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      The premise of Give Up to Get On flies in the face of conventional wisdom because today’s world doesn’t have room for quitters. In fact, the only kind of giving up we collectively accept and support is quitting a bad habit like smoking or drinking. This book isn’t about that.

      Give Up to Get On proposes that the ability to give up or quit has a place alongside persistence and optimism and that its presence is necessary as a balance to both of those characteristics. Cultivating the ability to quit is especially important because, as we’ll show, human beings are actually hardwired to persist, even when a goal is unreachable. Quitting not only frees us from the hopeless pursuit of the unattainable but permits us to commit to new and more satisfying goals. Learning how to quit is an important, conscious counterbalance to the built-in habits of mind, many of which are unconscious, which keep us committed to a path we would be better off abandoning.

      Quitting isn’t an end in and of itself. It’s the necessary first step to rebooting and redefining your goals, and what you want from life.

      We hope that Give Up to Get On will both help change individual attitudes toward quitting and provide a blueprint for those who need help either letting go of an unattainable goal or revising one that is no longer satisfying. The book presents a necessary corrective to a culture that only trumpets the virtue of staying the course.

       

      The Balancing Act

      As children, we fall asleep to the rhythms of the Little Engine’s “I think I can, I think I can,” which teaches us that both persistence and the power of positive thinking are the keys to success. From the get-go, we learn that “winners never quit and quitters never win,” along with dozens of other sayings that make it clear that we must hang in and soldier on.

      Seeing persistence as the key to success is also democratic. If hanging in there is what’s required, then all the other characteristics and advantages one person might have over another – education, class, privilege – are taken off the table.

      Where the ancient Greeks saw Sisyphus, we see a potential hero in the making.

      The Little Engine and its grownup counterparts dominate the collective thinking so completely that we like our success stories mixed with at least a dash of failure and preferably a pinch of impossible odds so that in the telling, persistence comes to the fore. Would we admire Thomas Edison’s invention of the light bulb as much if he’d succeeded on the first try? The answer is that we wouldn’t because we admire people who come from behind, as witnessed by twenty-five years of Oprah, not to mention innumerable news stories, books, and movies. Persistence makes heroes of animals too – think of the unlikely champion racehorse Seabiscuit, or the occasional dog or cat that travels a thousand miles to find its way home.

      In all of its iterations, the resolve-equals-success formula spawns other cultural tropes, not the least of which is that failure followed by renewed effort is intrinsic to success. It’s not a surprise that the YouTube video “Famous Failures” has been watched millions of times and reposted on Web sites all over the Internet. Its message? If you haven’t failed, you haven’t lived.

      It’s a comforting thought. We put on these stories like a fighter’s cape – Stephen King’s thirty rejections and four unpublished novels, Steve Jobs’s failed Next computer, and many others like them – when we set new goals for ourselves. We tell ourselves that the cultural hum in our heads – the mantra of “I think I can” combined with a chorus of “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again” – will see us through.

      Our belief in the value of persistence colors the way we tell our own stories and the lessons we take away from the stories we’re told. This belief is so interwoven into our way of looking at life that it’s hard to see it any other way.

      There’s only one problem. No matter how many times we watch Rocky bound up those steps, persistence alone isn’t a surefire formula for success. In fact, our reliance on tenacity narrows our field of vision in important ways because our brains are already wired to support it. In addition, each of us has innate habits of mind that steer us toward commitment and away from quitting, regardless of how remote the possibility of success.

      Because our minds are geared to keep us going, when we think about the probability of achieving a goal, we’re likely to err on the side of optimistic, even wishful thinking. As a result, we’re not very good at judging whether a goal is actually attainable. That’s not even the whole story. When a goal we’ve already achieved is no longer making us happy, both our habits of mind and the onus on quitting will get in the way of moving on with our lives and setting new goals. Persistence trips us up because when we do fail to reach a goal, we often don’t give it up completely. Our persistence prevents us from moving on and setting new goals.

      The ability to quit fully is as valuable a tool to living well as is persistence.

