
Getting Gritty: The Key to Success 

 

Grit has received a lot of attention in recent years after being identified as the character 
trait perhaps most likely to predict “success” or high-level achievement.  In their 2007 
seminal paper, researchers Angela Duckworth et. al. define grit as “perseverance and 
passion for long-term goals”: 
 

“Grit entails working strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over 
years despite failure, adversity, and plateaus in progress.  The gritty individual 
approaches achievement as a marathon; his or her advantage is stamina.” 
 

This certainly sounds like something most of us would want for both ourselves and our 
children.  Fortunately, subsequent research by Dr. Duckworth and others has indicated 
that stick-to-it-ness is a life skill we can foster.  First I will share some general concepts, 
and then I will outline basic strategies we can use to get our grit on.  For anyone 
seeking additional information, there is a list of references and recommended talks and 
podcasts at the end. 
 

If you take a look at the grit literature, it generally focuses on objective measures of 
achievement, such as attaining high academic standing and difficult vocational or 
avocational goals that can be recognized by others.  However, it is my sense that the 
concept can be applied to other important life accomplishments.  If we think about more 
subjective personal endeavors -- friendship, marriage and parenting -- these often 
require their fair share of passion and perseverance to “succeed”.  Therefore, grit may 
be a worthwhile trait to consider regardless of how you choose to define success in life.  
 

It is also important to remember that gritty people are focused on high-level goals and 
high-quality achievement.  Lower-level chores actually require a certain degree of 
flexibility.  It’s difficult to make progress on bigger and more worthwhile ventures if we 
perseverate over every little daily task.  Furthermore, striving for excellence must be 
differentiated from perfectionism.  When we fixate on being perfect, we can develop a 
fear of challenge and failure that can ultimately limit our progress.  Instead, grit requires 
vulnerability and a willingness to push-to-the-point-of-failure.  What helps distinguish the 
gritty folk is their ability to get back up when they fall.  We all feel disappointment and 
despair following our setbacks, but the key is to avoid getting sucked into a time-wasting 
vortex of angst and shame.  Feel it, acknowledge it and then use it as feedback to learn 
and improve.  
 

The Fundamentals of Growing Grit 
 

1. Nurture Your Passion 
 

Many of us have heard the advice to follow our passion.  There is definitely something 
to be said for this: If we are to dig-in for the long haul, some honest enthusiasm and 
internal motivation are essential.  What if we don’t know what we are passionate 
about?  It is worth taking the time to seek clarity.  Sometimes we simply need to think 

https://www.sas.upenn.edu/~duckwort/images/Grit%20JPSP.pdf
https://www.sas.upenn.edu/~duckwort/images/Grit%20JPSP.pdf
https://angeladuckworth.com/grit-book/


about what fascinates, motivates, intrigues and captivates us.  When we are engaged in 
something we are passionate about, we may feel happy, satisfied, driven from within, or 
like our “true” selves.  I wake-up wanting to work on my website and blog and often fall 
asleep thinking about what I’d love to write about next.  And my closest friends can see 
my passion: They tell me that when I talk about this new endeavor, my voice changes, 
my face glows and my eyes light up.  Unfortunately, it isn’t always easy to determine 
what makes us tick. We can get so bogged down by the daily grind and responsibilities 
of life that we can no longer identify anything we love doing.  In these situations, we 
may find clues by reflecting on our values or what we were spontaneously drawn to in 
adolescence before the “should do’s” of life intervened.  In our pre-teen years, did we 
love to cook or spend all our free time planting in the garden, playing the guitar, or 
writing poetry and stories?  If after some deep self-reflection, we still have no sense of 
what our passion is, it may be helpful to explore and experiment with new activities or 
hobbies.   
    
2. Focus on a Greater Purpose 

 

Having a self-transcendent purpose can provide tremendous external motivation and 
boost determination and stamina.  It is much easier to push through near overwhelming 
adversity or periods of boredom when what you are doing matters.  Sometimes we are 
inclined to throw in the towel on our passions when we are the only ones to benefit from 
all the hard work.  However, if these passions manifest in a way that helps the people 
and world around us, we can derive a sense of meaning and responsibility that drives 
us forward.  Finding something we love that also “does good” is an absolute win-win.    
 

