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To Howard and Patricia



“For in truth habit is a violent and treacherous
schoolmistress. She establishes in us, little by little, stealthily,
the foothold of her authority; but having by this mild and
humble beginning settled and planted it with the help of time,
she soon uncovers to us a furious and tyrannical face against
which we no longer have the liberty of even raising our
eyes.”

—MONTAIGNE
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PART 1

ANATOMY OF A HABIT



1

Birth of a Habit

This book started with an apparently simple question that seemed to have a
simple answer: How long does it take to form a new habit? Say you want to
go to the gym regularly, eat more fruit, learn a new language, make new
friends, practice a musical instrument, or achieve anything that requires
regular application of effort over time. How long should it take before it
becomes a part of your routine rather than something you have to force
yourself to do?

I looked for an answer the same way most people do nowadays: I asked
Google. This search suggested the answer was clear-cut. Most top results
made reference to a magic figure of 21 days. These websites maintained that
“research” (and the scare-quotes are fully justified) had found that if you
repeated a behavior every day for 21 days, then you would have established
a brand-new habit. There wasn’t much discussion of what type of behavior it
was or the circumstances you had to repeat it in, just this figure of 21 days.
Exercise, smoking, writing a diary, or turning cartwheels; you name it, 21
days is the answer. In addition, many authors recommend that it’s crucial to
maintain a chain of 21 days without breaking it. But where does this number
come from? Since I’m a psychologist with research training, I’m used to
seeing references that would support a bold statement like this. There were
none.

My search turned to the library. There, I discovered a variety of stories
going around about the source of the number. Easily, my favorite concerns a
plastic surgeon, Maxwell Maltz, M.D. Dr Maltz published a book in 1960



called Psycho-Cybernetics in which he noted that amputees took, on
average, 21 days to adjust to the loss of a limb and he argued that people
take 21 days to adjust to any major life changes.1 He also wrote that he saw
the same pattern in those whose faces he had operated on. He found that it
took about 21 days for their self-esteem either to rise to meet their newly
created beauty or stay at its old level.

The figure of 21 days has exercised an enormous power over self-help
authors ever since. Bookshops are filled with titles like Millionaire Habits in
21 Days, 21 Days to a Thrifty Lifestyle, 21 Days to Eating Better, and
finally, the most optimistic of all: 21-Day Challenge: Change Almost
Anything in 21 Days (at least it acknowledges that it might be a challenge!).
Occasionally, the 21-day period is deemed a little too optimistic and we are
given an extra week to transform ourselves. These more generous titles
include The 28-Day Vitality Plan and Diet Rehab: 28 Days to Finally Stop
Craving the Foods that Make You Fat.

Whether 21 or 28 days, it’s clear that what we eat, how we spend money,
or indeed, anything else we do, has little in common with losing a leg or
having plastic surgery. To take Dr Maltz’s observations of his patients and
generalize them to almost all human behavior is optimistic at best. It’s even
more optimistic when you consider the variety amongst habits. Driving to
work, avoiding the cracks in the pavement, thinking about sports, walking
the dog, eating a salad, booking a flight to China; they could all be habits
and yet they involve such different areas of our lives. But, to be fair, Maltz
didn’t invent the 21-day time frame; there are all sorts of origin stories
explaining its whereabouts, most of them standing on science-free ground.

Thanks to recent research, though, we now have some idea of how long
common habits really take to form. In a study carried out at University
College London, 96 participants were asked to choose an everyday behavior
that they wanted to turn into a habit.2 They all chose something they didn’t
already do that could be repeated every day; many were health-related:
people chose things like “eating a piece of fruit with lunch” and “running
for 15 minutes after dinner.” Each of the 84 days of the study, they logged
into a website and reported whether or not they’d carried out the behavior,
as well as how automatic the behavior had felt. As we’ll soon see, acting
without thinking, or “automaticity,” is a central component of a habit.

So, here’s the big question: How long did it take to form a habit? The
simple answer is that, on average, across the participants who provided



enough data, it took 66 days until a habit was formed. And, contrary to
what’s commonly believed, missing a day or two didn’t much affect habit
formation. The complicated answer is more interesting, though (otherwise,
this would be a short book). As you might imagine, there was considerable
variation in how long habits took to form depending on what people tried to
do. People who resolved to drink a glass of water after breakfast were up to
maximum automaticity after about 20 days, while those trying to eat a piece
of fruit with lunch took at least twice as long to turn it into a habit. The
exercise habit proved most tricky with “50 sit-ups after morning coffee,”
still not a habit after 84 days for one participant. “Walking for 10 minutes
after breakfast,” though, was turned into a habit after 50 days for another
participant.

On average, habit formation took 66 days. Drinking a glass of water reached maximum automaticity
after 20 days; for 50 sit-ups, it took longer than the 84 days of the study.

The graph shows that this study found a curved relationship between
repeating a habit and automaticity. This means that the earlier repetitions
produced the greatest gains towards establishing a habit. As time went on
these gains were smaller. It’s like trying to run up a hill that starts out steep
and gradually levels off. At the start you’re making great progress upwards,
but the closer you get to the peak, the smaller the gains in altitude with each
step. For a minority of participants, though, the new habits did not come
naturally. Indeed, overall, the researchers were surprised by how slowly
habits seemed to form. Although the study only covered 84 days, by



extrapolating the curves, it turned out that some of the habits could have
taken around 254 days to form—the better part of a year!

What this research suggests is that 21 days to form a habit is probably
right, as long as all you want to do is drink a glass of water after breakfast.
Anything harder is likely to take longer to become a really strong habit, and,
in the case of some activities, much longer. Dr Maltz and his cheerleaders
weren’t even close, and all those books promising habit change in only a
few weeks are grossly optimistic. Of course, this study opens up a whole
new set of questions. The participants were only trying to adopt new habits;
what about our existing habits? How much better might they have done
using tried and tested psychological techniques? And this study doesn’t
really tell us what a habit feels like, how we experience it, or where it tends
to happen.