      Accepting the value of quitting sounds weird, counterintuitive, boneheaded, and maybe subversive. We’ve all been taught that quitting is a sign of weakness and that quitters are losers.

      But here it is in a nutshell: Successful and satisfied people know both how to persist and how to quit. Winners do quit but not in ways you think, and when they do, it’s with authority and intelligence.

      Despite the cultural folklore, knowing how and when to quit is an important life skill – not a shameful last resort, as the culture dictates. Considering quitting yields a different perspective, one that is missing from what we’ve been taught and what we teach our children. It adds an important corrective to the way the human brain works, which is a deck already stacked on the side of persistence. Understanding why it is hard to quit artfully can give us insight into how much of our decision making is literally unconscious and what we can do to make it more conscious.

      This book is based in science – what psychologists and researchers know about human behavior and motivation, and what scientists know about the brain. It looks at quitting as art that can be mastered and will help you understand how developing your ability to quit in balance with your ability to persist will make you happier and more satisfied with the decisions you’ve made. It will get you unstuck when you’re stuck and help you move on in life. The only way to set new goals and open up new possibilities is to let go of old goals entirely.

      The following simple observations apply to goals in all areas of life, including love, relationship, and work:

      
        
          
            
              	
                 

                •  

              
              	
                 

                People who ultimately reach their goals have to do more than learn from their failures. They have to give up on their failed goals fully and completely.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                Quitting frees the mind and spirit, and it’s the act of quitting that permits growth and learning and promotes the ability to frame new goals. Failing without quitting diminishes the self and often incapacitates our ability to act. Without the ability to give up, most people will end up in a discouraging loop.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                The most satisfied people have the ability both to persist and to quit. They know when it’s time to stop persisting and start quitting. And vice versa. When they quit, they really quit. Then they shift gears, set a new goal, and start persisting all over again. They don’t look back.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                Some people are naturally better at both persisting and quitting. While that’s not as democratic as believing in doggedness, the good news is that anyone can master the art of quitting.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                Quitting is a healthy, adaptive response when a goal can’t be reached or what appeared to be a life path turns out to be a blind alley or when life otherwise throws you a curve ball. Simply putting quitting on the table – seeing it as a possible plan of action – is a helpful corrective to the tunnel vision persistence often creates and a necessary first step to changing your perspective.

              
            

            
              	
                •  

              
              	
                To succeed, you need the ability to persist balanced by the ability to quit.

              
            

          

        

      

      The psychological term for what we’re talking about is goal disengagement, which is a series of interrelated steps, not a one-shot thing. What disengagement means and why it matters – how people who can quit are actually happier and more satisfied with their lives than people who can’t – has been the focus of extensive research, most of which has been limited to academic circles. The well-being people feel is more literal than not; research has shown that being unable to disengage from an unattainable goal can actually make you sick.

      Disengagement isn’t the quitting associated with the off-the cuff, “screw you,” slamming-of-the door kind, but is something else entirely. It’s not the act of a coward or someone who doesn’t have the energy to stick it out.

      This book is a guide to the kind of disengagement that is mindful and intelligent and that takes place on all levels of the person. It alters how you think, feel, and behave. Done right, quitting will motivate you to set new goals and consider new possibilities.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE
          

          
            
              
              The Psychology of Persistence
            

          

        

      

      It’s probably important at the outset to admit that both of us have quit major career paths. Strangely enough, we quit the same career path, though we each ended up in very different places and left for different reasons. In addition to Alan’s years of work as a psychotherapist, our career changes give us an insider’s view of what it means to quit, in terms of both the cost and the possibility.