3. Embrace the Japanese Principle of Kaizen 

 

Kaizen refers to the practice of continuous improvement.  Gritty people are inspired to 
work hard consistently and strive for mastery.  This requires both self-awareness and 
resilience: You have to identify and isolate your weaknesses and work diligently on 
them in order to improve.  
 

You may have heard Malcolm Gladwell’s theory of 10,000 hours.  He posits in his book 
Outliers that the key to becoming a world-class expert is to engage in at least 10,000 
hours of practice over the long-term.  While few of us would argue that more time spent 
typically results in better outcomes, not all practice is created equal.  If we endlessly 
repeat what we already know how to do, we don’t improve.  To reach expert status, we 
must perform what K.A. Ericsson calls “deliberate” practice.  Deliberate practice is 
focused and intense; demanding (to the point of exceeding your current capabilities); 
linked to near-immediate feedback to facilitate learning; and purposefully and 
intentionally repeated.  Deliberate practice is not playing the same piano piece that we 
have already mastered over and over and over, or hitting and re-hitting the same faulty 
serve in tennis.  Instead, it involves pushing to do that thing beyond our comfort zone; 
identifying and analyzing our deficits; and investing serious time and effort to improve 
them and thus expand our capabilities. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kaizen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outliers_(book)
http://projects.ict.usc.edu/itw/gel/EricssonDeliberatePracticePR93.PDF


Make no mistake -- deliberate practice is hard.  As Angela Duckworth says, “Human 
beings don’t like doing things that they can’t yet do.”  A supportive environment and 
assistance from a trusted mentor or coach are often essential.      
 

4. Operate with a Growth Mindset 
 

Grit requires a growth mindset to flourish.  We need to believe in our capacity to learn 
and improve.  This concept is supported by the science of neuroplasticity.  We can 
actually change our brains and increase our abilities through effort and experience.  As 
Dr. Carol Dweck explains, there is evidence that the brain is “...like a muscle -- it 
changes and gets stronger when you use it.”  Unlike a fixed mindset which is often 
associated with a desire to look smart and prove ourselves, having a growth mindset 
inspires the desire to learn and discover what we are truly capable of. 
 

One of the ways we can encourage a growth mindset is by being cognizant of the 
language we adopt when discussing talent and intelligence.  Many of us use 
terminology that suggests these traits are static and immutable.  We talk about people 
having “natural” athletic ability and praise each other and our children for “being” smart 
or artistic.  Unfortunately, this sort of praise can actually undermine motivation and 
diminish performance.  As Dr. Dweck states, it can lead people to develop an aversion 
to challenge and fear of judgement: “If success means they’re smart, then failure means 
they’re dumb.”  Instead of giving praise for what others “are” or fixating on the end 
result, we facilitate a growth mindset by shifting our attention to the process.  When our 
children show us their artwork, for example, we can forgo the exclamations of 
“masterpiece” and celebrate the efforts they have made.  We can ask them to describe 
what they like about their art and how they overcame any challenges they 
faced.  Encouragement stems from acknowledging the progress that is made through 
hard work and perseverance.  
 

We can’t “make” other people gritty just as we can’t force them to listen.  However, we 
can embrace the fundamental building-blocks and encourage each other to seek our 
passions, find purpose and meaning beyond ourselves, engage in deliberate practice, 
and adopt a growth mindset.  We can also be vigilant about striving for and modelling 
grit in our daily lives. 
 

I would love your feedback!  Please share your thoughts and ideas about challenge, 
grit, and positive character development with Dr. Tara’s Sunshine. 
 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mindset
http://mindsetonline.com/abouttheauthor/
https://www.drtarasunshine.com/contact/
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Suggested Talks and Podcasts 

 
GRIT 
https://www.ted.com/talks/angela_lee_duckworth_grit_the_power_of_passion_and_perseveranc
e 
 
https://www.ted.com/talks/regina_hartley_why_the_best_hire_might_not_have_the_perfect_res
ume/transcript?language=en 
 
GROWTH MINDSET 
https://www.ted.com/talks/carol_dweck_the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_improve 
 
DELIBERATE PRACTICE 
https://www.ted.com/talks/eduardo_briceno_how_to_get_better_at_the_things_you_care_about  
 
http://www.goodlifeproject.com/anders-ericsson/ 
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