What do we actually do all day long? Some busy days slip by in a flash and
we remember little. Whether at work or idling around at home, it would be
fascinating to know exactly how our time is spent and which parts are
habitual. Unfortunately, there’s a very good reason why we tend to be awful
at recalling habitual behavior, which is to do with its automaticity. So
psychologists use diary studies, which give a much more accurate picture of
what people are up to than we can get from memory. In one study led by
habit researcher Wendy Wood, 70 undergraduates at Texas A&M University
were given a watch alarm.3 Every hour while they were awake, it reminded
them to write down what they were doing, thinking, and feeling, right at that
very moment. The idea was not just to build up a list of activities, but to see
the context in which they occurred. Across two separate studies, the
researchers found that somewhere between one-third and half the time,
people were engaged in behaviors which were rated as habitual. This
suggests that as much as half the time we’re awake, we’re performing a
habit of one kind or another. Even this high figure may well be an
underestimate, since it’s based only on young people whose habits haven’t
had much of a chance to set hard.4

So, what were participants in Wood’s research up to? Since they were
students, the largest category was studying. This included attending classes,



reading, and going to the library, which made up 32% of the diary entries.
Amongst these activities, about one-third were classified as habitual. The
next category was entertainment, which participants were engaged in 14%
of the time. This included things like watching TV, using the Internet, and
listening to music. And this time, the percentage of habitual activities went
up to 54%. Next on the list were social interactions, which made up 10% of
the entries and 47% of which were classified as habitual behaviors. The
category in which the behaviors were least habitual was cleaning, down at
only 21%, while the category which was most habitual was going to sleep
and waking up at 81% (at least they weren’t hiding their lazy, slovenly
ways!).

More important than precisely what they were doing (especially for those
of us who aren’t students), are the characteristics of habits. What does it feel
like? What’s going on in our minds? What emerged from this study, as it has
from others, are three main characteristics of a habit. The first is that we’re
only vaguely aware of performing them. Like when you drive to work and
don’t notice the traffic lights. You know some part of your mind was
attending to them, along with other road-users and the speed limit, but you
often can’t specifically remember doing so. In Wood’s study, participants
reported exactly this vagueness about their habitual behavior. While they
were hanging out, watching TV, or brushing their teeth, they reported
thinking about what they were doing only 40% of the time. It’s one of the
major benefits of a habit: it allows us to zone out and think about something
else, like planning a trip on the weekend. Habits allow the conscious part of
our minds to go a-wandering while our unconscious gets on with those
tedious repetitious behaviors. Habits help protect us from “decision fatigue”:
the fact that the mere act of making decisions depletes our mental energy.
Whatever can be done automatically frees up our processing power for other
thoughts.

A habit doesn’t just fly under the radar cognitively; it also does so
emotionally. And this is the second characteristic that emerged: the act of
performing a habit is curiously emotionless. The reason is that habits,
through their repetition, lose their emotional flavor. Like anything in life, as
we become habituated, our emotional response lessens. The emotion
researcher Nico Frijda classifies this as one of the laws of emotion and it
applies to both pleasure and pain.5 Activities we once considered painful,
like getting up early to go to work, become less so with repetition. On the



other hand, activities which excite or give us pleasure initially, like sex,
beer, or listening to Beethoven’s 7th, soon become mundane. Of course, we
fight against the leaking away of pleasure, sometimes with success, by
seeking variety. This is why some people feel they have to keep pushing the
boundaries of experience just to get the same high.

None of this means we don’t feel emotion while performing a habit, it’s
just that the feelings we experience usually have less to do with the habit
and more to do with where our minds have wandered off. Wood’s research
found this exact pattern in participants’ reports of their emotional
experience. Compared with non-habitual behaviors, when people were
performing habits their emotions tended not to change. In addition, the
emotions that people did experience were less likely to be related to what
they were doing than when their activities were non-habitual. The fact that
habitual behavior doesn’t stir up strong emotions is one of its advantages.
Participants in this study felt more in control and less stressed while
performing habits than they did enacting non-habitual behaviors. The
moment that participants switched to non-habitual behaviors, their stress
level increased.

The third important characteristic of a habit is so obvious that we often
don’t notice it. Perhaps this is partly a result of the automatic nature of
habits. Take some typical daily routines: You get up in the morning, go to
the bathroom, and take a shower . . . Later you’re in the car when you turn
on your favorite radio station . . . Then, at the coffee shop, you order a
blueberry muffin . . . The connection is context. We tend to do the same
things in the same circumstances. Indeed, it’s partly this correspondence
between the situation and behavior that causes habits to form in the first
place.

The idea that we create associations between our environment and certain
behaviors was memorably demonstrated by the Russian physiologist, Ivan
Pavlov. In Pavlov’s most famous research, carried out on dogs, he created an
association between being fed and a ringing bell. Then, after a while, he
tried ringing the bell without feeding the dog. He noticed that the dog began
to salivate anyway. The bathroom, car, and coffee shop are like Pavlov’s
bell, unconsciously reminding us of long-standing patterns of behavior,
which we then enact again, in exactly the same way as before. This is
backed up by research on humans that shows that people tend to perform the
same actions in the same contexts. In the diary study described above, most



of the behaviors, like socializing, washing, and reading were carried out in
the same place.

It becomes clear just how much context is important for habit whenever
you move house or get a new job. Once in a new home, it’s suddenly
difficult to do the simplest of jobs. Making a sandwich becomes an ordeal as
you have to consciously think about where the knives and plates are. It’s not
just simple tasks that become more difficult; it’s all your usual routines.
From getting up in the morning to going to bed at night, so many tasks feel
like they’re being done for the first time. You may even find yourself trying
to carry out your old habits in your new home, to no avail: because
everything has moved, suddenly those ingrained ways of behaving fail you.
The same goes for new jobs. Where once you glided around the workplace
on autopilot from one task to the next, in the new job you feel like a fish out
of water.

Psychologists have seen how important context is in research on how
people cope with changes to their environment. In one study, students’
habits were tracked as they transferred to a new university.6 They were
asked how often they watched TV, read the paper, and exercised both before
the move and afterwards. They were also asked about the context in which
these habitual behaviors were performed. How did they perceive the
context, where were they physically, and who was with them at the time?
The answers to these questions built a picture of whether the context had
really changed with the move from one location to another. For example, it’s
possible that although a physical location changes, the overall context
doesn’t. Like hotel rooms, one dorm room can look much like another; so it
might not feel that things have changed much.

What the participants reported as they moved from one university to
another was that context was important in habit change. They found that if
they wanted to cut down their TV and increase their exercise, it was easier
to do so after the move. This is because new surroundings don’t have all the
familiar cues to our old habits. Without these cues, our autopilot doesn’t run
so smoothly and our conscious mind keeps asking us what to do. That’s why
moving house is like going on holiday: without your established routines,
you have to keep consciously thinking about what you’re going to do now.
The same thing happened to these students. Instead of automatically
watching TV or reading the newspaper, they were more likely to think,



“What did I plan to do today?” and “What do I actually want to do now?”
As a consequence, a world of possibility opens up.