       

      A Tale of Two Quitters

      Alan was in his late twenties, married and a father, and in graduate school on a track to earn a Ph.D. in literature. Having passed his oral exams, he was writing his thesis and was within sight of the goal: a Ph.D. and a position as a university professor. But while he liked teaching (and disliked research), he also realized that he was less interested in teaching Shakespeare’s sonnets to his students than he was in listening to them talk about themselves, their goals, and their aspirations, which he had ample opportunity to do in a relaxed university setting in which students actually dropped in on, and spent time with, their teachers. The details of what Alan really loved to do emerged from these interactions at a time when he too was finding himself. He knew that he had a passion for his students as people and wanted to help them make positive choices in life more than he wanted to teach them about iambic pentameter. His calling wasn’t literature but psychotherapy. He actually quit in the middle of his thesis.

      Still, the transition from the prestige of a doctorate and a connection to a highly regarded academic institution to earning a master’s degree in social work was hardly smooth at the time, in the early 1970s. It was accompanied by big doses of self-doubt and worry, something Alan remembers well even after many years of an immensely satisfying career: “Transition isn’t from dark to light but more likely a process fraught with both hope and doubt, the two slugging it out through fifteen rounds.”

      What did quitting accomplish for him? It propelled him into finding and articulating a life’s work that was truly satisfying and meaningful, helping people make the most important choices of their lives.

      Peg, too, quit academia at a time when jobs were few and far between, and went into the world of publishing. She was on track to finish her dissertation, which was all that stood between her and a Ph.D. in literature, but the politics of academia made her feel that she had better things to do, much to the chagrin of her advisors. But to her surprise, corporate life was in some ways reminiscent of academia, and in her thirties, she decided she wanted to work for herself and set her own goals. In time, she became a writer, which has proved satisfying and permitted her to be a full-time mother while having a career – which she thinks is nothing short of a godsend.

      Both of us understand not just the incredible leap of faith that giving up a long-held goal or dream entails, but also the doubt and worry that accompanies the first moment of free fall.

       

      Why Quitter Is a Dirty Word

      The kind of quitting we’re talking about isn’t what the word quitter brings to mind. As a corollary to the belief in persistence and the American Dream, quitter is one of the strongest epithets you can toss at someone. It connotes a deep-seated character flaw, an inability to commit to a course, and weakness in the face of challenge.

      Look up quitter in the dictionary, and you’ll read “one who quits, especially one who gives up too easily.” The moral judgment is right there, up close and personal.

      True goal disengagement isn’t easily accomplished. It involves freeing the mind from its previous engagement, managing negative emotions, creating a new goal, and changing your behavior to line up with the new goal you’ve set. In contrast, the act of someone we call a quitter is decidedly different.

      Take the case of Jason, thirty-two, who took six years to finish high school (his parents sent him to prep school for two extra years so he’d achieve more) and then six to finish college (after getting thrown out of the first prestigious college because he didn’t do the work). His modus operandi throughout his twenties and thirties has been marked by quitting jobs, relationships, and even cities. He went to Spain to teach, although his goal wasn’t teaching; he was just filling time. He moved to the West Coast to reinvent himself, quit that, and moved back east.

      As he tells it, no job has ever been stimulating enough or worthy of his talents and abilities. He’s always underappreciated. That’s why he has never stayed at one job for longer than a year. He’s still not sure what career path would work for him, and he doesn’t seem to mind not knowing. He always quits an endeavor before he actually has to perform, which pretty much keeps him from ever failing – which may well be the point.

      We’ve all met a Jason or two along the way, or a Jill, for that matter. He’s the one who packs up when the hours get long, when the work gets tedious, or when he finds that he’s in danger of failing. Collectively, we dislike a quitter because when we work as colleagues or teammates, he’s the most likely to leave us holding the bag and we’ll end up doing the work he was supposed to do.

      What makes someone a quitter? It turns out there are lots of reasons. Quitters may not be able to commit. They may be afraid of success or afraid of failure. They may be hopelessly mired in self-defeating behaviors. They may be lazy or slackers or coasters on the lake of life.

      This kind of quitting is equally based in avoidance and the inability to engage; it has nothing to do with the thoughtful kind of quitting we’re talking about. 

      Before we turn to the right kind of quitting, let’s look at how our reliance on persistence alone further skews our emotions and how we think about letting go.

