
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Making a Commitment to a Healthy Change 
 In order to take control of your health you have to have the confidence and make the commitment to do it.  We have 
provided some suggestions on how you can gain confidence to control your health. This section focuses on how 
making a contract with yourself can help you to make the commitment to take control of your health. 
    What is a health behavior contract? 
We often think of a contract as a legal document that people draft between themselves and their lawyers.  A contract 
can also be a document that you develop to make a commitment to live healthier.  A health behavior contract is a 
contract that you make with yourself that describes how you plan to make a change in your health, for example, taking 
your medication for high blood pressure, exercising more, or watching your diet.  You can make a contract with a 
family member, friend, co-worker, or your physician. 
STEP 1: Getting started with your contract 
The first step in making a health behavior contract is to have a well thought out and realistic plan on what you are 
going to do to take control of your health. A health behavior contract should include a statement on how you are going 
to do it, who will help you to achieve your goal, and what you will do if you meet challenges in achieving your goal.  
STEP 2: Making certain the contract works for you 
Once you have written the contract, read it carefully and see if it fits your personal style.  Ask yourself, “How certain am 
I that I can meet the goals of this contract?” Rate yourself on a scale from 0 to 10, with 0 being totally uncertain and 10 
being totally certain. If you have a score below an 8, you should select a more realistic goal. 
STEP 3: Getting help from others 
Share your plans with your family members and friends. Tell them what they can do to help you stick to your plan. Also 
share with them what may be unhelpful to you. 
STEP 4: Review your contract on a regular basis   
It is important to make sure your plan is realistic and works for you. If you find that you are able to meet your goals, 
choose healthy ways to reward yourself. If you find it challenging to complete your goals, then reevaluate your 
contract.  Don’t blame yourself or feel guilty. You may need to make some adjustments to it. Remember, like other 
contracts, a health behavior contract may need to be reevaluated and renegotiated. 
     Some Examples of Contracts 
“I will walk (WHAT) at least 5 blocks (HOW MUCH) in the afternoon (WHEN), three times a week (HOW OFTEN).” 
STEP 5: My Contract 
Below is a contract that may help you to make a commitment and keep it.  This contract should contain the following: 
1.   What I am going to do. 
2.   When I am going to do it. 
3.   How often I am going to do it. 
4.   How much I am going to do (if the activity has a specific duration or amount). 
 
For example:  “I will walk (WHAT) three extra blocks (HOW MUCH) in the morning (WHEN), five times a week (HOW 
OFTEN).” 
 
I WILL: 
(Do what) _____________________________________________________________ 
(When) _____________________________________________________________ 
(How often)_____________________________________________________________ 
(How much)_____________________________________________________________ 
 
How confident am I that I will do this? _______ 
(on a scale of 0 to 10 with 0 being not at all confident and 10 being completely confident) 
 
Based on The Arthritis Helpbook: A Tested Self-Management Program for Coping with Your Arthritis. K Lorig, JF Fries.  
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Combined Positive Affect and Self Affirmation Intervention: 
Staying Positive to Keeping your Contract 

 
Taking control of your health requires being physically active, taking your medicine, and eating right.  And don’t forget that 
taking control of your health takes partnering with your doctor to monitor your progress.  But, just knowing this is not 
enough.  Here is what one patient said:   
 
“I’m not so sure anybody totally responds to knowledge and fear alone.  It’s not enough.  There has to be something else.  
There’s got to be a whole bunch of other positive things to make you want to make that change on a continuing basis.” 
 
It takes something more to be healthier.  It takes Staying Positive.  That’s right.  There is power in positive thinking.  You 
may think that staying positive is difficult when you are living with a chronic health condition.  However, staying positive is 
important to overcome the challenges that present themselves in your daily life.  Staying positive is important to take 
control.  Staying positive can help you to become more physically active even though you have a chronic health condition.  
Staying positive can also help you change your diet, be physically active as well as taking your medication regularly.  This 
will help you to develop the skill to stay positive. 
 
The Benefits of Staying Positive 
Do you know that when people feel positive they are happier and more successful at meeting challenges?  They are also 
more helpful to others and have better memory and judgment than people who do not feel as positive.  In addition, when 
people feel positive they are more creative and better at problem-solving.  Doctors believe that when people have positive 
feelings, it helps them overcome challenges in their lives.  This also applies to challenges like walking more or staying on 
a heart-healthy diet. 
 
Here are some examples from people with heart disease who use positive thoughts to help them be more physically 
active.  Think about how their situations may be similar to yours. Although these examples are for people with heart 
disease, these situations can be applied to anyone living with a chronic health condition. 
 
