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How to Build

Self-Discipline to Exercise

Practical Techniques and Strategies to 

Develop a Lifetime Habit of Exercise
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I want to thank you for buying my book and offer you another book (just as valuable as this book), Grit: How to Keep Going When You Want to Give Up, completely free.
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Click the link below to receive it:

http://www.profoundselfimprovement.com/selfdisciplinetoexercise

In Grit, I’ll share with you exactly how to stick to your goals according to peak performers and science.

In addition to getting Grit, you’ll also have an opportunity to get my new books for free, enter giveaways, and receive other valuable emails from me.

Again, here’s the link to sign up:

http://www.profoundselfimprovement.com/selfdisciplinetoexercise
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Prologue
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Imagine there’s a pill that improves your ability to resist temptations and persevere. Your life is now so much better because it’s so much easier to achieve your goals. The pill also provides other benefits like:

- a significant decrease in perceived stress and emotional distress,

- reduced smoking, alcohol and caffeine consumption,

- an increase in healthy eating,

- improved emotional control,

- an increase in attendance to commitments and maintenance of household chores,

- an increase in monitoring of spending,

- an improvement in study habits.

There are no side effects, and it’s vastly available everywhere you go for free or a very low price. How many pills would you like to order today if such a pill existed?

Well, it actually does exist, though not in pill form. It’s called exercise. All of the benefits listed above come from a 2006 Australian study on 24 non-exercisers between 18 and 50 who regularly exercised for a 2-month period (just once a week for the first month and three times a week for the second month)​[i], and it’s just one out of hundreds, if not thousands, of studies exploring the positive effects of exercise.

There’s no question that regular physical activity is not an option – it’s a necessity for both your mind and your body.

The aforementioned pill would instantly become a global bestseller. Unfortunately, exercise doesn’t sell that well. The 2014 United States American National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) paints a dire picture. Among adults aged 18 and over, 30.2% of Americans are considered inactive with respect to aerobic activity guidelines and 19.8% of them are insufficiently active​[ii].

Moreover, only 3.2% met full muscle-strengthening guidelines, 28.5% met full aerobic activity guidelines and just 21.4% met full guidelines for both aerobic activity and muscle strengthening.

According to a 2009 study​[iii], the second most common barrier for exercise habit (after a lack of support) was a lack of willpower. Herein lies the difficulty in marketing exercise – something taking time and effort – when compared to a pill generating instant results.

Fortunately, while the magic pill doesn’t exist, exercise does. It also isn’t so hard to introduce into your life that you need to wait for the pill to appear. All you need are proven practical techniques and strategies to form a habit of exercise.

As the author of books like How to Build Self-Discipline: Resist Temptations and Reach Your Long-Term Goals, Daily Self-Discipline: Everyday Habits and Exercises to Build Self-Discipline and Achieve Your Goals, and Self-Disciplined Dieter: How to Lose Weight and Become Healthy Despite Cravings and Weak Willpower, self-discipline is my main area of expertise.

I want to help you break through the most common barriers for making exercise a part of your life and finally develop a permanent habit of it so you can become healthier, more vibrant, joyful, and enjoy other benefits regular physical exercise provides.

In the following pages you’ll learn:

- how to get motivated to exercise. We’ll dig deep into three different kinds of motivation, two additional opposing types of motivation, and how they can all help you get more active. We’ll also cover practical strategies to handle procrastination;

- how to find time to exercise, which is a common reason why people are inactive. You’ll learn about the horrible trade-off you’re making when you don’t exercise because of a lack of time. You’ll also learn when to exercise and numerous non-obvious ways to make more time for exercise;

- how to stay motivated to exercise. Often it’s easy to start, but hard to keep going. You’ll learn a wide variety of ways to improve motivation, how to take a break and not destroy your habit of exercise, as well as discover how to prevent injuries, reduce soreness, and improve recovery so you can’t make excuses because of pain;

- how to enjoy exercise. Tips on how to enjoy exercise are peppered throughout the book, but in this chapter we’ll focus entirely on the simplest (and most effective) piece of advice that will most likely transform your entire attitude toward exercise (if you’ve always had trouble maintaining a regular exercise habit, it’s possible you’re the victim of this bad approach, often praised in fitness gyms);

- how to deal with other exercise-related issues like dealing with other people, managing your expectations related to physical activity, and dealing with discomfort, self-criticism, and feeling awkward when visiting the gym for the first time or trying a new sport.

If you haven’t been exercising for a long time, chances are you’ve grown to believe exercise is not for you or that you’re not strong enough – either mentally or physically – to act on the knowledge from this book.

Fortunately, nothing can be further from the truth, and there are simple – though not always easy – ways to fix this attitude. When put together and acted upon, the six chapters in this book – supported by over 80 references to scientific studies and credible experts – will help you form a new habit and make one of the most important changes you’ll ever make in your life.

Let’s embark on the journey now to learn how.
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Chapter 1: How to Get Motivated to Exercise
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If you’re anything like most people struggling to get motivated to exercise, knowing that physical activity is good for you means nothing. You need something more to inspire you to get off the couch and move your body, but you’re not sure what.

Out of all the challenges related to forming a habit of regular exercise, getting started is probably the most difficult thing. For this reason, this chapter will cover exactly how to overcome laziness or reluctance and start exercising.

We’ll start with covering three different types of motivation and how they can help you start exercising. In addition to discussing them, we’ll talk about push and pull motivations and how most people choose the wrong “P” and give up when they face obstacles.