       

      The Emotional Push to Persist

      Given the cultural and internal pressure to persist, it’s pretty hard to overstate how emotionally charged the act of quitting actually is. On the simplest level, there’s the problem of proving that you’re not a quitter in conventional terms – the person who reacted emotionally, who didn’t have the gumption to hang in there, who lacked the inner resources to see a situation through to the end, the one weakling in the pack. That’s a lot to take on, and a pretty good incentive to keep on going.

      As a group, we see quitting as proactive only when it involves giving up a bad habit. The rest of the time, quitting is viewed as reactive, and not a very good reaction at that. For those reasons, anyone who even contemplates quitting is going to find himself or herself in a fair amount of emotional turmoil, not to mention a defensive crouch. The cultural context demands that we justify the act of quitting, both publicly and personally, which involves taking on a boatload of emotional baggage. It shouldn’t be a surprise that’s one way we’re emotionally encouraged to persist.

      There’s an equally important reason we shy away from quitting. By and large, human beings are more avoidant than not, especially when it comes to emotional or physical pain. When people are stuck in a toxic or stressful situation – it could be in the realm of career or relationship – they’re much more likely to continue coping with the emotional pain they know than to take on the emotional turmoil they don’t, the terra incognita they’ll have to explore if they decide to quit and leave. Therapists’ offices are filled with people who are stuck in this way, choosing to persist in situations that make them actively unhappy but that are known to them. Moreover, persisting won’t involve any of the feelings of shame, powerlessness, or failure we broadly associate with the wrong kind of quitting.

      Because staying the course is seen as a virtue, there’s a certain amount of emotional equanimity associated with it, and none of the upheaval that is part of letting go. This, too, gives an emotional boost to persistence.

      While the kind of quitting this book advocates and explains is decidedly different, it too has an emotional quotient. Artful quitting, by definition, involves letting go of the familiar, staking out new territory, living through a period of ambiguity, and dealing with the emotional fallout of letting go of something important. By definition, this is all difficult emotional terrain to navigate, but in the end, it promises greater emotional rewards. Managing your emotions is an important part not just of artful quitting but of the process of resetting new goals. The emphasis on persistence – keeping us in place – paradoxically doesn’t teach us to manage our emotions but to contain them. In that sense, mastering the art of quitting involves an emotional education as well. As one woman, now in her sixties, who has had four separate career paths during her lifetime says, “Quitting takes courage; deciding to take the chance isn’t always easy. Something I like about myself is that I manage to find that courage and then go ahead and make the leap anyway, even when I don’t know where I will land. A tremendous amount of trust is involved when you risk going off into the wild unknown and assume that this will probably turn out just fine.”

      In the end, though, it’s neither our mere avoidance of the emotional cost of quitting nor the cultural shame of letting go of a long-term goal that keeps us persisting. It’s also about how our minds are geared to persist.

       

      The Brain and Persistence

      What makes artful quitting difficult is, in part, a consequence of how our brain processes the information it’s given by our senses. Both the cultural pressure to persist and the workings of the brain collude in ways that keep many of us in hot pursuit of goals that aren’t attainable in the end.

      We pursue our goals believing that the process is orderly, logical, and conscious, but in reality, our brains function using strategies that can be valuable if the goal is easily reached and, equally, detrimental if the goal is unattainable. Scientists have delineated two overlapping systems of thought, or cognition. One, called intuition, is fast and relatively effortless. It works by association and is often emotionally laden. The other system depends on reasoning; it’s much slower, deliberate, and conscious. Since a human being’s overall capacity for mental processing is limited, the more effortful thinking processes tend to interrupt each other. In contrast, the intuitive kind of thinking proceeds without interruption when combined with other tasks. As a result, when we think about more than one thing at once, the easy answer – the one offered up by the intuitive system – is the most likely to come to mind. Of course, we’re not aware that this is happening, and we tend to ascribe reasoning and deliberateness to all of our thoughts.