The rather bland word “context” can also include other people. Whether
we notice it or not, we are heavily influenced by those around us. The
researchers in this study found that participants’ behavior was disrupted by
any changes in the behavior of those around them. For example, students
reported they changed their newspaper reading habits if those around them
changed theirs. It isn’t necessarily the case that we copy other people, just
that they tend to cause some change in us. This ties in with the finding that
people who live alone report more of their daily behaviors as being habitual
than those who live with others.7 Other people, then, disrupt our routines,
sometimes for better, sometimes for worse.

Now we’ve seen how habits are born, what they feel like, and how much
of our daily lives they take up. Three characteristics have emerged: firstly,
we perform habits automatically without much conscious deliberation.
Secondly, habitual behaviors provoke little emotional response by
themselves. Thirdly, habits are strongly rooted in the situations in which
they occur. We also know that they can vary considerably in how long they
take to form. But how much control do we have over our habits? If we want
to make a change, how easy will it be?



2

Habit Versus Intention: An Unfair Fight

We like to think that our habits follow our intentions. If I want to form a
habit, I should be able to. Say I decide to switch from white to whole-wheat
bread. I buy it from the store a few weeks in a row; I like it so I keep getting
it. With each repetition, the habit gets a little stronger, and after a few
months I’m picking it up off the shelf without even thinking. I intended to
eat more healthily, and now I am. Just the same sort of process, with our
intentions flowing into our habits, goes on in all sorts of areas of life:
learning to ride a bike, dance, or cook. Individual physical actions are built
up over time into chains of behavior we perform automatically.

Mental habits can be built up in just the same way, again with intentions
flowing into habitual ways of thinking. You might decide you’re being too
harsh on a friend, say, by always thinking they are selfish. You make a
mental note to spot a more benevolent trend in their behavior. You notice
when they buy you a drink and listen to your problems. Small things, but
steps in the right direction. Sure enough, you start to think of them as less
selfish. Unconsciously, the habitual ways in which you think about your
friend have changed.

Our mental habits can change in this way because our minds are so good
at spotting patterns; indeed, it’s one of the mind’s chief functions. Our
ability to spot patterns at low levels and build them up into a habit, based on
our conscious intentions, enables us to reach much more complex goals.
Here’s an example from a classic psychology study. Participants sat in front
of a computer for almost an hour, pressing one of four buttons



corresponding to where a cross appeared on the screen.1 Naturally, it was
very boring, but the experimenters had a little trick up their sleeve.
Unknown to the participants, there was a pattern in where the crosses
appeared. Despite it being consciously undetectable, the participants began
to respond faster as the study went on—they were learning the pattern.
When interviewed afterwards, though, none had noticed anything: they had
learnt it without realizing. This is a study about unconscious learning, but it
demonstrates how mental habits can grow out of patterns. Here, an
unconscious learning process was in the service of a higher level intention:
to do well on the test and please the experimenters.

When you learn to shoot a basketball through a hoop or reverse a car into
a tight space, it’s the physical equivalent of this unconscious mental learning
process. Lots of small unconscious actions are built up to achieve one big
conscious goal: shooting a hoop or parking a car. In the mental realm,
mathematics is an early example of this building-up process. At school, we
learn a series of operations we can perform on numbers to reach a goal: say,
working out the average height of our classmates. Although learning these
basic operations (addition and division) can be excruciating for young
minds, they soon become second nature. Later on, we can perform them
almost without conscious thought, which enables us to complete much more
complex calculations. Once again, the habit of particular mental or physical
operations helps us achieve a whole series of higher-order goals.

We all have an intuitive sense that our habits are built up purely in the
service of our goals (remember that bad habits are also goal-oriented,
although the goal may not be a good one, like getting drunk to forget one’s
problems). Indeed, the stronger people’s habits, the more they believe that
those habits are goal-oriented.2

Our intuitive sense that intentions lead straight into habits is far from just
a lay understanding. Many influential psychologists have expressed exactly
the same idea. Generations of first-year undergraduate psychologists are
taught that intentions are a major key to predicting behavior. They learn
theories with grand-sounding names like the “model of interpersonal
behavior,”3 the “theory of planned behavior,”4 and the “theory of reasoned
action,”5 which all suggest that when we form an intention, it leads us to act
in line with that intention. These are influential ideas across different sub-
disciplines of psychology and they underpin much research.



Now these theories are being challenged because, like our intuitive
understanding, they don’t tell the full story. We may like to think our
intentions flow directly into our habits, but often they don’t. It’s an idea we
resist because it strikes at our sense of having free will. We like to think that
things happen for a reason, and one of those reasons is because we decided
it would happen, or at the very least, that someone else decided it would
happen. Yet habits don’t flow solely from our intentions and there are
studies that demonstrate this.

Worse for our sense of agency, it’s possible for intention and habit to be
completely reversed. Sometimes we unconsciously infer our intentions from
our habits. How the habit started in the first place could be a complete
accident, but we can then work out our intentions from our behavior, as long
as there’s no strong reason for that behavior. Say I take a walk around the
park every afternoon and each time I follow a particular route which takes
me past a duck pond. When asked why I take this route, I might reply that I
like to watch people feeding the ducks. In reality, I just walked that way the
first time, completely at random, and saw no reason not to do the same the
next day. Now, after the habit is established, I try to come up with a reason
and the ducks spring to mind. I end up inferring intention from what was
essentially just chance.

We know people regularly do this sort of backwards thinking, and really
believe it. One of the most famous examples in psychological research is
cognitive dissonance. This is the idea that people don’t like to hold two
inconsistent ideas to be true at the same time. Studies conducted more than
half a century ago find that when people are induced into behavior that is
inconsistent with their beliefs, they simply change their beliefs to match.6
It’s like when someone ends up spending too much on a new car. Instead of
feeling bad about the clash between their original plan and what they’ve
actually done, they prefer to convince themselves that the car is worth the
extra money. This is a result of our natural desire to maintain consistency
between our thoughts and actions. We all want to be right, and one thing we
should all be able to be right about is ourselves. Backwards thinking allows
us to do just that.

But surely we would know if we were doing this kind of backwards
thinking? Unfortunately, though, we have little access to these sorts of
unconscious processes. It turns out that in experiment after experiment,
psychologists can change minds without participants realizing. In one study



on attitudes, people clearly changed their mind on an issue after being
bombarded with reasons to do so.7 Despite this, they claimed the arguments
had had no effect on them; indeed, they thought their new attitudes were
what they had always thought. It seems politicians aren’t alone in blanking
out their U-turns. Like it or not, we’re all capable of it.

What we’ve explored so far are two extremes: when we create habits
intentionally for a particular purpose and when we infer intentions from our
behavior. In real life, though, both of these processes happen at the same
time and habit is a combination of our intentions and our past behavior. So
here’s the crucial question: What kind of combination? Can the intention to
start eating healthily or get a new job really overcome the habit of eating
junk food and going to the same office every day?