Next, we’ll dig deep into one of the most powerful ideas to get yourself motivated for exercise and keep exercising. With this simple – but slightly uncomfortable – trick you can light a fire under yourself that will ensure you’ll get plenty of exercise.

Last but not least, we’ll move on to the issue of procrastination and how to finally stop postponing exercise. It’s tricky to start exercising if you have a habit of putting everything off for later. You’ll learn how to make exercising an automated behavior so you don’t have to exert your willpower each time you need to get active.

Without further ado, let’s start by discussing three types of motivation: extrinsic, intrinsic, and prosocial. 
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Extrinsic Motivation
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Extrinsic motivation is a common type of motivation, but doesn’t usually work as well as people expect it to. It relates to motivation coming from the outcome you want to achieve​[iv]. It’s event-oriented, focused on the reward at the end of the road.

Competition is an example of extrinsic motivation. You don’t compete for the sake of performing the activity (say, playing tennis), but to win the competition and receive a trophy.

Extrinsic motivation can be either about external rewards or punishments. In the most classic example, a student gets a good grade for performing well on a test and a bad grade when failing it.

When applied to exercise, reward-oriented extrinsic motivation can take the form of:

- your weight (a number on the scales can be surprisingly rewarding);

- waist circumference;

- status (bragging rights, inciting envy);

- drawing the attention of others (a person losing weight to attract a potential sexual partner);

- the “cool factor” (something – like yoga – is trendy and you want to be a part of it).

Punishment-oriented extrinsic motivation can take the form of:

- avoiding diseases related to obesity and/or a sedentary lifestyle;

- avoiding the pain of fat shaming;

- giving in to the pressure of a family member, friend, or colleague;

- losing a job opportunity;

- accountability (e.g. a $500 bet to lose x pounds).

For most people, extrinsic motivation is the primary source of motivation to start exercising. They either want to look good naked, avoid the pain of being “that” guy or gal, or because they want to impress others (say, at a high school reunion).

A good example of extrinsic motivation is accountability (discussed later). It can work wonders to introduce a regular habit of exercise when it’s designed the right way.

Other ways to motivate yourself externally, like achieving status or avoiding diseases, are less effective. In the first case – doing something to gain status – the first obstacle will most likely make your motivation vanish. In the second case – avoiding diseases – it’s usually too difficult to keep visualizing the potential risks of not exercising unless you’ve received a serious warning from your doctor. Unfortunately, extrinsic motivation only lasts as long as the reward is there or the threat of the punishment is real. The moment you achieve your ideal weight is usually the moment you lose motivation to keep exercising. After all, you’ve achieved your goal.

Moreover, research shows that extrinsic motivation is generally a poor source of inspiration.

A 2005 study on extrinsic and intrinsic motivators shows that extrinsic motivation led to poorer job performance than intrinsic motivation​[v].

Another analysis in 2012 of over 200,000 U.S. public sector employees showed that using money as a motivator was less effective than using a passion or a challenge​[vi]. In this analysis, intrinsic motivation was three times better than extrinsic motivation

Alternately, from the realm of weight loss, a 2012 study on financial incentives for weight loss has shown that small financial incentives for weight loss ($5.00 per percentage of initial weight lost) didn’t increase motivation, while autonomous motivation (doing something out of your own will to better yourself) was consistently associated with greater weight losses​[vii]. 

Does this mean that extrinsic motivation is useless? Not necessarily. It can’t stand on its own legs, but it can be used in addition to intrinsic and/or prosocial motivation.

If you want to use extrinsic motivation to inspire yourself to keep going, it’s better to focus on things that matter a lot to you. If you’re obsessed with sports cars and you promised yourself you’ll buy a new Porsche once you lose 30 pounds, this type of extrinsic motivation will be stronger than buying a new car just because you think you’ll impress someone with it. Still, you should use this type of motivation as an additional motivator, not the only one.
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Intrinsic Motivation
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If extrinsic motivation is all about the external factors you can’t control, intrinsic motivation is all about what’s inside you. Namely, it deals with the desire to seek out new challenges, improve yourself, gain more knowledge, or assess your skills​[viii].

Intrinsic motivation is long-lasting and most likely won’t leave when you face insurmountable challenges. It’s also self-sufficient, meaning there’s nothing outside of yourself that affects it.

Some of the most common intrinsic motivators include:

- the desire to improve yourself (e.g. learn a new skill, feel stronger);

- enjoyment in the action (e.g. the rush from running or playing tennis);

- the challenge or assessment of your capabilities (e.g. doing a difficult climbing route);

- self-expression and creativity (e.g. sketching, creating music).

It’s easy to come up with extrinsic motivators (looking better, making more money, achieving status), while intrinsic motivation is less tangible and more difficult to describe and quantify. 

However, in the end, it’s like the difference between feeling self-confident in an expensive car and feeling self-confident by believing in yourself. An expensive car can help you feel more confident, but it’s an external factor that can be taken from you, consequently taking all of the perks like improved self-confidence with it.

If you want to maximize your chances of forming a regular habit of exercise, it’s necessary to have at least one powerful intrinsic motivator.

The simplest way to find this motivator is to find a physical activity you love doing. Most people who struggle with getting exercise force themselves to go to the gym or attend fitness classes they hate. What they’re doing is the total opposite of intrinsic motivation.
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