      Intuitive thinking was once extremely useful to human beings, most usually in contexts that involved physical pursuits like hunting or physical prowess, when both quick response and sheer persistence were necessary to survival. In the twenty-first century, our minds still employ these strategies, which have nothing to do with logic or reason.

      The ways in which most people react to a hard-to-reach goal is universal enough that the various ways have actually been named and studied by researchers. In some cases, we’ve renamed them for clarity but we give the scientific terms as well. These are all common habits of mind we need to recognize and understand because they get to the heart of why persistence needs to be tempered by the ability to quit. All of these innate behaviors are nourished by our cultural myths and the injunctions against quitting.

      The story of Jennifer is a case in point. Jennifer is thirty-two, the daughter of a lawyer, and now an associate in a small but prestigious law firm. She’d set becoming a lawyer as her goal in college, and she’d been a gifted and dedicated student in law school. She brought the same committed energy to her work, and for the first four years, she’d loved practicing law, despite the long hours she put in. Then her immediate superior left to join another firm.

      Her new boss was something else. Even though her clients and the other members of the law firm seemed to like her, he was extremely critical of her and her work. But, in the hierarchy of the firm, his evaluation of her mattered.

      She adopted new ways to please him, and from time to time, she was encouraged by his response. At those moments, she could reassure herself that she was on the verge of winning him over. But in the end, nothing she did was good enough for him.

      Over time, she began to dread going to work. Whatever pleasure she’d derived from her practice was fast fading. She was anxious and depressed and had no idea what to do. Everyone she spoke to – her husband, her parents, her friends – counseled her to hang in.

      She had too much time and effort invested to quit – three years of law school and almost four at the firm. She still had a shot at making partner and was hopeful she could win her boss over eventually. If she quit, the boss would win. In a bad economy, with more lawyers than there were jobs, she might never get work as a lawyer again. Quitting would make her look bad, as though she couldn’t handle pressure. A bad reference from her boss might dog her for years. If she hung in, she’d have more control over what would happen next than if she simply bailed.

      Jennifer’s story isn’t unusual. You can substitute the particulars in her story for others – change her profession, her goal, the bad boss scenario, etc. – and you’ll still have the kind of quandary our singular reliance on tenacity creates. It could easily be a story of a relationship or even a marriage where the dilemma is to stay or to leave, and both the voice in our head and the chorus outside are telling us to hang on.

      As we’ll see, in the face of obstacles to a goal, we may believe that we are reacting consciously and rationally but something else is actually going on.

       

      Seeing the Near Win

      Fed by the myth of persistence, when people fall just shy of achieving their goal, they’re much more likely to see it as a near win than a loss or a failure. There’s a reason for that.

      The human brain is wired to respond to the near win because when it comes to physical skills, the near win is actually a good predictor of success. Say you’re trying to hunt down an animal for food, shoot a target, or hit a baseball – any physical activity that involves real skill and expertise – and you almost succeed. The near win signals that you’re getting closer to achieving your goal – that if you just hone your skills a little bit more, you’re very likely to succeed. In academic pursuits, the near win – falling just short of the grade you’ve set as a goal for yourself – is also reliable. Studying harder and longer the next time will probably do the trick.

      Unfortunately, neither human beings nor their brains are uniformly good at figuring when the near win is applicable and when it isn’t. A British study on gambling took a bunch of ordinary people, matched them up with slot machines, and then measured their brain activity when they played. Winning at the slots, of course, isn’t a matter of skill at all, but the researchers found that players and their brains responded to the near win exactly as they would when skill was actually involved. The pleasure and reward parts of their brains lit up for a near win almost as brightly as when they actually won money. Moreover, the near win was enough to keep them playing, even though they’d actually lost money and what they perceived as a near win was totally useless as a predictor of a real win. It didn’t matter. Not surprisingly, the near win plays a big part in the lives of those who become compulsive gamblers.

