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Find ing it di�  cult to keep hit ting the gym? You’re not lazy – it’s your brain that’s to blame.

Humans aren’t the fast est or strongest spe cies. We have no wings, fangs, claws, venom or
armour. Phys ic ally, we’re largely nature’s also-rans.
‘Also-ran’ is an ironic term, though, because humans do phys ic ally dom in ate all other spe cies
in one area: long-dis tance run ning. Our bipedal gait and unique sweat glands mean humans can
keep run ning long after other spe cies col lapse from exhaus tion.
Basic ally, humans evolved to spend long peri ods phys ic ally exert ing them selves – that is, exer -
cising. But while many people do indeed enjoy exer cising, the less crowded gyms and aban -
doned New Year res ol u tions of mid-Feb ru ary reveal they’re in the minor ity. Even though, as a
spe cies, we’ve evolved to do it.
Why? The ba� ing com plex ity of the human brain is to blame. Evolving an abil ity doesn’t auto -
mat ic ally mean we’ll want to use it; after all, creatures with armour don’t act ively want to be
attacked. Gran ted, phys ical exer cise isn’t that bad, but it’s still typ ic ally unpleas ant and uncom -
fort able. It has to be. You’re push ing your body to its phys ical lim its, which leads to sig ni �c ant
dis com fort – they’re lim its for a reason.
Another issue is that the human brain is highly sens it ive to wasted e�ort. Stud ies have shown
that it con tains ded ic ated cir cuits, within the insula cor tex, that cal cu late the e�ort required for
actions, the likely reward we’ll get from them, and ask “is it worth it?”
It’s an evolved tend ency to stop us squan der ing vital resources on point less endeav ours (for
example, walk ing 20 miles for a hand ful of ber ries). But reg u lar exer cise, to get in shape,
requires con stant, con sid er able e�ort, for gradual pro gress and uncer tain rewards (it’s
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impossible to guar an tee ahead of time that you’ll suc ceed). So, your brain’s tend ency to ask, “is
it worth it?” will be hard to ignore.
This trait also means we typ ic ally prefer things that o�er min imum e�ort for max imum
reward. So, we take the path of least res ist ance, stick to routines, dwell within our com fort
zones and so on.
Tak ing up exer cise means chan ging all that for uncer tain res ults. And our brains typ ic ally tend
to put more sig ni �c ance on risk over poten tial reward (in other words, we prefer to play it safe),
mean ing we’re even more reluct ant to take up phys ic ally demand ing activ it ies.
So, while our bod ies may be adap ted to con stant exer cise, our brains have, in many ways, adap -
ted to avoid it. And we’ve built a world for ourselves
where avoid ing phys ical activ ity is a viable option. It’s often encour aged, if any thing.
Thank fully, the human brain is a ter ri fy ingly com plex organ, so has a few tricks up its meta -
phor ical sleeve.
Most obvi ously, it isn’t ruled by the more prim it ive, imme di ate instincts and drives. While
many spe cies’ thought pro cesses are lim ited to: “Food… Eat it!”; “Danger… Run!”; “Pain…
Avoid!” and so on, we’ve evolved bey ond that.
Human brains can form, and adhere to, mul tiple long-term goals and ambi tions. We’re rarely
con tent with just day-to-day sur vival: we can sim u late a desir able future scen ario, �g ure out
how we’d achieve it, and do that. Or at least work toward it.
This dir ectly impacts how our brain pro cesses motiv a tion and will power, in many inter est ing
ways. For one, it makes us cap able of delayed grat i �c a tion: we can recog nise that reject ing a
reward now can lead to a greater reward later, and act accord ingly. In this case, we under stand
that eat ing four fam ily bags of crisps while binge ing Net �ix shows will be enjoy able right now,
but going to the gym, while alto gether less enjoy able, will mean we’re �t ter, stronger and
health ier later. And we decide accord ingly.
There are also things like the ‘just-world fal lacy’, where we inher ently assume the world is fair,
so stud ies provide the idea that dis com fort and ‘su� er ing’ will surely lead to rewards. In short,
this means that ‘no pain, no gain’ is a widely accep ted concept.
Our brains frame these vari ous motiv a tional factors in a vari ety of forms. The self-dis crep ancy
the ory sug gests we have sev eral ‘selves’ act ive in our minds at any given time; our ‘actual’ self,
our ‘ideal’ self and our ‘ought’ self.
Your ‘actual’ self is your cur rent state, how you are right now. Your ‘ideal’ self is what you want
to be. And your ‘ought’ self is the self that does all the stu� required to become your ideal self.
It’s the self that does what you ought to be doing; it’s the road between points A and B.
So, if your ideal self is a pro fes sional foot baller and your actual self isn’t, your ought self is the
one that spends a lot of time train ing, exer cising and get ting bet ter at foot ball.
That’s just one frame work for how motiv a tion works when it comes to phys ical exer cise. There
are, of course, many other factors that play an import ant role, such as time con straints, body
image and mobil ity.
But as far as your brain is con cerned, there are pro cesses that dis cour age exer cise and pro cesses
that encour age it. Ideally, you’ll end up put ting more weight on the lat ter than the former. And
mov ing weights around is a go-to type of exer cise, so it helps to start some where.
“The human brain is a com plex organ, so has a few tricks up its meta phor ical sleeve”