We already know quite a lot about this question because psychologists are
very keen to change people’s behavior, hopefully for the better. Studies on
donating blood, exercising, recycling, and voting have all examined whether
it’s possible to change people’s habits. One of these tested if participants
could predict their own consumption of fast food, how much they watched
TV news, and how often they rode the bus over a week.8 Each person was
asked how much they intended to carry out each of those three behaviors
over the coming week. Then, they were asked how often they had performed
each behavior in the past. These are the measures of intention and habit.
Over the next 7 days, participants noted down how often they went into a
fast-food restaurant, watched TV news, and rode the bus.

The results showed that when established habits were weak, intentions
tended to predict behavior. So, if you don’t watch TV news that much, your
intention for the coming week, whether it’s to watch more, less, or the same,
is likely to be accurate. Good news for our sense of self-control. Here comes
the bad news. As habits get stronger, our intentions predict our behavior less
and less. So, when you’re in the habit of visiting fast-food restaurants, for
example, it doesn’t matter much whether you intend to cut it down or not,
chances are that your habit will continue.

It gets worse, though. Participants were also asked how confident they
were in predicting their behavior over the coming 7 days. An unusual result



emerged. Those with the strongest habits, who were the least successful in
predicting their behavior over the coming week, were the most confident in
their predictions. The finding is striking because it hints at one of the dark
sides of habits. When we perform an action repeatedly, its familiarity seems
to bleed back into our judgments about that behavior. We end up feeling we
have more control over precisely the behaviors that, in reality, we have the
least control over. It’s another example of our thought processes working in
the opposite way to our intuitive expectations.

Considering how powerful habits are in the face of conscious intentions, it is
vital to know what a strong habit is compared with a weak habit. For
example, is buying a pair of shoes once a month a habit? What about
reading the newspaper every day or attending a community meeting twice a
year? How often before we find it increasingly difficult to stop ourselves or,
put the other way around, no longer have to force ourselves? Psychologists
have looked at this in a review of 60 different research reports on habitual
behavior.9 They classified habits into two categories. In the first they put
things like exercising, coffee drinking, and using a seat belt; the kinds of
things that you might do at least once a week. In the second category they
put the kinds of things we might only do a few times a year. They included
things like donating blood or getting flu shots, but could just as easily
include going to the dentist or getting a haircut. The other important thing
they took into account was the context in which each repeated action took
place. Context is a vital component of habitual behavior because we tend to
perform the same actions in response to particular situations.

Across all the studies, intentions emerged as the strongest predictor of
future behavior. Overall, people were doing what they intended. Yet when
habits were divided up into either those performed about weekly or those
performed approximately yearly, a big difference emerged. Once again,
when behaviors were performed weekly, established habits tended to rule
people’s behavior in comparison to any plans they’d formed to act
differently. It was only when behaviors were performed only once or a few
times a year, like getting flu shots or donating blood, that intentions took
over from autopilot. Once again, the situation was also important since



habitual behaviors performed in stable situations—like always ordering a
latte in a coffee shop—are even less susceptible to our intentions.

This suggests that the difference between a strong and a weak habit is
somewhere in the region of whether it is performed weekly or only a few
times a year. This means strong habits could encompass an enormous
amount of our behavior. If you think about the things you might do on a
weekly basis in the same context—say, visiting a restaurant or watching a
film—it feels like these decisions are highly intentional. But this research
would suggest these types of behaviors are close in nature to daily actions
like wearing a seatbelt, catching up on the news, or checking your email. We
have less intentional, conscious control over these types of behaviors than
we would like to think.

For years, psychologists have tried changing people’s bad habits by
targeting their intentions. Hundreds of studies have attempted to help people
adopt a low-fat diet, do more exercise, wear a bicycle helmet, use a condom,
take a college course, quit smoking, put on sunscreen, and many, many more
laudable causes. When the results are added up together, they don’t look too
clever. One review of 47 of the most rigorous of these studies produced
sobering reading.10 On the positive side, psychologists are very successful at
getting people to change their goals and intentions. After various
psychological techniques have been used on them, people in these studies
definitely want and intend to change. Unfortunately, the problem comes
with breaking down existing habits. Although people intend to change,
when habits are strong, actual behavior change is relatively low.

Despite all this talk of how weak intentions are in the face of habits, it’s
worth emphasizing that much of the time even our strong habits do follow
our intentions. We are mostly doing what we intend to do, even though it’s
happening automatically. When washing our face each day, picking up an
espresso on the way to work, or cleaning our glasses, it’s because at some
point in the past we consciously decided (or someone decided for us) that
these things were worthwhile activities, so we kept repeating them until they
were automatic. This probably goes for many habits: although we perform
them without bringing the intention to consciousness, the habits still line up
with our original intentions. Even better, our automatic, unconscious habits
can keep us safe even when our conscious mind is distracted. We look both
ways before crossing the road despite reminiscing about a rather depressing
holiday we took in Brazil, and we put oven gloves on before reaching into



the oven despite being preoccupied about whether the Brussels sprouts are
overcooked. In both cases, our goal of keeping ourselves alive and unburnt
is served by our automatic, unconscious habits. It’s only for the minority of
bad habits that we want to change that things become tricky.

There’s no doubt that there are plenty of occasions when we can
successfully make or break our habits. Still, what we find from the research
on habits and intention is that our conscious decisions aren’t as strong as
we’d like to think. In some ways, this is a comforting thought. It means that
all those times we tried to change our behavior and failed because old habits
intervened, there was a good reason: the sheer power of strong habits.
Studies show that it’s normal for strong habits to override our conscious
intentions. Combine that with how long habits take to form and it’s no
wonder we find our everyday behaviors difficult to change.

So why do our habits not submit to our intentions? To answer that
question, we have to take a trip into the deep, dark, mysterious world of the
unconscious, where the secrets of how our habits operate are buried.



3

Your Secret Autopilot

Imagine you’re at a friend’s house-party. There are quite a few new faces so
you’re scanning the room. Then your gaze lands on an attractive stranger on
the other side of the room. You look away, you look back. The first hint of a
smile plays across their lips. Suddenly, you’re nervous, your mind goes
blank, you want to go over and you want to run away, both at the same time.
You turn around too fast, bump into someone, almost spilling your drink.
Then you take a few deep breaths, compose yourself, and pretend to be
looking around for someone you know while you try to track down the
attractive stranger. There they are, over there, half-concealed by a lamp. A
friend taps you on the arm to ask who you’re looking at . . .

Now, let me ask you a question. Do you think you’d be able to describe
accurately why you find this person attractive? Indeed, how good are we in
general at pinpointing what it is about others that attracts us?

