who learned about deliberate practice were more likely to recommend “focus on 

your weaknesses” and “concentrate one hundred percent.” 

- Which leads to my second suggestion for getting the most out of deliberate practice: Make 

it a habit. By this I mean, figure out when and where you’re most comfortable doing deliberate 

practice. Once you’ve made your selection, do deliberate practice then and there every day. 

Why? Because routines are a godsend when it comes to doing something hard. A mountain of 

research studies, including a few of my own, show that when you have a habit of practicing at 

the same time and in the same place every day, you hardly have to think about getting started. 

You just do.51 

- “There is no more miserable human being,” observed William James, than the one for whom 

“the beginning of every bit of work” must be decided anew each day.54 

- I began to think about the fact that infants and toddlers spend most of their time trying to 

do things they can’t, again and again—and yet they don’t seem especially embarrassed or 

anxious. No pain, no gain is a rule that doesn’t seem to apply to the preschool set. 

- enjoy and only later appreciate how these personal interests might also benefit others. In 

other words, the more common sequence is to start out with a relatively self-oriented interest, 

then learn self-disciplined practice, and, finally, integrate that work with an other-centered 

purpose. 

- Aristotle was among the first to recognize that there are at least two ways to pursue 

happiness. He called one “eudaimonic”—in harmony with one’s good (eu) inner spirit 

(daemon)—and the other “hedonic”—aimed at positive, in-the-moment, inherently self-

centered experiences. Aristotle clearly took a side on the issue, deeming the hedonic life 

primitive and vulgar, and upholding the eudaimonic life as noble and pure. 

- To some extent, we’re all hardwired to pursue both hedonic and eudaimonic happiness. But 

the relative weight we give these two kinds of pursuits can vary. Some of us care about 

purpose much more than we care about pleasure,16 and vice versa. 

- My claim here is that, for most people, purpose is a tremendously powerful source of 

motivation. There may be exceptions, but the rarity of these exceptions proves the rule. 

- My guess is that, if you take a moment to reflect on the times in your life when you’ve really 

been at your best—when you’ve risen to the challenges before you, finding strength to do 

what might have seemed impossible—you’ll realize that the goals you achieved were 

connected in some way, shape, or form to the benefit of other people. 

- Consider the parable of the bricklayers: Three bricklayers are asked: “What are you doing?” 

The first says, “I am laying bricks.” The second says, “I am building a church.” And the third 

says, “I am building the house of God.” The first bricklayer has a job. The second has a career. 

The third has a calling. 

- “A lot of people assume that what they need to do is find their calling,” she said. “I think a 

lot of anxiety comes from the assumption that your calling is like a magical entity that exists 



in the world, waiting to be discovered.”26 That’s also how people mistakenly think about 

interests, I pointed out. They don’t realize they need to play an active role in developing and 

deepening their interests. 

- Whatever you do—whether you’re a janitor or the CEO—you can continually look at what 

you do and ask how it connects to other people, how it connects to the bigger picture, how it 

can be an expression of your deepest values.” 

- Baime is a professor of internal medicine at the University of Pennsylvania. You might think 

his calling is to heal and to teach. That’s only partly right. Michael’s passion is well-being 

through mindfulness. It took him years to integrate his personal interest in mindfulness with 

the other-centered purpose of helping people lead healthier, happier 

- Several years later, Michael was browsing in a bookstore with his mother when he came 

upon a book that described his experience exactly. The book was by Alan Watts, a British 

philosopher who wrote about meditation for Western audiences long before it became 

fashionable. 

- “Most people think self-oriented and other-oriented motivations are opposite ends of a 

continuum,” says my colleague and Wharton professor Adam Grant. “Yet, I’ve consistently 

found that they’re completely independent. You can have neither, and you can have both.”32 

In other words, you can want to be a top dog and, at the same time, be driven to help others. 

- Only the fund-raisers who expressed stronger prosocial motives and who found the work 

intrinsically engaging made more calls and, in turn, raised more money for the university.35 

- According to Stanford developmental psychologist Bill Damon, such a beyond-the-self 

orientation can and should be deliberately cultivated. Now in the fifth decade of his 

distinguished career, Bill studies how adolescents learn to lead lives that are personally 

gratifying and, at the same time, beneficial to the larger community. The study of purpose, he 

says, is his calling. In Bill’s words, purpose is a final answer to the question “Why? Why are 

you doing this?” What has Bill learned about the origins of purpose? “In data set after data 

set,” he told me, “there’s a pattern. Everyone has a spark. And that’s the very beginning of 

purpose. That spark is something you’re interested in.” 

