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Katherine Milkman on 
Why Fresh Starts Matter
The Wharton professor says moments when you wipe the slate clean  
can help you meet your goals.
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to work harder. And, Milkman 
finds, fresh-start moments are all 
around us. An ordinary Monday 
takes on a new identity when it’s 
framed as an opportunity to shed 
the weight of the previous week. 

This isn’t Milkman’s first foray 
into encouraging self-discipline. 
She’s also done research on how 
bundling your challenging tasks 
with your temptations—combining 
the things you know you should do, 

but might be inclined to 
skip, with the things that 
give you more instant grat-
ification—can help you 
tackle those tougher tasks. 
(Watch her presentation 

on holding The Hunger Games  
hostage [youtu.be/rUupv0LxafY] 
and you may make an extra trip to 
the gym this week.)

Her research has powerful 
management implications. Under-
standing what drags people down, 
and what can lift them back up with 
renewed vigor, has the potential to 
create a more committed and satis-
fied workforce. Milkman (@katy_
milkman), one of Poets & Quants’ 
2011 “Top 40 under 40” b-school 
professors and 2013 Wharton “Iron 
Prof,” recently spoke with strategy+ 
business about how her findings can 
put success within reach. 

Katherine 
Milkman on 
Why Fresh 
Starts 
Matter
The Wharton 
professor says 
moments when  
you wipe the slate  
clean can help you  
meet your goals. 

by Laura W. Geller

A t one time or another, most 
of us have struggled to do 
the things we know we 

should. Whether it’s in our personal 
lives or at work, we fall short of a 
goal, not because it’s unattainable 
but because we fail to exert the ef-
fort required.

Katherine Milkman is deter-
mined to help us do better next 
time. In one of her most recent stud-
ies, the James G. Campbell Jr. As-
sistant Professor of Operations and 
Information Management at the 
Wharton School at the University of 
Pennsylvania looks at what she and 
her coauthors call the “fresh-start 
effect”: the energy and determina-
tion we feel when we’re able to wipe 
the slate clean. According to Milk-
man’s research, the same momen-
tum that drives us to join the gym 
in January can be harnessed to help 
us focus on the pursuit of goals at 
other times throughout the year. In 
these moments when we can begin 
anew, we have a natural motivation 

S+B: Your research is largely fo-
cused on what you call “want/
should” conflicts. 
MILKMAN: We often feel conflicted 
when choosing between “wants,” 
things that are instantly gratifying 
but not so great for us in the long 
run, and “shoulds,” which are good 
for us in the long run but may not 
be so pleasant in the moment. These 
“want/should” conflicts are all 
around us. We face them at work: 
browsing the Internet versus dou-
bling down our efforts to meet our 
deadlines. We face them in a lot of 
health contexts. We face them when 
deciding whether to spend versus 
saving for retirement. 

When we think about why peo-
ple aren’t accomplishing their goals, 
or about why people aren’t succeed-
ing and achieving more, one answer 
is that they lack ability—that they 
don’t have the education and the 
skills that they need. But another 
answer is that they struggle with 
self-control. It’s hard to focus and 
pay attention, and to put all of our 
effort behind our goals, when there 
are lots of other tempting things to 
spend our time on. 

My research looks at failures of 
self-control as an obstacle to success, 
and seeks to develop strategies for 
overcoming this pattern—to deter-
mine how we can help people to do 
what they should more often.  

S+B: One of these strategies involves 
what you call the fresh-start effect. 
Can you talk about that?
MILKMAN: We’re all familiar with 
the New Year’s effect—the idea that 
people tend to make resolutions and 
pursue their goals with enhanced 
vigor at the start of every new year. 
But my research with Hengchen 
Dai and Jason Riis has shown that 
it’s not just about New Year’s; it’s 
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people and keep looking for oppor-
tunities to grab their attention and 
give them the sense of empower-
ment they need to succeed. Every-
body who studies goals has always 
known that there’s a lot of work to 
be done—unfortunately, we have 
yet to discover a one-off intervention 
that lasts forever.

S+B: Do you think that people would 
perceive this kind of action by man-
agers—framing fresh starts—as a 
bit disingenuous? 
MILKMAN: There’s this concern that 
comes up sometimes about reac-
tance, which is the term that aca-
demics typically use to refer to what 
you’re talking about, when people 
feel manipulated and react negative-
ly. And there is lots of good research 
showing that if people feel manipu-
lated, the effort can backfire. In our 
research on fresh starts so far, how-
ever, we haven’t seen any evidence  
of that. 

I think one of the nice things 
about goals and motivation is that, 
most of the time, what you’re trying 
to encourage people to do is aligned 
with what they already want to do. 
It doesn’t engender this sense that 
you’re coercing them. So I think 
we’re safe so long as we’re using these 
strategies to try to encourage behav-
iors people want to engage in, but 
are struggling to follow through on. 
That’s when fresh starts work—
when people really want to accom-
plish things, but have fallen on their 
face before, and they need that extra 
motivation to keep going. 

