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During the COVID-19 pandemic, your EAP is available for counseling sessions using phone or video.

Your EAP is here as a resource for help and support through this difficult time.

Balanced Living – August 2020
Pushing Past Your Plateau
We promise ourselves we'll change our lifestyles for better health. We start diets, launch exercise programs or
try to quit smoking. And then we stall. We hit a plateau, putting us at risk of losing precious gains or quitting
altogether.
A healthy lifestyle change is just that -- change. "A lot of
people believe that change is easy, but we are
fundamentally conservative creatures, and we don't
change until we have to," says Michael J. Mahoney, Ph.D.,
an American Psychological Association spokesman and
professor at the University of North Texas. "It doesn't take
much to throw us off course because we are such
creatures of routine."
So sticking with a new routine is tough. Dr. Mahoney
suggests you focus on being consistent, especially in the
first six weeks of a change. That way, you build new
patterns of behavior. Once that happens, odds are you'll
"begin to speak to yourself about the change in a more
positive tone, instead of a negative one."

Make a pledge
Pledging to reward yourself if you meet your goals can be a great tool for getting past plateaus. The reward that
awaits you can serve as a symbol of what you're trying to do and give you something to look forward to. "The
symbol could be anything," notes Dr. Mahoney. It could be a piece of jewelry or a new golf club, for instance.
Once you earn it, you can set your sights on a new reward for the next step.
When you're trying to get past a plateau, he recommends you focus each day on your behavior, your effort,
rather than on your goal -- the amount of weight you'd like to lose, for instance.
One crucial skill you'll need is patience. This, more than anything, will help get you past plateaus.
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"Most people don't see a traffic jam as an opportunity to practice patience," Dr. Mahoney says. But the skills
that help you put up with a stalled interstate "will help you realize and understand that plateaus are a natural
part of life and they're going to occur, so if you learn patience you'll get over plateaus."
"Progress," he notes, "is not always linear. If we understand this going in, it helps us be more patient with the
plateaus, so that we can get past them and keep going."

Six steps to progress
Are you stuck on a plateau? Here are six tips for pushing onward from Michael Mercer, Ph.D., coauthor of the
book Spontaneous Optimism: Proven Strategies for Health, Prosperity and Happiness:
1. Define your aim clearly. "It's impossible to hit your target if you don't know exactly what you're aiming
at," says Dr. Mercer, who gives about 50 speeches a year to executives and other audiences.
2. Don't let laziness creep in. "Sure, it's easier not to do something," he says. Instead, stay focused on your
path. If you promised yourself you'd exercise at 6 a.m., don't hit the snooze button when the alarm goes
off. Remind yourself firmly about your goals and get moving.
3. When you don't want to exercise or you want to quit your diet, take three seconds to picture how you
want to look or feel at the end of your program. A lot of people begin such programs because they want
to look attractive to others, while others are interested in improving their health.
4. Use a time-limit approach to your program. "Give yourself, say, 12 weeks to accomplish a goal within
your program," he says. When you reach that goal, set a new one and give yourself another 12 weeks.
"This enables you to track your progress and helps you to define your target. Use the scale, measuring
tape or other device to measure your progress in the time period and to help you set new goals. The
best cure for putting things off is a deadline."
5. Give yourself rewards for reaching your daily, weekly and monthly goals. "For instance, tell yourself
you'll go to a movie you've been wanting to see if you get your exercise in that day," he says.
6. Think about committing to a self-punishment if you fail. "I worked with a group that had to write a check
to charity and put it in my hands. If they didn't reach the goal, which was well within their limits, I was to
mail the check by a particular date," Dr. Mercer says. "Every one of them reached the goal."
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Get Support to Beat Bad Habits
People who achieve great things rarely do it alone. Athletes have coaches, presidents have advisors and writers
have editors. And when trying to change an unhealthy behavior, such as smoking or overeating, teamwork is an
essential part of the process. You can accomplish only so much alone. Without support, you may end up feeling
bogged down and discouraged.

Every step of the way
Whether you are just beginning to think about changing a habit, or you have already started but have hit a
rough spot, family and friends can help. For example, if you are considering quitting smoking, family and friends
can help you gather information about yourself and your behavior, such as when and how often you smoke.
When your quit day arrives, they can help reinforce your new habit by not smoking around you. If you feel like
giving up, family and friends can remind you how far you've come and help you stay on track.
One of the things to consider as you develop an action plan for changing your habit is how your family and
friends can lend a hand. People who support your efforts can make some of the obstacles to change less
daunting. For instance, an understanding family member can help you identify things that trigger you to smoke,
and a supportive friend can help you avoid those triggers. So be selective. Avoid seeking support from people
who tend to judge or threaten to leave if you don't change. This will only undermine your efforts. You need
support, not arm-twisting.

Learn to lean
Remember that change is a process, so you will have good days and bad days. It's important to let people know
what you're going through. The fact that you've given up a habit may shake your world. Busy loved ones may not
completely understand how you feel. Try saying, "I know this isn't going to be easy -- I would really appreciate
your support, especially during the tough times."
It can be hard to ask for help. Yet those who reach out often discover that the people close to them know about
their problem and love them anyway. Once you have a supportive group of people, you won't have to pretend
that change is easy. You can talk openly, even if you have mixed feelings about the changes ahead. Remind
yourself that the rewards are not yours alone. Your loved ones can feel good about the positive change their
support has made in your life.
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