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Marshmallow Meditations 

By Carl Brown 

Walter Mischel developed the Marshmallow Test at Stanford University in the 

1960’s. He wanted to understand willpower and the delay of gratification. His daughters 

were enrolled in Stanford’s Bing Preschool, so Mischel studied his daughters’ class-

mates and then, because the results were so interesting, he followed more than 550 

children who were enrolled at the preschool from 1968 to 1974. 

To perform the Marshmallow Test a child is invited to sit down at a table. A plate is 

placed in front of them with one marshmallow. The researcher says, “Now here’s the 

deal. You can have this one marshmallow right now. Or you can wait, and when I return, 

you can have two marshmallows.” The researcher then goes away for what seems to the 

child like an interminable time. Usually about twenty minutes. Some children eat the 

marshmallow right away. Others wait. The children are then rated as “cool”, delayed 

gratification, or “hot”, instant gratification1. 

As he observed his own children growing up, Mischel decided to follow the pre-

school graduates longitudinally and see how they fared as adults. 

Preschoolers who kept their “cool” and waited for the second marshmallow be-

came more self-controlled as adolescents. They yielded less to temptation; they were 

less distractible when trying to concentrate; they were more intelligent, self-reliant, and 

confident; and they trusted their own judgment. When under stress they did not go to 

pieces as much as the low delayers did, and they were less likely to become rattled and 

disorganized or revert to immature behaviour. They thought ahead and planned more, 

                                                
1 Mischel, Walter. The Marshmallow Test: Mastering Self-Control (p. 23). Little, Brown and Company. 

Kindle Edition.  
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and when motivated they were more able to pursue their goals. They were also more 

attentive and able to use and respond to reason, and they were less likely to be side-

tracked by setbacks2. 

The brain images of these alumni revealed that those who had been more able to 

resist the marshmallow temptation in preschool and remained consistently high in self-

control over the years displayed distinctively different activity in the front of their brains. 

In the high delayers, the prefrontal cortex was more active. In the low delayers, the ven-

tral striatum was more active. The prefrontal cortex is used for problem solving and 

control of impulses. The ventral striatum is related more to desire, pleasure and addic-

tion3. 

So here’s the deal. You can have what you see in front of you right now. Or you can 

wait. Trusting in the great Provider of Marshmallows who promises you double marsh-

mallows if you exercise some self control in the here and now. 

The church is a great big Marshmallow Test. 

The Second Marshmallow is delayed.  

And the waiting builds character. 

                                                
2 Mischel, Walter. The Marshmallow Test: Mastering Self-Control (pp. 23-24). Little, Brown and 

Company. Kindle Edition.  
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