- In fact, he can’t remember a single case in which the development of purpose unfolded 

without the earlier observation of a purposeful role model. “Ideally,” he said, “the child really 

gets to see how difficult a life of purpose is—all the frustrations and the obstacles—but also 

how gratifying, ultimately, it can be.” What follows is a revelation, as Bill put it. The person 

discovers a problem in the world that needs solving. This discovery can come in many ways. 

Sometimes from personal loss or adversity.39 Sometimes from learning about the loss and 

adversity confronting others. But seeing that someone needs our help isn’t enough, Bill 

hastened to add. Purpose requires a second revelation: “I personally can make a difference.” 

- Kat Cole is someone who had a role model for purpose-driven grit. I met Kat when she was 

the thirty-five-year-old president of the Cinnabon bakery chain. If you listen to her story 

without reflecting much on it, you might dub it “rags to riches,” but if you lean in and pay 

attention you’ll hear a different theme: “from poverty to purpose.” 



- Not long ago, Kat posted an essay on her blog, titled “See What’s Possible, and Help Others 

Do the Same.” 

- You never know who will go on to do good or even great things or become the next great 

influencer in the world—so treat everyone like they are that person.”43 

- David Yeager recommends reflecting on how the work you’re already doing can make a 

positive contribution to society. 

- reflecting on purpose led students to double the amount of time they spent studying for an 

upcoming exam, 

- Amy Wrzesniewski recommends thinking about how, in small but meaningful ways, you can 

change your current work to enhance its connection to your core values. Amy calls this idea 

“job crafting,” and it’s an intervention she’s been studying with fellow psychologists Jane 

Dutton, Justin Berg, and Adam Grant. 

- Finally, Bill Damon recommends finding inspiration in a purposeful role model. He’d like you 

to respond in writing to some of the questions he uses in his interview research, including, 

“Imagine yourself fifteen years from now. What do you think will be most important to you 

then?” and “Can you think of someone whose life inspires you to be a better person? Who? 

Why?” 

- There’s an old Japanese saying: Fall seven, rise eight. If I were ever to get a tattoo, I’d get 

these four simple words indelibly inked. 

- Grit depends on a different kind of hope. It rests on the expectation that our own efforts can 

improve our future. 

- The hope that gritty people have has nothing to do with luck and everything to do with 

getting up again.1 

- This seminal experiment proved for the first time that it isn’t suffering that leads to 

hopelessness. It’s suffering you think you can’t control. 

- Likewise, studies of salespeople in telecommunications, real estate, office products, car 

sales, banking, and other industries have shown that optimists outsell pessimists by 20 to 40 

percent. 

- “Relentless pursuit” was both a core value of TFA and the phrase often used by friends and 

coworkers to describe Wendy’s leadership style.15 

- When you keep searching for ways to change your situation for the better, you stand a 

chance of finding them. When you stop searching, assuming they can’t be found, you 

guarantee they won’t. 

- Her hunch was that these children believed that a lack of intellectual ability led to mistakes, 

rather than a lack of effort. 

- they’d learned to interpret failure as a cue to try harder rather than as confirmation that they 

lacked the ability to succeed. 



- I like to think of a growth mindset this way: Some of us believe, deep down, that people really 

can change. These growth-oriented people assume that it’s possible, for example, to get 

smarter if you’re given the right opportunities and support and if you try hard enough and if 

you believe you can do it. Conversely, some people think you can learn skills, like how to ride 

a bike or do a sales pitch, but your capacity to learn skills—your talent—can’t be trained. The 

problem with holding the latter fixed-mindset view—and many people who consider 

themselves talented do—is that no road is without bumps. 

- if you have a growth mindset, you’re more likely to do well in school, enjoy better emotional 

and physical health, and have stronger, more positive social relationships with other 

people.19 A few years ago, Carol and I asked more than two thousand high school seniors to 

complete a growth-mindset questionnaire. We’ve found that students with a growth mindset 

are significantly grittier than students with a fixed mindset. 

