
 

 

 

 

New Year's Resolutions make people miserable and unhealthy 
New Year’s resolutions “create a self-destructive cycle” that makes us less healthy  

 
Most of us have made New Year’s resolutions and most of us have also failed to keep them. It is 
well known that only a tiny percentage of us stick to our New Year's resolutions. So why do we 
keep trying? A new book ‘The Wellness Syndrome’, published early next year, presents an 
intriguing answer. Carl Cederström and André Spicer suggest that these resolutions are part of a 
growing unhealthy obsession with reforming ourselves.  
 
“On New Year’s Day millions of us commit to changing our lifestyle, whether that is to stop smoking 
or lose weight. When we inevitably break our resolution, we experience a sense of relief or even 
enjoyment. Shortly afterwards however, a sense of guilt kicks in.” says Spicer 
 
“New Year’s resolutions create a self-destructive cycle. We start to define who we are through our 
lifestyle choices. The commitment to improve our lifestyle is a tragic attempt to improve ourselves. 
New Year’s resolutions often leave us more unhappy and unhealthy than before we made them.” 
adds Cederström  
 
The authors think New Year's Resolutions are a particular good example of how self-help projects 
actually can make people less happy and healthy. They point out New Year’s Resolutions typically 
involves a self-destructive cycle:  
 

1. Wild optimism. People usually see significant dates like the 1st January (or significant 
birthdays) as an opportunity for a 'fresh start'. On these dates, Internet searches for diets, 
gym attendance and people signing voluntary commitment contracts on Internet sites all go 
up significantly.1  

 
2. Unrealistic Goals. The goals which individuals set themselves are usually unrealistic. For 

instance, one study found that the goal weight for dieters involved them losing 32% of their 
body weight. Dieters saw losing 17kgs as 'disappointing', and losing 25kgs as 'acceptable'. 
Also people usually thought their goals could be achieved in an unrealistically short time-
span. Many thought their goals could be achieved in weeks or a few months. In reality, 
most goals would take years to achieve.2    
 

3. Abandoned Attempts to Change. Many individuals start off attempting to pursue their 
goals by changing their behavior; signing up for a gym, starting a diet programme or 
stopping smoking. However, after one week 22% of the individuals had given up, 45% had 
given up after one month and 60% had given up after 6 months. In the longer term, only 
19% managed to keep their resolution for 2 years or more. On average about 90% of these 
reformation attempts ultimately fail.3 
 

4. The Enjoyment of Failures. Failure to stick with your goals gives rise to an immediate 
sense of enjoyment, as if demonstrating your free will against imposing demands. This 
sensation can also be social. People who have broken their resolutions often find 
themselves bonding with others who have also broken their resolutions. For instance, 
dieting groups frequently bond by sharing stories about when they have broken their diet 
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and 'pigged out'. But this is a guilty pleasure which often backfires. Rather than becoming 
liberated, they are drawn even closer to the commitments they originally made. 

 
5. Failure Creates a Backlash. When individuals fail to keep their resolutions they usually 

see it as due to a lack of will-power of self-control. This triggers feelings of guilt and self-
blame. One study of obese people who began dieting found some significant negative 
consequences: 48% became preoccupied with food, 44% suffered increased anxiety, and 
27% were more depressed.4 Another study found that 33% of people dieting felt more guilt 
than before they had started the diet.5 On average, dieters report higher levels of guilt than 
the general population. To compensate for these feelings, individuals usually return to their 
old vice with renewed vigour. For instance, failed dieters will completely disregard their 
weight and go out of their way to ignore it by wearing baggy clothes or avoiding scales. As 
a result 95% of dieters regain the weight they had lost and many actually regain more 
weight.6 

 
6. Trying Again Despite Past Experiences. Following unsuccessful attempts, individuals 

often make renewed attempts to change with a new round of goal setting. 60% of people 
who fail to achieve their New Year’s resolution this year, will make the same resolution 
again next year. On average, people make 5 attempts at a New Year’s resolution before 
they are able to stick with it for six months or more.7 Psychologically, this is called the 
compulsion to repeat and indicates that we try to master something that we ultimately 
cannot master. The reason is that it provides us with a sense of certainty, even if that 
certainty implies we are failures. 

 
This release is adapted from chapters from ‘The Wellness Syndrome’. 
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About the Book  
‘The Wellness Syndrome’ will be published by Polity on 9th of January 2015. For more information 
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http://www.wellness-syndrome.com/Wellness_Syndrome/The_Wellness_Syndrome.html 
 

 
Notes to Editors: 
 
Cass Business School, which is part of City University London, delivers innovative, relevant and forward-
looking education, consultancy and research.  
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Cass is located in the heart of one of the world’s leading financial centres.  It has strong links to both the City 
of London and its corporate, financial and professional service firms, as well as to the thriving entrepreneurial 
hub of Tech City – located close to the School. 
 
Cass’s MBA, specialist Masters and undergraduate degrees have a global reputation for excellence, and the 
School supports nearly 100 PhD students.   
 
Cass offers one of the widest portfolio of specialist Masters programmes in Europe.  It also has the largest 
faculties of Finance and Actuarial Science and Insurance in the region.   
As examples of recent independent rankings of our research, Cass is ranked number 3 in Europe for its 
finance research, number 2 in Europe and number 11 in the world for banking research, and number 1 in 
Europe and number 2 in the world for actuarial science research.  
 
Cass is a place where students, academics, industry experts, business leaders and policy makers can enrich 
each other's thinking. www.cass.city.ac.uk  @Cassinthenews 
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