What People Say About Staying Positive  
Mr. A is a 60-year-old man who has had angioplasty.  To stay positive, he thinks a lot about pleasant things when he 
walks.  “Walking itself makes me feel good, but I think about nice things too.  I keep thinking that I will be able to walk 
even more by summer time.  Now I incorporate walking into my daily routine. I even bought a new pair of sneakers so that 
I am comfortable when I increase my stroll to longer distances.” 
 
Mr. B stays positive by trying to do something nice for others.  “Well, I feel if people have a negative attitude about 
something, it will just be detrimental to them because a feeling of feeling good, for the most part, is tonic.  If you could 
have that feeling all the time, even though if you feel down once in a while, it doesn’t last long and you feel better more 
quickly.  When you do something good for someone, when you see their smiles, it makes me feel good, have a positive 
feeling.” 
 
Mrs. C is a grandmother who stays positive about life by thinking of her family, keeping active, and being with friends.  
She also takes pride in her accomplishments.  “The most important things to me are the welfare of my children and my 
grandchildren.  I’m so proud of them.  I also go to classes and wonderful concerts, which is very healthy.  You have to find 
things you enjoy doing, whether it’s knitting or something else.  I feel good when I do something that pleases me, that I 
feel happy about.  I enjoy meeting with friends or coming home, knowing my husband will be home, talking to people on 
the phone, keeping in touch.” 
 
 

Staying Positive 
When people have positive feelings, it helps them overcome challenges in their lives, including big challenges and small 
challenges, like becoming more physically active.  One very simple way to stay positive is to think about the small things 
in your life that make you feel good.  Things that bring a smile to your face.  Perhaps seeing a beautiful sunset or finding a 
five-dollar bill in your pocket will make you feel good.  
 
What are some of the small things in your life that make you have positive feelings?  What are some of the things that 
make you feel good, even for just a few moments?  Thinking about these small things that make you feel good may help 
you to overcome challenges and improve your health.  Make a list of some in the space below. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Reflecting on Proud Moments 

When people think about some proud moments in their lives or things that they have done that they are proud of, it also 
helps them overcome challenges.  What are some moments in your life or things that you have done that you will always 
be proud of?  Thinking about how these moment or things made you proud may encourage you to be more physically 
active.  Make a list of some in the space below. 
 
 
 
 

Give This a Try 
 
First, when you get up in the morning, think about the small things that you said make you feel good, like 
______________________________.   Then as you go through your day, notice those and other small things that make 
you feel good and take a moment to enjoy them.  
 
Second, when you encounter some difficulties or are in a situation that makes it hard for you to _______________ 
(examples: be physically active, take your blood pressure medications, etc) think about things you enjoy or proud 
moments in your life, like _________________________. 
 
Do you think you can do these things?  Will you think of one of these when you start your day?  And as you go through 
your day, will you take time to enjoy them? 
 
Will you also think of one of these when you encounter some difficulties or are in a situation that makes it hard for you to 
___________________(examples: be physically active, take your blood pressure medications, etc)? 

 
My Commitment to Staying Positive 

 
I am going to think of small things that make me feel good and take a moment to enjoy them. 
 
STEP 1: When I get up in the morning, I am going to think about the small things that make me feel good and go through 
my day thinking about these and taking time to enjoy them. 
 
STEP 2:  When I encounter something that makes it hard for me to _________________(examples: be physically active, 
take your blood pressure medications, etc) I am going to think about something I enjoy, or a proud moment in my life, and 
see if these thoughts help me to keep ______________________ ((examples: be physically active, take your blood 
pressure medications, etc) 
 
Congratulations!  You have now taken an important step toward positive thinking and taking control of your chronic 
health condition! 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Based on Living with Heart disease: Taking control after angioplasty and Living with Hypertension: Taking 
Control © 2004 Center for Complementary and Integrative Medicine, Joan and Sanford I Weill Medical College of Cornell 
University, PI: Mary E. Charlson, MD; Funded under contract number 1N01-HC-25096 by the National Heart, Lung and 
Blood Institute 
 
Script published in: Charlson ME, Boutin Foster C, Mancuso C, Peterson J, Ogedegbe G, Briggs W, Robbins L, Isen A 
Allegrante, J. Randomized controlled trials of positive affect and self affirmation to facilitate healthy behaviors in patients 
with cardiopulmonary patients:  Rationale, trial design, and methods.  Contemp Clin Trials 2007; 28:748-762 
 
 
 
 