Before you answer, consider a sneaky study carried out by Swedish
psychologists.1 People were shown pairs of female faces on playing card–
sized photos, one in each of the experimenter’s hands. They pointed to
whichever of the two faces they found more attractive. The experimenter
then passed the card to the participants and asked them to describe exactly
why they found that face attractive. But this is a psychology experiment, so
there’s a twist in the tail. Sometimes, when the experimenter passed the card
to participants, there was a little sleight-of-hand involved. This resulted in
half the participants staring at the female face they didn’t choose. So, half
the participants were being asked to justify a decision that, in reality, they



hadn’t made. A few spotted the trick, but most didn’t; they were then asked
to describe exactly why they had chosen that face.

Think about what you’d expect to get. If the face was second-best for
you, then wouldn’t your enthusiasm at least be dampened? Perhaps the
information would be processed unconsciously, leading to a subtle
difference in your report? For example, we might be more uncertain or more
vague about why we preferred this face. But analyzing the participants’
reports, the researchers couldn’t find any difference between the two groups.
Both the participants looking at the photo they chose and those looking at
the one they didn’t seemed sure of their reasons, were equally specific, and
expressed equal levels of emotionality. The verbal reports gave no clue the
switch had been performed. The researchers gave this phenomena a snappy
new name: choice blindness. This, then, is the idea that under certain
circumstances, we are actually oblivious to the choice we have made.

To take you back to the opening scene: how sure are you now that you’d
be able to accurately describe what it was you saw in that attractive
stranger? Hopefully, if you were sure before, you’re slightly less sure now.
What this study hints at is the strange nature of the unconscious, which is
central to an understanding of how our habits work the way they do and
what we can do to change them.

For thousands of years, humans have been trying to make sense of what’s
going on in their own minds. One of the most famous voyagers to the inner
self was the psychoanalytic pioneer, Sigmund Freud. Although nowadays he
doesn’t enjoy the same scientific prominence, his ideas about the
unconscious have taken hold of the popular imagination. So much so that
we tend to think it’s possible to reach down into our unconscious and find
out about ourselves. The process of psychoanalysis, Freud liked to explain,
was not unlike that of an archaeological dig. While it can be difficult to
unearth the truth about yourself, it is nevertheless there, buried deep down
below layers of neuroses and complexes and other strange motivations and
desires.

Many modern psychologists take quite a different view of the
unconscious. It is best articulated by Timothy D. Wilson of the University of



Virginia, who has long been interested in what we do (and frequently don’t)
know about ourselves. Over the years, Wilson and others have sent
thousands of participants off on these archaeological digs into the
unconscious mind to see what comes up. In one study, researchers set
themselves up in a mall pretending to carry out a consumer survey on
nightgowns and nylon stockings.2 Passersby were asked to evaluate what
they were told were four different nightgowns and four different pairs of
stockings. In fact, all four items were identical. Quite by accident, they
discovered that people seemed to prefer the item that was on the far right
and this was most pronounced for the stockings. The right-most pair,
although identical to the left-most, was preferred by a factor of four to one.

But did people notice that it was because they were on the right? Could
they dig down and work out what was going on? Apparently not. When
asked why they had chosen a particular item, no one mentioned its position.
Even when the experimenters suggested that the position might have an
effect, most participants looked at best very confused and at worst utterly
dismissive. So people didn’t have a clue why they preferred one identical
pair of stockings over another. Score one for the unconscious and zero for
the conscious.

Another of Wilson’s studies looked at the inverse situation: when people
think something will unconsciously influence them when, actually, it
doesn’t. In this study, participants read a passage from the novel Rabbit,
Run, by John Updike. The extract from the book involves an emotionally
charged scene in which an alcoholic mother, while washing her baby in the
bath, accidentally drowns her. The participants were split into four groups,
who were presented with different versions of the passage:

1. The scene was presented in its entirety.
2. A part of the scene—a description of the baby’s messy crib—was
deleted.
3. A different part of the scene—a physical description of the baby—
was deleted.
4. Both (2) and (3).

Afterwards, participants rated the emotional impact of whichever passage
they had read on a simple scale from 1 to 7. Then, participants in condition
2, 3, or 4 were shown the deleted scenes and asked if it would have made



any difference to the emotional impact of the whole extract if they had been
included. On average, most of the participants thought the deleted parts
would have increased the emotional impact. But when the researchers
looked at the ratings, it was clear that the emotional impact was unaffected
by deleting either or both of these sections. So here we have people thinking
something will unconsciously affect them when, in fact, it made no
measurable difference at all. Score two for the unconscious and zero for the
conscious.

Now the examples get more personal and even slightly uncomfortable.
You might well think it isn’t that big a deal that you don’t know why you
choose particular products or can’t accurately predict the emotional impact
of literary works. These are not that important. So let’s come a little closer
to home. Let’s talk about personality, attitudes, and self-esteem. These are
three things about ourselves that we should be able to judge accurately.

Once again we find shocking deficits in our self-knowledge. Take the
case of shyness. One study compared people’s self-reports about their
shyness with an implicit test of shyness, that is, by seeing what they do in a
real situation, rather than what they say they do.3 Now, of course, there is
some overlap between self-reports and implicit tests: people who are raging
extroverts don’t report being really shy. But what this study finds is that
there is not as much overlap as we would expect. We seem to know
something about our own personalities, but not as much as we’d like to
think.

Attitudes are great examples of where people say one thing but their
actions reveal something else. We all know people who secretly watch TV
shows that they would never publicly admit to liking. The most incendiary
example is race, where people claim they’re not racist but their behavior
suggests otherwise. It is possible people are trying to keep unsavory
attitudes quiet, but the research suggests people are actually successfully
hiding it from themselves.4

Perhaps the most incredible example is self-esteem. Surely we know how
high our own self-esteem is? Well, psychologists have used sneaky methods
of measuring self-esteem indirectly and then compared them with what we
explicitly say. For example, one study put participants through a five-minute
interview designed to make them feel their personality was being probed.5
They were asked the types of questions that psychologists stereotypically
are supposed to ask, like: “If you could be any sort of animal, what animal



would that be and why?” This was a smokescreen; in fact, they wanted to
see how much nervous body language participants exhibited—this was the
real measure of self-esteem. What they found was only a very weak
connection between how high they thought their self-esteem was and how
much nervous body language they displayed.

It seems almost unbelievable that we aren’t aware of how high our own
self-esteem is since it’s such an integral part of ourselves. Amazingly, some
studies find almost no connection at all.6 It’s like you ask someone what
color their eyes are and where they were born, and the best they can do is
“darkish” and “somewhere in the Northern Hemisphere.” There’s even some
evidence that the more we try to think about our self-esteem, the less
accurate we become.7 Once again with self-esteem, as with the other aspects
of self-knowledge, we are strangers to ourselves.

