
 
 
 
 
How to Stick with Good Habits: 
The Paperclip Strategy  
 
In 1993, 23-year old Trent Dyrsmid started working at a bank in 

Abbotsford, Canada. 
 

Trent had more than his fair share of challenges in his new position. Firstly, 
he was fresh out of college and due to his lack of experience nobody at the 

firm expected very much of his performance. Secondly, Abbotsford was a 

small suburb at the time, located an hour’s drive from Vancouver where all 
the big business deals were done. Thirdly, the first popular email services 

like AOL and Hotmail wouldn’t be available for another two to three years. 
In a nutshell, geography had a large role to play in business success and 

Abbotsford wasn’t exactly considered a great place for doing business. 

 
And yet, despite these challenges, Trent made immediate progress as a 

stock broker thanks to a simple and relentless habit he maintained each 

day.  
 

On his desk, he placed two jars. One was filled with 120 paper clips. The 
other was empty. That’s all that was required to start his habit. 



“Every morning I would start with 120 paper clips in one jar and I 
would keep on dialing the phone until I have made 120 phone 
calls and moved all the paperclips to the second jar” – Trent 
Dyrsmid 
 

And that was it. 120 calls per day. One paperclip at a time. 

 
Within a period of 18 months, Trent’s business account grew to $5 million 

in assets. By age 24, he was making $75 000 a month. Within a few years, 
he was headhunted by other firms because of his success and landed him a 

$200 000 a month job with a new firm. 

 
Habits That Stick vs. Habits That Fail 
 
During an interview with Trent about the details of his habit, he said “I 
would start making calls at 8 a.m. everyday. I didn’t look at stock quotes or 

analyst research. I didn’t even read the newspaper once during this entire 
time. If the news was really that important, surely it would find me in other 

ways.” 

 
Trent Dyrsmid’s story is a perfect example of a simple truth: Success is 

often the result of committing to the fundamentals over and over again. 

 
Consider Trent’s results with the way in which we often struggle to stick 

with new habits. We want to be consistent with our workouts, but struggle 
to make it to the gym. We know that we need to set aside more time to 

spend with loved ones, eat healthier meals or read more books, but still 



can’t seem to find the motivation to do so. We have good intentions on 

achieving our goals, but still procrastinate on them. 
 

What makes the difference? Why do some habits stick while others fail? 
What can we learn from Trent’s paper clip habit? 

 

The Power of a Visual Cue 
 
The Paper Clip Strategy works so well because it creates a visual trigger that 

can help motivate you to perform certain habits more consistently. 
 

Here are a few reasons visual cues work so well for building new habits… 
 

Visual cues remind you to start a new behaviour. When we start 

with a new habit it is not unusual to hear ourselves say, “Next Monday I’m 
going to start eating healthy. This time for real.” But a few days later our 

motivation wanes and the routine of everyday life takes over. Hoping that 

you will remember to follow a new habit is usually a recipe for failure. This 
is why a visual stimulus, like a holder full of paperclips, can be so useful. It 

is much easier to stick with good habits when your environment nudges 
your behaviour in the right direction. 

 

Visual cues display your progress on a behaviour. Consistency is 
an essential component of success, yet very few people actually measure 

how consistently they display good behaviours. The Paper Clip Strategy 

acts as a built-in measuring system. One look at your paperclips and you 
have an immediate indication of your progress. There are very few 

motivators as those that we can measure and can actually see. 



 

Visual cues can have an amplifying effect on your motivation. As 
the visual evidence of your progress mounts, it is natural to become more 

motivated to continue the habit. In simple terms, the more paperclips you 
place in the holder, the more motivated you will become to finish the task. 

Behavioral Economics refer to this as the Endowed Progress Effect which 

means we value things more once we have them. As you move more 
paperclips to the “completed” holder, the more valuable completing the 

habit becomes to you. 

 
Visual cues can be used to drive short-term and long-term 
motivation. The Paper Clip Strategy can provide daily motivation, but 
then it is essential to start from scratch each day. You can also use the 

strategy to measure the consistency with which you complete certain tasks 

over longer periods such as a week or even a month. The visual cue of the 
paperclips will help motivate and measure your habits over both short – 

and long periods of time. 

 
Creating Your Own Paper Clip Strategy 
 
There are different ways you can use the Paper Clip Strategy to improve 

your habits and achieve your goals. 

 

•! Hoping to make 10 sales calls per day? Start with ten paperclips and 

move one over each time you make a call throughout the day. 

•! Want to drink 6 glasses of water a day? Start with 6 paperclips and 

move one over each time you finish a glass. 



•! Not sure if you’re taking your medication three times a day? Set 3 

paperclips out and throw them into the “completed’ holder each time 
you take your medication. 

 
Best of all, the entire strategy will cost you much less than you would think. 

 

1.!Get a standard box of paperclips 
(https://www.waltons.co.za/Item/25510100)  

2.!Get two paper clip holders 
(https://www.waltons.co.za/Item/39132600) 

3.!Pick your habit and start moving those paperclips from one side to 

the other. 
 

Trent Dyrsmid realised that success in his field came down to one core 

task: making more sales calls. He discovered that mastering the 
fundamentals would ultimately make all the difference.  

 
The same is true for you. What defines success in your field? What are the 

core tasks that will ultimately determine success in your field? 

 
Master these fundamentals and you will experience visible and 

progressive results. 

 
 

 
  

 


