The Marshmallow Test: What Children Have Taught Us About Willpower
Recently, a client shared that he had listened to an NPR podcast whose topic was the Marshmallow Test
and the research of Walter Mischel, Ph.D. He had also watched a short youtube video that showed a
modern version of children trying to resist the marshmallow. The video is cute and funny and provided
him a visual cue to hold onto when he is struggling to successfully manage cravings to act out.
The marshmallow test, as it is known now, is a bit of a misnomer. The research studies looked at
children's ability to delay gratification. They let the children pick a treat that they wanted, for some this
was a marshmallow and for others this was something such as an Oreo cookie. The children were then
told that they had a choice. The researcher was going to leave the room and the children could ring the
bell at any time to bring them back. If they waited until the researcher came back on their own, the
child would get two treats, such as two Oreo cookies. If they rang the bell to bring the researcher back,
they would only get one treat. The researchers then studied reaction times and the coping mechanisms
of the children. Though this is an extremely simplistic overview of 40 years of research, the studies
helped us learn about a person's ability to delay gratification (get two treats) or willpower.
Through their many experiments, the researchers came to identify two systems that they called the hot
system and the cool system. The hot system is our impulsive, reactionary system. Our cool system is
the system that uses rational thought, including thoughts about consequences. It is postulated that there
are times when the hot system simply overrides the cool system and we act impulsively or without
thinking about the consequences of our actions. This framework allows us to create tools to help the
cool system prevail. For example, when the researchers asked the children to think about the savory
aspects of the marshmallow, such as how it would taste or feel when they eat it, they ate the
marshmallow sooner. When they asked the children to think about the marshmallow in less “hot”
system terms, such as focus on shape or to think of it as a cloud, the children were able to delay
gratification better.
How does this apply to recovery? One thing that comes to mind is the tool that is suggested for sex
addiction recovery to deal with objectification. This is called the three second rule. There are many
variations on the rule, but the basic premise is that if we are notice a person who is a triggering, One
version is to acknowledge the trigger in the first second. The second second provides the opportunity to
humanize or personalize the person. For example, some people will have a mantra in their mind that
states that this person is someone's wife, sister, mother, etc. Looking at this from the marshmallow
lens, the initial trigger is the hot system and the tool we use is the cool system being reinforced. The
attraction to a person is reflexive but the tool use is a cognitive choice.
In truth, many of the cognitive behavioral tools that we use are trying to either get our cool system on
board or to reinforce it. If I am dealing with a craving to drink, I can try to pull my cool system into the
craving by thinking about the consequences of drinking or perhaps how bad I will feel the next day.
I love the marshmallow metaphor as it is really much easier for clients to relate to than the technical
names of our CBT skills. Personally, I think it is so much easier to think, “don't eat the marshmallow”
than to think about what CBT skill I should use in the moment.