The fact that our unconscious doesn’t completely control us is mostly down
to our frontal lobes, the part of the brain that sits just above our eyes. This
area is most associated with all the higher functions like reasoning, memory,
and planning, but it also works to monitor and inhibit our actions. When this
area of the brain is damaged, control over habits can be lost.

The French neurologist François Lhermitte was the first to systematically
document a type of disorder he called utilization behavior.8 The patients he
described all had damage to the frontal lobes of the brain: some had
Alzheimer’s disease, others had had surgery for cancer and some treatment
for aneurysms. What Lhermitte noticed was that many of these patients
exhibited a similar type of behavior. When a pair of glasses was put on the
table in front of them, they would reach out, pick them up, and put them on.
Nothing odd in that, you might say. Except when another pair of glasses was
put on the table, they would pick those up and put them on over the first
pair. And with another pair they would repeat the same action. Patients with
utilization behavior show this pattern for all sorts of habitual actions and
without any internal motivation. If a glass of water is placed in front of
them, they drink it although they’re not thirsty; if food is brought, they start
to eat it despite just having had lunch; if a comb is set down on the table,
they pick it up and use it although their hair is perfectly tidy.



What’s even more strange is that they will perform all these actions after
being specifically told not to. When asked why they drank from the water
despite not being thirsty and being told not to touch the water, they simply
reply: “Because you held out the objects to me and I thought I had to grasp
and use them.” Then, sometimes, they would sit there asking themselves:
“Must I use them?” This utilization behavior only seems to happen when the
patients already have an established habit. For those who don’t smoke,
cigarettes and a lighter provoke no automatic behavior. But if the
experimenter reaches for the pack and takes a cigarette, the patient will light
it for them.

At the other extreme are patients who seem only too aware of how their
habits are being unconsciously cued. One example is known as “alien hand
syndrome.” Here patients find their hand performs all kinds of actions that
they don’t want it to. Like those with utilization behavior, they will reach
out and grab glasses of water, door knobs, or clothing, despite having no
conscious desire for water, going through doors, or undressing. Their
experience is one of complete detachment from the “alien hand,” as though
someone else were operating it. The syndrome was used to great comic
effect by Stanley Kubrick in his 1964 film Dr. Strangelove, in which the
eponymous doctor, played by Peter Sellers, can’t keep his “alien hand”
under control. Away from the movies, though, patients with this problem
find it very distressing as they really experience the hand as though it is
being externally controlled.

This is a glimpse into two frightening worlds in which unconscious habits
take complete control over the physical body; one without the patient
realizing, and another, more distressingly, with full conscious awareness.
Fortunately for most of us these extremes of behavior are only something
we can try to understand from the outside. Although they’re severe
examples, they do demonstrate how our habits are continually bubbling up
from the unconscious. When we see glasses of water, door knobs, or plates
of food, somewhere deep in our unconscious, automatic processes are being
initiated. The fact that we don’t always perform these habits is down to
other inhibitory processes, which try to stop us eating and drinking when
we’re not hungry or thirsty and opening doors when we don’t want to leave
rooms.



The unconscious mind is carrying out all sorts of high-level thinking which
we don’t have access to, try as we might. This includes basic perceptual and
motor processes that we’d expect, like how to catch a ball, recognize the
face of a loved one, or reverse a car into a tight spot. Generally, it’s not too
worrying that there are things our bodies know that our conscious minds
don’t. Less intuitively, and less happily for our own sense of self, we find
that we have little access to the kinds of thinking processes that should be
transparent, such as our own attitudes, our personality, and our self-esteem.

Over the years and over many hundreds of studies, a new view of the
unconscious has emerged, a view that diverges from Freud’s theories in a
central way. Freud thought we could dig down through the archaeological
layers to get at the truth of why we think and do the things we do; many
modern psychologists think otherwise. Rather than a series of archaeological
layers which can carefully be scraped away, the center of our unconscious is
more like the Earth’s core: we get the results in the form of emotional
earthquakes, thought eruptions and the rest, but the actual causes can be
extremely mysterious. That’s why sometimes our emotions, attitudes, and
decisions can fluctuate for no reason that’s accessible to our conscious
selves, leaving us floundering.

None of this stops us from trying to guess what’s going on down there,
which we do all the time, and researchers have been fascinated to see what
happens when we try. The results are not heartening. In one study, students
waiting in line at a college dining hall filled out a questionnaire asking them
why they liked their chosen drink.9 Others just made their choice without
thinking twice about their preference—they acted as a control group. Then
the researchers peeked in the cups to see how much of each drink they had
drunk. What emerged was that participants who had really thought about
how much they liked their chosen drink were less accurate in predicting how
much they would actually drink than those who hadn’t thought about it. In
other words, thinking carefully about their preferences lowered people’s
ability to successfully predict their own behavior.

In another study, participants were given a choice between two types of
poster to take home: an artistic one or a humorous one.10 While some were
asked to think about the reasons for their choice, others just chose. An
interesting thing happened: trying to work out why they liked the poster
made participants more likely to choose the humorous one rather than the
artistic one. Then they took them home and reported back after a few weeks



about how satisfied they were with their choice. It emerged that those who
chose the humorous poster were less satisfied. When the researchers looked
more closely at the reasons, they noticed that, on average, people found it
easier to come up with reasons to like the humorous poster and, at the same
time, to say why they didn’t like the art poster. So, because the art poster
was more difficult to think about, people chose the humorous poster. But
when they got the humorous poster home, it didn’t seem quite as funny.
What we’re seeing here is that people’s choices are affected by what
thoughts arrive most easily in consciousness, not necessarily what’s in the
unconscious. On top of this, thinking too hard about the reasons for our
decisions can make us less happy with those decisions.

This doesn’t necessarily mean that introspection always makes us worse
predictors of our own behavior or less happy with our choices, but it
certainly shows the potential dangers. Still, the typical story of our
interaction with our unconscious is frustrating in the extreme. Because we
don’t have direct access to the reasons we do things, we make up some
reasons based on our own personal preferences, theories about the world,
and any other available conscious information we can lay our hands on. It’s
like Aesop’s fable about the fox who spots some grapes on a high-hanging
branch. He tries to jump and get them, but finds he can’t reach. In a flash, he
performs a mental U-turn and decides he doesn’t want the grapes anymore
because they’re probably sour. With this U-turn, the fox is protecting
himself from the frustration of not being able to get the grapes by telling
himself he didn’t really want them anyway (this is where we get the phrase
‘sour grapes’). Smokers are doing something similar when telling you they
know someone who smoked forty-a-day and lived until 100 years-of-age, or
that if the smoking doesn’t kill them, something else will. These are
rationalizations of the kind our unconscious is spinning all the time, but
without our knowledge.

