Why most resolutions we make for work fail, and what actually helps https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/careers/management/articl...

1 of2

Why most resolutions we make for work fail, and what actually helps
Merge Gupta-Sunderji

Listen to this article

Learn more about audio

06:15

Merge Gupta-Sunderyji is a speaker, author, mentor to senior leaders and the chief executive officer of the leadership development
consultancy Turning Managers Into Leaders.

January is when goals feel fresh and achievable. Leaders set intentions to delegate more, focus on higher-value work or finally make
progress on priorities that slipped last year. The motivation is genuine. And yet, in conversations with several clients recently, a familiar
frustration keeps surfacing: “We know what we want to do. We just can’t seem to follow through.”

Take delegation. You may start the year determined to stop doing everything yourself. The intent is clear, the rationale sound. But a few
weeks in, old habits return. You find yourself stepping in to “save time,” take work back when deadlines loom or decide it’s easier to do it
yourself. Your goal is still there. So is the motivation. But something else is getting in the way. So why do so many well-intentioned goals

stall, even when people genuinely want a different outcome?
Why most resolutions fail

When resolutions fall apart, the usual explanation is a lack of motivation. People assume they didn’t want the goal badly enough or that
discipline slipped once the initial enthusiasm faded. But motivation is rarely the real issue. Most professionals are already highly motivated.

They care deeply about doing good work, growing their careers and delivering results.

A more useful explanation emerged in a recent conversation with a professional peer, Terri-Ann Richards, whose work focuses on goal
achievement and behaviour change. In her upcoming book, Becoming the Eight Percent: How to Rewrite Your Story, Rewire Your Mind,
and Rise Anyway, she points to a simple but often overlooked pattern: only a small minority of people consistently follow through on their
goals, not because they are more driven, but because they change how they operate day to day.

The gap isn’t effort. It’s alignment. Many people set goals that focus on outcomes without adjusting the habits, assumptions and routines
that shape their daily behaviour. In other words, they aim for different results while continuing to work in largely the same way. When
pressure mounts or time gets tight, familiar patterns take over and even well-intentioned goals quietly stall.

Identity before action

Goals don’t fail because people don’t care; they fail when the goal conflicts with how people see themselves at work. Every professional
carries an implicit identity: Who am I relied on for? How do I show up when things get busy? When a goal clashes with that identity, old

patterns tend to win.

Delegation is a good example. You may want to delegate more, yet still think of yourself as the person who fixes problems, jumps in under
pressure or ensures quality by doing the work personally. When deadlines tighten, that identity takes over and the work quietly comes back

onto your plate. Your stated goal hasn’t changed but your behaviour hasn’t shifted either.

The same dynamic shows up for professionals who say they want to be more strategic but continue to default to execution. They fill their
days with immediate tasks, even as they aspire to operate at a higher level. Until the underlying self-image shifts, goals that require

different behaviour struggle to gain traction.
Systems, not willpower

Even when goals align with identity, follow-through still breaks down if it relies on willpower alone. Discipline is a fragile strategy in busy
workplaces. It holds up when things are calm but rarely survives packed calendars, competing priorities and unexpected demands.

That’s where systems matter. Follow-through improves when actions are built into routines, calendars and expectations, rather than left to

good intentions. Leaders who successfully delegate don’t just decide to “let go.” They create clear handoffs, block time to review work
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instead of redoing it and resist the urge to step back in when pressure rises.

Just as important is planning for disruption. No system works perfectly every week. Deadlines slip. Old habits resurface. Resilient leaders

don’t aim for flawless execution. They notice quickly when they’ve gone off track and reset without judgment.
Practical reframing for the year ahead

The takeaway for you isn’t to set more ambitious goals. It’s to ask better questions before momentum fades. For example: What part of my
current way of working contradicts this goal? If nothing changes day to day, the outcome likely won’t either.

It also helps to ask: What needs to change in how I spend my time, not just what I intend to do? Goals that aren’t reflected in calendars and

routines tend to get crowded out by urgent work. And finally: What will I do when I miss a week? Because it will happen.

Follow-through improves when people plan for imperfection rather than assuming consistency. Small resets matter more than perfect
starts.

Not everyone needs to be in the 8 per cent, a phrase Terri-Ann Richards uses to describe those who consistently follow through on their
goals. But everyone can improve follow-through by aligning goals with how they actually work, not how they wish they worked. When goals
are supported by realistic systems and a clear understanding of identity, they are more likely to survive busy weeks and competing

demands. This year’s opportunities are not in more ambition. They are in better alignment.
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