- I’ve found that growth mindset and grit go together. 

- Were you praised for your talent? Or were you praised for your effort? 

- Praising effort and learning over “natural talent” is an explicit target of teacher training in 

the KIPP schools.21 KIPP stands for the Knowledge Is Power Program, and it was started in 

1994 by Mike Feinberg and Dave Levin, two gritty young Teach For America teachers. 

- Undermines Growth Mindset and Grit Promotes Growth Mindset and Grit22 “You’re a 

natural! I love that.” “You’re a learner! I love that.” “Well, at least you tried!” “That didn’t 

work. Let’s talk about how you approached it and what might work better.” “Great job! You’re 

so talented!” “Great job! What’s one thing that could have been even better?” “This is hard. 

Don’t feel bad if you can’t do it.” “This is hard. Don’t feel bad if you can’t do it yet.” “Maybe 

this just isn’t your strength. Don’t worry—you have other things to contribute.”fn1 “I have 

high standards. I’m holding you to them because I know we can reach them together.” 

- Language is one way to cultivate hope. But modeling a growth mindset—demonstrating by 

our actions that we truly believe people can learn to learn—may be even more important. 

- Berkeley professor Jennifer Chatman and her collaborators recently surveyed employees of 

Fortune 1000 companies about mindset, motivation, and well-being. They found that, in each 

company, there was a consensus about mindset. In fixed-mindset companies, employees 

agreed with statements like “When it comes to being successful, this company seems to 

believe that people have a certain amount of talent, and they really can’t do much to change 

it.” They felt that only a few star performers were highly valued and that the company wasn’t 

truly invested in other employees’ development. These respondents also admitted to keeping 

secrets, cutting corners, and cheating to get ahead. By contrast, in growth-mindset cultures, 

employees were 47 percent more likely to say their colleagues were trustworthy, 49 percent 

more likely to say their company fosters innovation, and 65 percent more likely to say their 

company supports risk taking. 

- “We’ve actually tracked senior leaders here at Vanguard and asked why some did better in 

the long run than others.27 I used to use the word ‘complacency’ to describe the ones who 



didn’t work out, but the more I reflect on it, the more I realize that’s not quite it. It’s really a 

belief that ‘I can’t learn anymore. I am what I am. This is how I do things.’ 

- The lesson was that, when you have setbacks and failures, you can’t overreact to them. You 

need to step back, analyze them, and learn from them. But you also need to stay optimistic.” 

- “We think there is plasticity in that circuitry. If you experience adversity—something pretty 

potent—that you overcome on your own during your youth, you develop a different way of 

dealing with adversity later on. It’s important that the adversity be pretty potent. Because 

these brain areas really have to wire together in some fashion, and that doesn’t happen with 

just minor inconveniences.” So you can’t just talk someone into believing they can master 

challenges? “That’s right. Just telling somebody they can overcome adversity isn’t enough. For 

the rewiring to happen, you have to activate the control circuitry at the same time as those 

low-level inhibitory areas. That happens when you experience mastery at the same time as 

adversity.” 

  Impoftancia de vivkir las cosas ppr uno mismo y no por loque nos cuentan 

- The scientific research is very clear that experiencing trauma without control can be 

debilitating. But I also worry about people who cruise through life, friction-free, for a long, 

long time before encountering their first real failure. 

- Sometimes I meet fragile perfects in my office after a midterm or a final. Very quickly, it 

becomes clear that these bright and wonderful people know how to succeed but not how to 

fail. 

- A fixed mindset about ability leads to pessimistic explanations of adversity, and that, in turn, 

leads to both giving up on challenges and avoiding them in the first place. In contrast, a growth 

mindset leads to optimistic ways of explaining adversity, and that, in turn, leads to 

perseverance and seeking out new challenges that will ultimately make you even stronger. 

- My recommendation for teaching yourself hope is to take each step in the sequence above 

and ask, What can I do to boost this one? My first suggestion in that regard is to update your 

beliefs about intelligence and talent. 

- My next suggestion is to practice optimistic self-talk. 

- The point is that you can, in fact, modify your self-talk, and you can learn to not let it interfere 

with you moving toward your goals. With practice and guidance, you can change the way you 

think, feel, and, most important, act when the going gets rough. 

