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It takes 12 weeks to make a Marine. So suggests the short version 
of Parris Island’s mission (“We make Marines”). In three months of 
intensive basic training, the Corps transforms young men and women 
from vastly disparate backgrounds into Marines. And “transforma-
tion” is the right word, at least based on my personal observations 
(my dad), as there is no such thing as an “ex-Marine.” They refer to 
themselves as “former Marines,” while retaining constant connection 
to the Corps for life. 

Boot camp is a form of human reprogramming. The governing in-
stitution imposes a level of discipline on its people that is likely more 
intense than any individual among the group has previously endured. 
Free will is rescinded. Shared sacrifice and discomfort are employed as 
character-shaping tools, as naturally as a chisel fits in a sculptor’s hand. 
The experience is often characterized as grueling. Based on the Corps’ 
legacy – successfully developing elite warriors, contrarily imbued with 
both humility and pride, who are “first into the fight” – the program 
seems to work. 

How the Marines arrived at 12 weeks is a matter of military history, 
and I’m not inclined to research the matter, but let’s consider the sig-
nificance of the three-month span. In the context of social psychology, 
can habits be forged from forced repetition? In plain speak: How long 
does it take to “change” a man (or woman or child)? 

Maxwell Maltz, a plastic surgeon working more than half a century 
ago, noticed a pattern among his patients. He observed that it took 
about three weeks for a person to get used to looking in the mirror 
at his new face. Maltz considered his own adjustment periods to new 
behaviors, and he estimated them at roughly 21 days. In a blockbust-
er book on behavior change and other topics, Maltz postulated that 
“commonly observed phenomena tend to show that it requires a min-
imum of about 21 days for an old mental image to dissolve and a new 
one to (completely form).”

Maltz’s guestimate gained popular footing, and self-help propo-
nents have passed it down to one another (they tend to borrow shame-
lessly from their peers) for 70 years. “It takes 21 days to form a new 
habit,” has become accepted lore. Maltz’s observations were purely 
anecdotal, though, and he was careful to express his theory as “at least” 
21 days, though the at-least part has disappeared from conventional 
thinking with the passage of time.

Phillippa Lally is a health psychology researcher at University Col-
lege London. She and her team created an exper-
iment to quantify the true length of time humans 
require to form enduring habits. She published 

results in the European Journal of Social Psychology, and the conclusions 
challenge the long-assumed 21 days. In fact, the normative time-span 
suggested by her data is 66 days – more than two months – with out-
liers requiring up to 254 days, which is roughly 70 percent of a year. 

In Lally’s case, behavior-modification focuses on individual desires 
– a person chooses a thing he or she wants to change. It could be as 
simple as drinking an extra glass of water every day at noon. Or as 
challenging as quitting cigarettes or running several miles every morn-
ing before dawn. Whatever it is, it’s a choice. Boot camp doesn’t in-
volve much free-thinking. You don’t “choose” to awaken to the sound 
of a screaming drill sergeant at 4 a.m., or slog through 54 sleep-de-
prived hours of The Crucible, a brutal smorgasbord of long marches, 
exhausting physical and mental challenges and combat-like stress.

For Maltz and those who have co-opted his anecdotes, it takes at 
least three weeks to change in a sustainable way. Says Lally, it’s more 
like nine and a half weeks (which is oddly ironic if you consider the 
Mickey Rourke/Kim Basinger movie of the same name). Give the Ma-
rines three months, and they’ll give you a new (and more “squared-
away”) version of yourself. 

In mid-March, things changed for all of us. Some of us lost our 
jobs. Our days quickly began to duplicate their unspectacular selves. 
We’ve been eating together with family at our kitchen tables. We’ve 
been taking daily walks. Our own backyard is an oasis, as exotic as 
a distant beach. Some of the changes are good – we’re talking and 
spending less money and working out often and entertaining ourselves 
with simple things.

I find the idea of a quick-and-automatic economic recovery to be 
naïve. If it were so easy and inevitable to get economies back on track, 
why wouldn’t everyone do it any time things go a little south? Does 
a country like Japan simply “deserve” decades of stagnancy? Is there 
something in the Argentinian DNA that compels the country to blow 
itself up – economically – over and over again? There’s more to it than 
printing money (“providing liquidity” in fancy circles) and “opening 
things up.” If it were that simple, everyone with a credit card and a 
flashing neon sign would be rich. 

I can’t control a virulent, relentless pathogen or a Treasury Depart-
ment in a frenzy or the fit of your mask. But I have at least six weeks of 
homebound simplicity to develop new habits, and according to Maltz 
and Lally, if not the Marines, it’s a long-enough time to make them 
stick. Does chocolate every noon count as good? 
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