      But we don’t have to be playing the slots to be affected by the near win. Even when it doesn’t apply to the situation we’re in, the near win reinforces our positive beliefs and kicks up our capacity for wishful thinking. It often results in our staying in relationships and situations long past their expiration date, even when it’s obvious to the rest of the world that we’re very unlikely to succeed. Our belief in persistence encourages us to reframe what’s actually a miss as a near win.

      In Jennifer’s story, the near win at work comes into play when she tries new ways of eliciting her boss’ praise and begins to read any response that isn’t downright dismissive as a sign that she’s getting closer to winning him over. Just the word okay, instead of a withering criticism, is enough to make her feel she’s making progress.

      The near win influences us not just because of the wiring in our brains but also because of the cultural injunctions against quitting. If letting go of a goal isn’t an option, we’re that much more open to its seductions, whether it’s in the realm of business, relationship, or love. Understanding the power of this particular habit of mind and identifying our individual tendency to recast a loss as a near win are important first steps on the way to the perspective we need to be able to quit.

       

      Listening to Anecdote

      When you’re deciding whether something is likely to happen to you or whether one event is likely to lead to another, you’re going to sit down, apply the rules of logic, and make your most considered decision, right? Actually not. What’s much more likely is that your brain will work from the examples or anecdotes that spring most readily to mind, and you’ll decide on that basis.

      This psychological phenomenon, with the tongue-twisting name availability heuristic, is another mental proclivity that gives the myth of persistence a big boost. This kind of thinking – drawing from the most available and vivid example – was originally extremely valuable to human survival. Say you’re a Paleolithic caribou hunter and you’ve been taking the shortest route to the lake where the deer gather. Then you hear that three men have been attacked by bears on this very same route. The information lets you connect the dots – short route equals bears equals danger – and you decide instead to take a longer route that may make hunting harder but will allow you to live longer. Similarly, without knowing anything about internal temperatures or trichinosis, many ancient cultures and religions heeded the anecdotes about people dying after eating pork and prohibited it as a food.

      Alas, in today’s world, the power of anecdote to persuade isn’t universally beneficial. The easy availability of an example – the lottery winners we see on television and read about, the people who persisted beyond all odds and achieved lofty goals as showcased on talk shows – can have us believing, “Why not me?” even if there’s absolutely no evidence at all that it will be you. In a media-saturated world, hearing some examples over and over can have us connecting the dots when there aren’t any to connect. It has us believing that some things – both good and bad – are more probable than they really are. That’s true both for the persistence-equals-success stories and everything else.

      For example, take the media attention focused on dangers such as school shootings and shark attacks. As a result of this attention, people, no matter how smart they are, attribute greater likelihood to these events simply because the examples are more easily pulled up out of memory. The more vivid or emotionally compelling the example, the more likely it will be readily available.

      To prove the point, psychologist Scott Plous asked subjects whether a person was more likely to be killed by falling airplane parts or by a shark attack. Think a minute, and answer it yourself.

      Because shark attacks get more publicity, most people will answer “shark attack,” even though you’re thirty times more likely to die from pieces of aircraft falling from the sky – an unlikely event, to be sure, but a better bet than a shark attack. That’s the availability heuristic at work.

      Our cultural assumptions about persistence – and the many examples the media extols and delivers in the form of story – make us especially vulnerable to the power the anecdote has over our thinking. There’s nothing wrong with inspiration, of course, and stories of persistence can and do inspire people. The problem is that when our decisions are being shaped by the first things that come to mind, we’re not likely to be asking the right questions. And the right question, for sure, isn’t usually, “Why not me?”

      The availability heuristic, alas, makes us lousy at predicting success or anything else, for that matter. Taking stock of how we chose to persist in an effort – while keeping the availability heuristic in mind – is one important way of keeping the hounds of persistence at bay and beginning to take an honest look at whether quitting is what we need to do.

       

      The Power of Intermittent Reinforcement

      Unwarranted persistence can also be fed by what’s called intermittent reinforcement, and if the phrase reminds you of something you once heard in Psych 101, then you’ve got a damn good memory. Intermittent reinforcement is relevant because it turns out that what happens to rats also happens to human beings. (And to refresh your memory, the guy who did the work was B. F. Skinner.)