- What can I do to encourage grit in the people I care for? I’m asked this question at least once 

a day. Sometimes it’s a coach who asks; sometimes it’s an entrepreneur or a CEO. Last week, 

it was a fourth-grade teacher, and the week before, a math professor at a community college. 

I’ve had army generals and navy admirals toss me this question, too, but most often it’s a 

mother or father who worries that their child isn’t close to realizing their potential. 

- young child’s instinct to copy adults is very strong. In a classic psychology experiment 

conducted more than fifty years ago at Stanford University, for example, preschoolers 



watched adults play with a variety of toys and then were given the opportunity to play with 

the toys themselves. Half of the boys and girls watched an adult quietly play with Tinkertoys 

while ignoring a child-size, inflatable doll in the same room. The other half of the children 

watched the adult begin assembling the Tinkertoys and, after a minute, turn to viciously attack 

the doll. The adult pummeled the doll with his fists and then a mallet, tossed the doll up in the 

air and, finally, while screaming and yelling, aggressively kicked the doll about the room. When 

given an opportunity to play with the same toys, children who’d seen adults play quietly 

followed suit. In contrast, children who’d watched adults beat up the doll were likewise 

aggressive, in many cases so closely imitating violent adults they’d seen earlier that 

researchers described their behavior as virtual “carbon copies.”26 

- If you want to bring forth grit in your child, first ask how much passion and perseverance you 

have for your own life goals. Then ask yourself how likely it is that your approach to parenting 

encourages your child to emulate you. If the answer to the first question is “a great deal,” and 

your answer to the second is “very likely,” you’re already parenting for grit. 

- Recently, psychologists David Yeager and Geoff Cohen ran an experiment to see what effect 

the message of high expectations in conjunction with unflagging support had on students.33 

They asked seventh-grade teachers to provide written feedback on student essays, including 

suggestions for improvement and any words of encouragement they would normally give. Per 

usual, teachers filled the margins of the students’ essays with comments. Next, teachers 

passed all of the marked-up essays to researchers, who randomly sorted them into two piles. 

On half of the essays, researchers affixed a Post-it note that read: I’m giving you these 

comments so that you’ll have feedback on your paper. This was the placebo control condition. 

On the other half of the essays, researchers affixed a Post-it note that read: I’m giving you 

these comments because I have very high expectations and I know that you can reach them.34 

This was the wise feedback condition. So that teachers would not see which student received 

which note, and so that students would not notice that some of their classmates had received 

a different note than they had, researchers placed each essay in a folder for teachers to hand 

back to the students during class. Students were then given the option to revise their essays 

the following week. When the essays were collected, David discovered that about 40 percent 

of the students who’d received the placebo control Post-it note decided to turn in a revised 

essay, compared to about twice that number—80 percent of the students—who’d received 

the Post-it note communicating wise feedback. In a replication study 

- So, Cody Coleman did not have a psychologically wise mother, father, or grandparent. I wish 

he had. What he did have was a brother who said the right thing at the right time, an 

extraordinarily wise and wonderful high school math teacher, and an ecosystem of other 

teachers, mentors, and fellow students who collectively showed him what’s possible and 

helped him to get there. 

- Cody had these final words: “You don’t need to be a parent to make a difference in 

someone’s life. If you just care about them and get to know what’s going on, you can make an 

impact. Try to understand what’s going on in their life and help them through that. That’s 

something I experienced firsthand. It made the difference.” 



- Even more convincing evidence for the benefits of long-term extracurricular activities comes 

from a study conducted by psychologist Margo Gardner. Margo and her collaborators at 

Columbia University followed eleven thousand American teenagers until they were twenty-

six years old to see what effect, if any, participating in high school extracurriculars for two 

years, as opposed to just one, might have on success in adulthood.5 Here’s what Margo found: 

Kids who spend more than a year in extracurriculars are significantly more likely to graduate 

from college and, as young adults, to volunteer in their communities. The hours per week kids 

devote to extracurriculars also predict having a job (as opposed to being unemployed as a 

young adult) and earning more money, but only for kids who participate in activities for two 

years rather than one. 