The fact that the unconscious is almost impossible to penetrate looks like a
problem for anyone who wants to change their habits, since they live mostly
in the unconscious part of the mind. Really, though, awareness of the power
of the unconscious to guide and change our thinking and behavior is the first



step to change. If we deny how much of our thought and behavior is
unconscious, we’ll have less chance of making changes stick. Probing the
unconscious to try and explain our habits is a waste of time—indeed, it may
even be counterproductive—but becoming more aware of our behavior,
something we can notice, is very helpful.

This is because the habit itself is one of the most important clues as to
what is going on in the unconscious. We can use our memories and
conscious awareness to piece together a picture of what might be going on
down there, at our cores. With these clues and an insight into how they are
produced by the interaction between what habits we want and what habits
we actually get, we can take better control of ourselves. And it’s to this
interaction that we turn in the next chapter.



4

Don’t Think, Just Do It!

The other day I was halfway through watching a film on TV when the
power went out. Our wiring isn’t the best, so I looked out of the window to
check that everyone else’s power was out. It was. Then I called the
electricity company to complain and was told that engineers had been
dispatched. It was dark, so I stumbled about the house using the glow from
my mobile phone display. Having found the candles and matches, the
apartment was soon lit by a soft glow. I’m irritated and confused because I
was totally absorbed in the film and suddenly I’ve been plunged back two
centuries into a time before electricity and Hollywood.

While I was waiting for the power to be restored, I went to the bathroom.
As I walked in, my hand went up to the light switch and clicked it on. For a
fraction of a second, I stood there confused, wondering why it hadn’t had its
customary effect, then I snorted at my own stupidity. Not only have I looked
out of the window to check that the power cut covers my area, I’ve phoned
the power company and lit candles, and yet I was still trying to turn on the
light. There’s worse to follow when, two hours later, the power still hasn’t
been restored. I went into the bathroom again, and my hand reached up and
clicked the switch again. I stood there dumbstruck, wondering what could
possibly have been going through my mind. The answer is: absolutely
nothing.

This sort of behavior is the kind of thing the famous American behavioral
psychologist B. F. Skinner would have found comforting, because it fit right
in with his view of habits. The way I acted with my light switch looks



similar to how his pigeons behaved in his most famous experiments. In one
of these, Skinner put hungry pigeons in a box and fed them once every 15
seconds. Soon, they began to exhibit unusual behaviors. One pigeon began
stretching its neck just before the food was delivered; another started
walking in circles; yet another stuck its head in the corner. Skinner’s
explanation was that the pigeons learnt to associate moving their necks, or
walking in circles, or sticking their heads in the corner, with the reward of
food. So they came to ‘think’ that these movements somehow caused the
food to arrive. The pigeons had become superstitious.

The classic view of habits sees humans as much more complicated
versions of Skinner’s pecking pigeons. In this view, our habits are built up
quite simply in response to rewards from the environment. For example, my
job pays me money, which I want, and I learn from the environment that if I
work harder, I can get promoted and get more money. So, I develop a work
ethic. Or, I want to be liked more and I notice that smiling helps, so I start
smiling more. And my habit of smiling at people is born . . . and so on. All
the time, I’m noticing (whether consciously or unconsciously) that a certain
type of behavior is rewarded, and the more it is rewarded, the more I
perform the behavior in the same situation. These are simplistic examples,
but if you imagine them built up layer on layer, the idea is that you can get a
view of how humans acquire their habits.

To return to the pigeon for a moment: it wasn’t really superstitious; it’s
too stupid for such a complicated idea. Whatever you say about me, I’m
pretty sure I can outwit a pigeon, so how come I’m behaving just like it and
trying to turn on a light switch during a power cut? It’s because, to some
extent, our responses to the world are quite pigeon-like, but clearly, to
reduce all human behavior to that of pigeons, is ridiculous.

One of many ways in which humans differ from pigeons is that humans
have dreams. We can’t definitively say that a pigeon doesn’t dream of one
day owning its own statue to defecate on, setting up a colony on Mars, or
being supreme leader, but it seems highly unlikely. In contrast, humans are
chock-full of dreams. To try and reach our dreams, we have all kinds of
goals, many operating all at the same time, waiting for the right opportunity
to be activated. We dream of a clean house, a well-educated son or daughter,
and a promotion at work, so when the time is right we get out the mop and
bucket, or research the right schools, or practice our brown-nosing. But
when, exactly, is the right time?



Certainly, many of our habits are cued at exactly the right time. Like
pigeons, we have learned when to execute particularly complex behaviors in
response to the right situations and rewards. We spy on other diners in
restaurants to gossip about them, browse Facebook at work for entertaining
pictures, and phone a good friend when we need cheering up. All perfectly
normal, everyday routines. What’s more interesting, though, is when our
habits go off the rails, when they don’t line up with our goals, when the
pigeon inside all of us goes haywire. We want to lose weight, but we keep
eating mountains of cake; we dream of a promotion, but end up
procrastinating at work; we want to reduce our drinking, but end up ordering
another bottle of champagne. Here, our behavior seems to be in direct
contravention of our goals. What we want isn’t what we get. Part of the
explanation is that habits can be performed unconsciously and strong habits
are difficult to change, so this takes us part of the way there. But, in this
chapter, we take it a step further to show why a pigeon-theory of mind can’t
explain how we perform habits.

For many of our everyday activities, our habits serve us very well, from
getting dressed to looking both ways before crossing the street, to asking
after each other’s health. The fact that we perform them unconsciously is
more than just handy; in fact, ordinary life would be impossible if they
weren’t. But sometimes habits can be cued up by the environment with little
or no reference to our goals or intentions.

Take some rather crafty research into habits of thought headed up by the
social psychologist John Bargh. Participants were split into two groups and
a little trick was played on them.1 They were asked to unscramble five
words and make a four-word sentence. For example, they were given things
like: “he it hides finds instantly.” It doesn’t take too much imagination to
discard the word “hides” and come up with “He finds it instantly.” For half
the participants the sentences were just to keep them busy, but for the other
half there was a secret message. The sentences had lots of words which
stereotypically are associated with old people; here are a few: “old, lonely,
grey, selfishly, careful, sentimental, wise, stubborn, courteous.” Apologies to



more mature readers, but this test is designed to elicit stereotypes, so it has
to be crude.

