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Bridget Jones: doing public health 
a disservice?

• The ‘fresh start effect’ suggests people try to change their 
behaviour at specific times1

• Up to a third of people make New Year’s resolutions2

•  51% of these relate to exercise2

• Despite this chance to examine self-initiated behaviour 
change attempts, there is scant research on resolutions

• Bridget Jones’s fictional resolutions typify widespread 
views of New Year’s resolutions as over-ambitious and 
frivolous

• But what are the actual success rates of people’s New 
Year’s resolutions? What are people’s experiences of 
setting and keeping them?

• I aimed to answer these questions in the context of New 
Year’s resolutions to walk more in 2016

• Walking was chosen as the most accessible activity 
available to the least active participants

Factors in success
Success in meeting resolutions may have been increased by:

Making a single, concrete goal 
Setting a small, achievable resolution (low threshold for success)
Increased accountability from using the mobile phone app
Demand characteristics (a control group is difficult)

New Year’s Resolutions: a Bridget Jones Effect? 
Many interviewees resisted the idea that their New Year’s 

resolution was responsible for their success in walking more, 
perhaps because of the notoriety of resolutions. Participants 
seemed very ambivalent towards New Year’s resolutions. 

A Fresh Start for New Year’s Resolutions?
Perhaps it is time for New Year’s resolutions to lose their reputation 
as being hastily formed and flippantly discarded. If people can be 
supported in making more effective resolutions, self-initiated 
behaviour change at certain times of year has potential for helping 
people to become more active. 
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Resolve to Walk: a study of New Year’s resolutions to walk more

New Year’s 
Resolution 

Walk 15 minutes 
at lunchtime  

3 times a week

55 participants
recruited 

• mostly from 
workplaces 

Baseline measures 
• physical measures
• physical activity 

levels

Participants made a 
specific New Year’s 

resolution to walk more

• see example 

Mobile phone app  
downloaded 

• participants to record 
walks for 6 months

In-person: (n=25)
• physical measures
• qualitative interview

Interview focused on experiences 
of setting and following New 
Year’s resolutions, and app use

6 months later

mid-Dec to 
end-Jan

Online questionnaire: (n=48)
• physical activity levels
• self-rated resolution success

Fig. 1: Percentage of responses to ‘how successful have you 
been in your New Year’s resolution to walk more?’

New Year’s Resolutions: surprisingly successful

85% response rate at 6 months
49% of participants considered 
themselves ‘mostly’/‘totally’ successful  
in meeting their resolution (Fig. 1)
This is similar to previous findings of  
46% ‘success’ at 6 months3

What is ‘success’?

47% of all participants either forgot or 
misremembered their resolution
‘Success’ often seemed a fuzzy concept   
of ‘doing more’, perhaps inflating            
self-reported success rates
However, 42% of participants did take 
up/return to other exercise over 6 
months, so many were more active than 
in January
When asked for a 2017 resolution, many 
gave anaemic intentions (e.g. ‘get fit’), 
suggesting guidance on resolutions may 
be useful

Qualitative results: 
Preliminary observations 
presented in this poster

Quantitative results: 
General descriptive statistics 
presented in this poster
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