- In 1978, Willingham was the director of the Personal Qualities Project.6 Even today, this 

study remains the most ambitious attempt ever to identify the determinants of success in 

young adulthood. The project was funded 

- But when all the data were finally in, Willingham was unequivocal and emphatic about what 

he’d learned. One horse did win, and by a long stretch: follow-through. 

- Students who earned a top follow-through rating participated in two different high school 

extracurricular activities for several years each and, in both of those activities, advanced 

significantly in some way (e.g., becoming editor of the newspaper, winning MVP for the 

volleyball team, winning a prize for artwork). 

- After controlling for high school grades and SAT scores, follow-through in high school 

extracurriculars predicted graduating from college with academic honors better than any 

variable. Likewise, follow-through was the single best predictor of holding an appointed or 

elected leadership position in young adulthood. 

- These explanations aren’t mutually exclusive: it’s entirely possible that both factors—

cultivation and selection—are at play. My best guess is that following through on our 

commitments while we grow up both requires grit and, at the same time, builds it. 

- But Harvard admits at least as many students who, in Bill’s words, “have made a commitment 

to pursue something they love, believe in, and value—and [have done] so with singular 

energy, discipline, and plain old hard work.” 

- But what often happens is that these experiences are actually transformative, and the 

students actually learn something very important, and then they jump in and contribute to 

these activities in ways that they and their parents and their counselor never would’ve 

imagined.” 

- In homage to the earlier work of Seligman and Maier on learned helplessness, where the 

inability to escape punishment led animals to give up on a second challenging task, Bob 

dubbed this phenomenon learned industriousness. His major conclusion was simply that the 

association between working hard and reward can be learned. Bob will go further and say that 

without directly experiencing the connection between effort and reward, animals, whether 

they’re rats or people, default to laziness. Calorie-burning effort is, after all, something 

evolution has shaped us to avoid whenever possible. 



- In our family, we live by the Hard Thing Rule. It has three parts. The first is that everyone—

including Mom and Dad—has to do a hard thing. A hard thing is something that requires daily 

deliberate practice. I’ve told my kids that psychological research is my hard thing, but I also 

practice yoga. Dad tries to get better and better at being a real estate developer; he does the 

same with running. My oldest daughter, Amanda, has chosen playing the piano as her hard 

thing. She did ballet for years, but later quit. So did Lucy. This brings me to the second part of 

the Hard Thing Rule: You can quit. But you can’t quit until the season is over, the tuition 

payment is up, or some other “natural” stopping point has arrived. You must, at least for the 

interval to which you’ve committed yourself, finish whatever you begin. In other words, you 

can’t quit on a day when your teacher yells at you, or you lose a race, or you have to miss a 

sleepover because of a recital the next morning. You can’t quit on a bad day. And, finally, the 

Hard Thing Rule states that you get to pick your hard thing. Nobody picks it for you because, 

after all, it would make no sense to do a hard thing you’re not even vaguely interested in. Even 

the decision to try ballet came after a discussion of various other classes my daughters could 

have chosen instead. 

- Next year, Amanda will be in high school. Her sister will follow the year after. At that point, 

the Hard Thing Rule will change. A fourth requirement will be added: each girl must commit 

to at least one activity, either something new or the piano and viola they’ve already started, 

for at least two years. 

- When you adopt a culture, you make a categorical allegiance to that in-group. You’re not 

“sort of” a Seahawk, or “sort of” a West Pointer. You either are or you aren’t. You’re in the 

group, or out of it. 

- The bottom line on culture and grit is: If you want to be grittier, find a gritty culture and join 

it. If you’re a leader, and you want the people in your organization to be grittier, create a gritty 

culture. 

- The drive to fit in—to conform to the group—is powerful indeed. Some of the most important 

psychology experiments in history have demonstrated how quickly, and usually without 

conscious awareness, the individual falls in line with a group that is acting or thinking a 

different way. 

- But other times, March says, we don’t think through the consequences of our actions at all. 

We don’t ask ourselves: What are the benefits? What are the costs? What are the risks? 

Instead, we ask ourselves: Who am I? What is this situation? What does someone like me do 

in a situation like this? 