      Picture three hungry rats in three separate cages, each of which has a lever. In the first cage, the rat pushes the lever and gets a pellet of food every time. It doesn’t take the rat long to realize that the lever is a reliable source of food, and the creature is free to do whatever rats do, like run the wheel, dig up sawdust, and the like. The rat is a happy camper because it knows where its food is coming from.

      In the third cage, though, the rat pushes the lever and nothing happens. It pushes again and again, and nothing happens. Because there’s no food reward, the rat gives up on the lever and goes about its business looking for food.

      The rat in the second cage, though, is in real trouble. When it hits the lever, sometimes it gets a pellet and sometimes it doesn’t. Even for a rat, hope springs eternal and the animal becomes fixated on the lever, continuing to push, frustrated and rewarded by turns. The intermittent reinforcement keeps the rat parked by the lever day and night. In other words, of the three rats, the rat whose lever delivered only some of the time ends up being the most persistent.

      There’s no doubt that intermittent reinforcement was useful at times in human history, especially when it came to hunting, fishing, and foraging. Getting what you needed at least some of the time reinforced the persistence you needed to survive. Alas, when applied to other situations, intermittent reinforcement may not be such a good thing. That’s certainly true of the unattainable goal.

      Say your goal is to try to make the line of communication between you and someone else more open and responsive. (You can fill in parent, sibling, spouse, lover, friend, colleague, or boss as you wish. You can also switch the “he” in the story to “she.”) You have numerous heart-to-hearts and a couple of screaming matches, and every time, you explain to the person that he isn’t empathetic enough or listening to what you have to say. Nothing about his behavior changes, and you’re actually considering packing it in when, suddenly out of nowhere, he opens up to you. Miracle of miracles, he’s actually listening and every hesitation you had about staying in the relationship flies out of your head.

      Life goes on and so does he – and his behavior goes back to what it was before. You repeat the serious conversations and the screaming matches, and – lo and behold – he’s suddenly open, understanding, and attentive. Again, you decide to persist.

      That’s intermittent reinforcement. Perhaps the classic example of intermittent reinforcement in a relationship was played out between Carrie Bradshaw and Mr. Big on Sex in the City for six seasons.

      But intermittent reinforcement works outside the realm of relationship too. Temporary resolutions to a problem blocking a goal can reinforce unwarranted tenacity the same way.

      For example, Julie’s passion was making jewelry, and she’d always dreamed of being her own boss and creating a life in which she did what she loved. She saved her money and went into business by subleasing space in a store in New Jersey. “To turn a profit,” she says, “I had to sell three thousand dollars’ worth of jewelry a week at retail if I were open six days a week. Most weeks, I didn’t make my goal, but now and again – say, one week out of four – I would actually meet it or exceed it. That kept me thinking that I was just a step or two from success. I stayed on the merry-go-round for two years, depleting most of my savings, until I finally faced the music.”

      Intermittent reinforcement feeds persistence even when it isn’t connected to any real progress that might bring a goal to fruition and keeps the individual from adopting new behaviors that might help him or her to disengage. It’s another reason why the reliance on tenacity alone isn’t a good idea, and why we need to step back and ask ourselves whether our habits of mind are actually driving the bus.

       

      Trapped in the Escalation of Commitment

      There’s some dispute about who actually said, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going,” but it turns out to be true in unexpected ways. In the broader culture, the saying summons up noble persistence – think D-day and the beaches of Normandy or Rocky bounding up those steps – but the truth is something else entirely. Escalation of commitment, as it’s called, is a favorite of researchers for reasons that will soon be clear. In a nutshell, scientists have found that people actually increase their commitment to a goal when it’s foundering or even unsalvageable and they do it without prompting or even a prayer to Saint Jude, the patron saint of lost causes.