S+B: You’ve also written about 
“temptation bundling” as a means of 

Now, most people probably 
aren’t paying close attention to the 
first day of spring. But according to 
our findings, you can pick days that 
people wouldn’t normally notice, 
and say, “This is a great opportunity 
to reflect on your goals, think about 
what you want to accomplish in the 
coming year, or in the coming 
months, or in the coming weeks.” 
For managers, my research suggests 
that the best times to encourage 

your employees to take new steps to-
ward their goals—and to give them 
the tools they need to achieve 
them—will be these fresh-start mo-
ments, because that’s when people 
have a natural inclination to put in 
the extra effort.

S+B: How long does the effect last? 
Can it be maintained for a long peri-
od or is it better for meeting short-
term goals? 
MILKMAN: The effect seems to vary 
by how big the fresh-start moment 
is. The New Year’s effect is bigger 
and lasts longer than the Monday 
effect. But then Monday is better 
than Tuesday, Tuesday is in turn 
better than Wednesday, which is 
better than Thursday, and so on. 

However, it’s not a matter of 
finding one fresh-start moment to 
motivate your troops and then you’re 
done. You need to be attentive to the 
fact that motivation tapers off, and 
that you need to keep motivating 

about the start of many cycles. For 
example, at the beginning of a new 
week, the start of a new month, fol-
lowing a birthday, or after a holiday 
from work, people redouble their ef-
forts to achieve their goals. 

Why? Because in these fresh-
start moments, people feel more dis-
tant from their past failures. Those 
failures are the old you, and this is 
the new you. The fresh-start effect 
hinges on the idea that we don’t feel 

as perfect about our past as we’d 
like. We’re always striving to be bet-
ter. And when we can wipe out all 
those failures and look at a clean 
slate, it makes us feel more capable 
and drives us forward. 

S+B: It sounds like there are fresh-
start moments hiding in plain sight.
MILKMAN: Our research suggests 
that you may be able to create fresh 
starts, or frame fresh starts, to in-
crease motivation on an otherwise 
mundane day. For instance, we con-
ducted a study in which we told 
people that they would have an op-
portunity to receive a reminder to 
tackle their goals. We offered them 
the option to receive that reminder 
on a number of different days in 
March, including March 20. In one 
version of the study, we simply de-
scribed March 20 as “the third 
Thursday in March,” and asked if 
that was a good day to get a remind-
er. In another version of the study, 
we described March 20 as “the first 
day of spring.” In the second version, 
many more people chose to receive 
their reminder on that day. 

“At the beginning of a new week, the start  
of a new month, following a birthday, or after  
a holiday from work, people redouble their 
efforts to achieve their goals.”

                          : Meet the next generation of business thought leaders 
at strategy-business.com/youngprofs.
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staying on track to meet your goals. 
How does it work?
MILKMAN: Imagine allowing your-
self to watch your favorite trashy TV 
show only when exercising at the 
gym. You’ll stop wasting time at 
home watching that show, and you’ll 
start craving trips to the gym to find 
out what happens in the next epi-
sode. You won’t feel guilty while 
watching the show, and time will fly 
while you’re at the gym. Or what if 
you allow yourself to go to your fa-
vorite restaurant only when meeting 
with your mentee, so that you re-
serve that special treat for spending 
time with that employee you’ve 
agreed to advise? Of course, this isn’t 
to say that mentoring is a hardship, 
but it’s something that can slip 
through the cracks when you’re 
overcommitted. 

The idea is that to get us over 
the hump of inaction, we may want 
to bundle “should” activities with 
things we have a strong desire to do. 
Temptation bundling is a tool we 
can use to help ourselves—we know 
our own guilty pleasures—or that a 
manager could help us use by acting 
as a monitor or referee. It can allow 
us to solve two problems at once, by 
reducing the amount of time we 
spend indulging in temptations 
while simultaneously increasing the 
time spent doing the things we 
should. In that way, it’s another 
strategy that can be used to help us 
achieve our goals. +

Reprint No. 00266

Laura W. Geller
geller_laura@strategy-business.com
is senior editor of strategy+business.



Articles published in strategy+business do not necessarily represent the views of PwC Strategy& Inc. or any 
other member firm of the PwC network. Reviews and mentions of publications, products, or services do not 
constitute endorsement or recommendation for purchase.

© 2014 PwC. All rights reserved. PwC refers to the PwC network and/or one or more of its member firms,  
each of which is a separate legal entity. Please see www.pwc.com/structure for further details.

strategy+business magazine
is published by PwC Strategy& Inc.
To subscribe, visit strategy-business.com 
or call 1-855-869-4862.

For more information about Strategy&, 
visit www.strategyand.pwc.com

• strategy-business.com
• facebook.com/strategybusiness
• http://twitter.com/stratandbiz
101 Park Ave., 18th Floor, New York, NY 10178