- The Finns have something they call sisu. It is a compound of bravado and bravery, of ferocity 

and tenacity, of the ability to keep fighting after most people would have quit, and to fight 

with the will to win. The Finns translate sisu as “the Finnish spirit” but it is a much more gutful 

word than that.8 

- “You have to learn to get over bumps in the road and mistakes and setbacks,” he told me 

when I called to talk about the culture he’s built at JPMorgan Chase. “Failures are going to 

happen, and how you deal with them may be the most important thing in whether you 



succeed. You need fierce resolve. You need to take responsibility. You call it grit. I call it 

fortitude.”15 

- Is it really possible, I asked, for a leader to influence the culture of such an enormous 

corporation? True, the culture of JPMorgan Chase has, with some affection, been described 

as “the cult of Jamie.” But there are literally thousands and thousands of JPMorgan Chase 

employees Jamie has never met in person. “Absolutely,” Jamie says. “It takes relentless—

absolutely relentless—communication. It’s what you say and how you say it.” 

- Later, he told me that he asks himself two questions about senior management. First: “Would 

I let them run the business without me?” Second: “Would I let my kids work for them?”18 

- Jamie has a favorite Teddy Roosevelt quote he likes to repeat: It is not the critic who counts; 

not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could 

have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena,19 whose 

face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short 

again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does 

actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who 

spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high 

achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his 

place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat. 

- “If you want to create a great culture,” he told me, “you have to have a collection of core 

values that everyone lives.” Half the team’s core values are about teamwork. Half are about 

grit. Together, they define a culture Anson and his players refer to as “the competitive 

cauldron.” 

- According to General Caslen, what’s happened at the academy is a deliberate change in 

culture. “When only the survivalists succeed, that’s an attrition model,” he explained. “There’s 

another kind of leadership. I call it a developmental model. The standards are exactly the 

same—high—but in one case, you use fear to get your subordinates to achieve those 

standards. And in the other case, you lead from the front.” 

- Two years after Pete Carroll called to talk about grit, I got on a plane to Seattle. I wanted to 

see firsthand what Pete meant when he said the Seahawks were building the grittiest culture 

in the NFL. By then I’d read his autobiography, Win Forever, in which he talks about 

discovering the power of passion and perseverance in his own life: Personally, I have learned 

that if you create a vision for yourself and stick with it, you can make amazing things happen 

in your life. My experience is that once you have done the work to create the clear vision, it is 

the discipline and effort to maintain that vision that can make it all come true. The two go 

hand in hand. The moment you’ve created that vision, you’re on your way, but it’s the 

diligence with which you stick to that vision that allows you to get there.32 Getting that across 

to players is a constant occupation. 

- If each person’s grit enhances grit in others, then, over time, you might expect what social 

scientist Jim Flynn calls a “social multiplier” effect. In a sense, it’s the motivational analogue 

of the infinity cube of self-reflecting mirrors Jeff Bezos built as a boy—one person’s grit 



enhances the grit of the others, which in turn inspires more grit in that person, and so on, 

without end. 

- Pete’s idol, basketball coach John Wooden, was fond of saying, “Success is never final; failure 

is never fatal.36 It’s courage that counts.” 

- And to speak Carroll is to speak fluent Seahawk: Always compete. You’re either competing 

or you’re not. Compete in everything you do. You’re a Seahawk 24-7. Finish strong. Positive 

self-talk. Team first. 

- “Compete comes from the Latin,” explains Mike Gervais, the competitive-surfer-turned-

sports-psychologist who is one of Pete’s partners in culture building. “Quite literally, it means 

strive together. It doesn’t have anything in its origins about another person losing.” 

- two key factors promote excellence in individuals and in teams: “deep and rich support and 

relentless challenge to improve.” 

- This reminds me of something Pete said at the start of my visit: “Every time I make a decision 

or say something to a player, I think, ‘How would I treat my own kid?’ You know what I do 

best? I’m a great dad. And in a way, that’s the way I coach.” 

- So, finishing whatever you begin without exception is a good way to miss opportunities to 

start different, possibly better, things. Ideally, even if you’re discontinuing one activity and 

choosing different lower-order goals, you’re still holding fast to your ultimate concern. 

- To be gritty is to keep putting one foot in front of the other. To be gritty is to hold fast to an 

interesting and purposeful goal. To be gritty is to invest, day after week after year, in 

challenging practice. To be gritty is to fall down seven times, and rise eight. 