      The escalation of commitment is fascinating for a variety of reasons. First, it’s universal and operates in every culture around the globe, no matter how different the cultures. Second, being smart or well educated doesn’t protect you from falling into the trap of escalation. Third, everyone except the one redoubling his or her efforts knows that the escalation is irrational. And finally, escalation of commitment tells us a lot about the human beings and their brains, motivations, and actions.

      Needless to say, the near win, the availability heuristic, and intermittent reinforcement can all contribute to the escalation of commitment. But there are other reasons too – biases in thinking, various innate or social behaviors, and, of course, the onus on quitting – that make us amp up the volume even when failure is in plain sight.

      One major contributor to the phenomenon is basic to human nature: our inability to assess ourselves and our talents realistically. While self-help books and television shows tend to focus on our collective lack of self-esteem, most of us actually have oversized visions of how skilled or talented we are compared with others. Again, at some point in human history, this bias in thinking probably served a purpose – giving our Paleolithic forebear the extra oomph and self-confidence to become the leader the clan needed or the psychological edge that pushed him to hunt better than his peers. Nowadays, though, it’s more like a set of blinders than not.

      The above-average effect describes how, when people are asked to measure their capacities against those of their peers, the majority will rate themselves as above average. This appraisal holds true across many categories, including driving skills, athletic prowess, health, managerial ability, and character traits like kindness and generosity. Most famously, one enormous study of a million high school students by the College Board showed that 70 percent of them rated themselves as above average in leadership abilities! Even more astonishing, when asked to rate their ability to get along with others, each person rated his or her ability as at least average while 60 percent awarded themselves the top tenth percentile and a full 25 percent placed themselves in the first percentile! Put another way, of one million people, only 15 percent judged their ability as average.

      Bluntly put, we may fall into the escalation trap because we are bad judges of whether our skills are good enough to achieve the goal or even whether they’re a good fit. If we’re in a competitive situation, we’re more likely to overstate our abilities and underestimate those of the competition. We tend to be overconfident.

      And there’s more. Writing in the Harvard Business Review, Dan Lovallo and Daniel Kahneman pointed out that the above-average effect has another corollary or two. First, we tend to be overly optimistic about outcomes, exaggerating their probability in much the same way we do our talents. Mind you, under the right circumstances, optimism is a very good thing, as is tenacity. Optimism fuels our efforts when we’re in the right place, with the right skills, and the right goal. And without optimism, few of us would succeed at anything. But – yes, there is a but – in the free fall that escalation of commitment ultimately becomes, delusional optimism just speeds up the cascade. It’s not just that we tend collectively to be optimistic about the future; it’s also that we don’t necessarily look at past experience as an indicator of how the future will play out. Human beings look forward in abstract and general terms, uncluttered by the sometimes spotty details of past experiences.

      Lovallo and Kahneman also explain that our tendency to exaggerate our abilities is amplified by how we attribute cause to success and failure. While people take credit for positive outcomes, they also tend to attribute negative ones to external factors, which they see as out of their personal control. These two ways of thinking are factors in the escalation of commitment, the more so because quitting isn’t a consideration but is only a last resort.

      And one more thing: for all that we tend to overrate our skills, human beings are also very, very touchy about having that point of view readjusted. That’s another reason that people will escalate their commitment under fire. As many studies have shown, when people receive a bunch of bad news or negative feedback about a venture they’ve committed to, they’re far more likely to escalate their effort than they are to scale down or pull out, no matter how persuasive or negative the feedback.

      We’ve already seen some of the ways the mind recasts the situation for persistence, but it actually goes beyond all of that. The more money, time, energy, and effort a human being has invested and the greater the personal responsibility he or she feels for the initial decision, the more likely he or she is to persist. Justifying the initial decision trumps all and by investing even more in it, the person feels as though he is actually validating himself and his initial reasoning.

      It doesn’t make a lot of sense, but people do it all the time, in their personal and business lives, individually and collectively. Studies show that a manager who was personally responsible for hiring an underperforming employee is far less likely to fire the employee than a manager who had nothing to do with the hiring
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