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How Do I Build Discipline?
Read the article first. This worksheet accompanies Exercise Snacks: How 10 Seconds Can Build Both Physical and Psychological Strength at

ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, which explains why a goal too small to negotiate builds discipline, and how that discipline transfers.

Search “exercise snacks” on the site to find it.

Discipline is acting from our values rather than our impulses. It grows less from motivation than from small promises kept, each one

evidence that we keep promises to ourselves. Choose one value and one act so small the mind has very little room to negotiate. Exercise

is one place to practice it. Music, a relationship, a rehab routine, or writing work the same way. A few words per space is enough.

S T E P  O N E

The value
Start with what the habit serves. Discipline built on a value lasts longer than discipline built on guilt, which pairs

a bad feeling with a good activity.

S T E P  T W O

Too small to
negotiate

A specific number, small enough to do between other things. The assignment is not to optimize. The assignment

is to do ten.

S T E P  T H R E E

The negotiator
The radio in the mind offers reasons to wait, do more, or do something better. We recognize its lines without

automatically obeying them.

The overwhelmed one: “If I'm doing this, I should do that too.”
The analyzer: “Would something else be more beneficial today?”

The ambitious one: “Ten is too easy. I should do fifty.”

S T E P  F O U R

The choice to
remove

Choice is liberation, and it can also be oppression. Some choices are worth removing so that congruence stops

being up for a vote every day.

S T E P  F I V E

What I call it
A word can change our relationship to the act. A “snack” feels small and accessible. “I get to” lands differently

than “I have to.”

S T E P  S I X

Kept promises
We tally fourteen days. The tally collects evidence. It is not a grade.

A  W O R K E D  E X A M P L E :  T E N  S Q U A T S

T H E  VA L U E I want to stay metabolically active through a day of sitting, so I will do ten squats.

T H E  A C T Ten squats, whenever I think of it between sessions. No timer, no workout clothes.

T H E  N E G O T I AT O R “I already ran this morning. Maybe mobility work would be better today.”

W H AT  I  C A L L  I T An exercise snack.

W H AT  T R A N S F E R R E D Running bass scales with a metronome, the least exciting part of becoming a better musician, became
noticeably easier. Not more motivation. Practiced discipline.

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “exercise snacks” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT

https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/
https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/exercise-snacks-how-10-seconds-can-build-both-physical-and-psychological-strength/
https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/exercise-snacks-how-10-seconds-can-build-both-physical-and-psychological-strength/


B U I L D I N G  D I S C I P L I N E  W O R K S H E E T ThoughtsFromATherapist.com

The value and the act
The simpler the goal, the easier it is to recognize when the mind tries to renegotiate it.

T H E  V A L U E

I want to ___, so I will ___.

T H E  A C T

Too small to
negotiate

Specific enough that I will know when it is done.

T H E  A C T,  W I T H  A  N U M B E R :

T H E  M O M E N T S  I T  C A N  F I T  I N T O  ( B E T W E E N  M E E T I N G S ,  A F T E R  A  C A L L ,  W H I L E  T H E  K E T T L E  B O I L S ) :

I F  T H I S  A C T  G R E W  L O N G  O R  C O M P L I C A T E D ,  T H E  T E N - S E C O N D  V E R S I O N  W O U L D  B E :

T H E  R A D I O

My negotiator
Which voice usually wins the delay? Check the ones I recognize, then write its exact line.

The overwhelmed one, who adds tasks The analyzer, who looks for the better option

The ambitious one, for whom small is not enough Another voice of my own

I T S  U S U A L  L I N E :

W H A T  I  W I L L  S AY  B A C K ,  O R  D O  I N S T E A D  O F  A N S W E R I N G :

W H E R E  I T  I S  E A S Y  T O  L O S E  T H E  I N I T I A T I O N

Not because we lacked ten seconds. The conversation in the mind delayed us until the opportunity passed.

T H E  M O M E N T  I  U S U A L LY  L O S E  I T,  A N D  W H A T  P U L L S  M E  A W AY :

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “exercise snacks” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT

https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/
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Removing a choice, and keeping count

T H E  C H O I C E  I  W I L L  R E M O V E

What choices would be good for me to remove if my goal were to be physically, relationally, and psychologically healthy?

T H E  C H O I C E  I  K E E P  R E O P E N I N G :

W H A T  I  W I L L  D E C I D E  O N C E ,  S O  I  S T O P  D E C I D I N G  I T  E V E R Y  D AY :

W H A T  I  C A L L  I T

Approachable instead of punishing. Both stories can be true. Which one do I want to live in?

I T S  N A M E  ( A  S N A C K ,  A  P R A C T I C E ,  A  G E T-T O ) :

T H E  “ H AV E  T O ”  S T O R Y,  A N D  T H E  “ G E T  T O ”  S T O R Y :

F O U R T E E N  D A Y S  O F  K E P T  P R O M I S E S

One check for each day the promise was kept. A missed day is information, not a verdict.

Day 1 Day 8 

Day 2 Day 9 

Day 3 Day 10 

Day 4 Day 11 

Day 5 Day 12 

Day 6 Day 13 

Day 7 Day 14 

W H E R E  E L S E  I T  S H O W E D  U P

Discipline transfers. Small kept promises often show up in places that have nothing to do with the original act.

A F T E R  T W O  W E E K S ,  W H E R E  E L S E  D I D  I  N O T I C E  F O L L O W -T H R O U G H ?

W H A T  T H E  S M A L L  V E R S I O N  T A U G H T  M E  A B O U T  T H E  L A R G E  O N E :

The small version is not a warm-up for the real work. Often it is the real work.

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “exercise snacks” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT
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