After they had finished the test and thought the study was over, that’s
when it really got going. A confederate of the researchers sat on a nearby
seat to see how long it would take each participant to cover the 9.75 meters
to a strip of tape set up us a surreptitious finishing line. Without knowing it,
the participants were involved in a race and the results showed that the
losers were those who’d been fed the old-related words. On average, they
took a full second longer to cover the distance (8.3 seconds) than those who
hadn’t had the stereotype activated (7.3 seconds). What had happened in
people’s minds was that they were reminded about the idea of being old.
Because we have habitual ways of thinking about old people—what we
usually call stereotypes—it’s easy for these ideas to be activated
unconsciously. Then, we act in line with these stereotypes without even
realizing. Indeed, only one person in this study noticed that lots of the words
were related to a stereotypical view of old age. What this study
demonstrates is that a habit of thought activated outside conscious
awareness can measurably change people’s behavior.

If that example strikes you as a little depressing, then you’ll be happy to
hear that you can improve people’s performance—effectively have them
perform good habits—by just the same method. In one piece of research,
Asian American participants were invited to take a math test.2 Before they
did it, though, some were primed with words that would activate stereotypes
about Asian people, namely a supposed superiority at math. This was done
by flashing up words on a screen for less than a tenth of a second: this is too
quick to consciously perceive, but slow enough for the unconscious to
register (it’s the old subliminal advertising trick, which was actually a hoax
originally, but does work). The words flashed up were things like “Wok,”
“Asia,” “Chinatown,” and “Hong Kong.” The other half got words that had
no relevance to ethnic stereotypes. Again, apologies to Asian people; the
unconscious isn’t as politically correct as it should be.

What they found was that the priming had quite a marked effect on
participants’ performance. Asian Americans who had been primed with the
stereotype got almost twice as many of the questions right as the other
group. That is a serious performance gain for an unconscious cue. When the
researchers looked closely at the data, they saw the reason for the
performance boost. After being subliminally primed with an Asian



stereotype, Asian Americans attempted more questions. So, it seemed that
being reminded of the stereotype made them try harder. A habit of thought
cued a habit of persistence.

Now, on to an important question: can all this unconscious priming of
good habits of thought make you any money? For example, could it help
you win “Who Wants to be a Millionaire?” Perhaps it could. In one study,
participants were primed with either the idea of “intelligence” or that of
“stupidity.”3 Then, they were asked a number of general knowledge
questions like “Who painted La Guernica?” (a. Dali, b. Miro, c. Picasso, d.
Velasquez.) Just the same effect as before emerged. Subliminally priming
people with the idea of intelligence meant they were better able to pluck the
correct answer from memory (it was Picasso).

These studies show that habits of thought and behavior can be activated
automatically by people and things around us. We are continually being
bombarded by subtle—and sometimes none too subtle—cues about how to
behave. We process these automatically and unconsciously, and these
impulses emerge as our habits, which we start performing without conscious
thought. It’s an extension of what we saw in the earlier studies by Wendy
Wood. Students who moved from one university to another tended to change
their habits because their environments changed. They weren’t seeing the
same people or being exposed to the same cues so their TV watching habits,
exercising habits, and so on changed. With fewer habits being activated,
they became more responsive to their own intentions.

What these examples demonstrate is “direct cuing,” that is, there’s a
direct link between some aspect of the environment (in this case, living
somewhere different) and the particular behavior (watching less TV).4 But
it’s also possible for habits to be cued up in more roundabout ways. It’s here
that we enter the realm of “motivated cuing.” This is a weird effect where
habits can become completely divorced from the goals they were originally
designed to accomplish. This is a world where our ability to see why we’re
behaving in particular ways becomes even more blurred.

Let’s imagine for a moment you’re a student at university. You’re free of
the constraints of home and family. You’ve escaped your parents but you’re
not yet caught in the standard routines of adult life: you’re not married,
don’t have children, don’t have house and car payments to make. You’re as
free as you’ll ever be; you like to socialize and, like many students, you do
so while drinking alcohol. With a cup of beer in hand, you can enjoy your



newfound freedom, your new friends, and a future that seems endless. It’s a
heady concoction, and the feeling of being around your friends, of enjoying
each other’s company, is just as intoxicating as the alcohol. You’re not
drinking to escape, as adults sometimes do, from the boredom of their
routines, nor are you trying to dull your senses, to enable you to sleep. Quite
the reverse, you are tasting freedom: the first freedom of adulthood and the
promise of more to come.

Psychologically, though, what’s happening is that you are learning an
association between the habit of drinking alcohol and the pleasure you get,
not just from the feeling of intoxication, but also from the pleasures of
socializing. In fact, for many “drinking” societies around the world, which
includes the US, the UK, and other countries, this is a link that’s ingrained
by culture. In some ways, what we really want is just to socialize with other
people, but because of established rituals we end up drinking alcohol at the
same time.

When you think about it, this is an odd claim, because it is saying that
drinking alcohol serves almost no purpose—you might as well perform any
kind of ritual, like weaving a basket, dancing, or intermittently breaking into
song. Your real aim is to get pleasure from socializing, and the drinking is
merely a byproduct. Many drinkers, occasional or otherwise, would argue
that the alcohol enhances the experience or even enables it, rather than being
a byproduct of it. There is certainly some truth to these points, but there is
still a significant element of habit in there.

Just this disconnect between goal and habit in drinking behavior has been
shown in the laboratory. Psychologists have used jumbled sentence priming
techniques similar to the slow-walking-research described above.5 Again,
the idea is to prime the unconscious with ideas that the conscious mind is
not aware of, and then see how people’s behavior changes. In one
experiment, instead of focusing on stereotypes or intelligence, though, they
wanted to manipulate the desire to socialize. They did this by asking half
their participants to think about cities which are good for socializing and
half to think about cities that are good for historical sites. The idea was to
have half of them unconsciously thinking about the goal of socializing, with
the other half acting as the control group. Then, as a thank you for taking
part in the study, participants chose a discount voucher for either tea/coffee
or beer/wine. What the researchers found was that for those who were
habitual drinkers, unconsciously thinking about socializing made them more



likely to choose the alcoholic drink. For those who weren’t habitual
drinkers, though, it didn’t make any difference. So, just the mere idea of
socializing was activating the idea of drinking alcohol. What this is showing
is a disconnect between the goal (feeling good from socializing) and the
method being used to reach that goal (drinking alcohol).

One of the ironies of the effect of alcohol is that it reduces our ability to
reason effectively. This means we have to rely on our habits more. So, once
you’ve had a drink, it’s even easier for the goal of feeling good about
socializing automatically to activate the habit of more drinking. And we all
know where that leads . . .

What’s going on in this study is similar to what happened to me when I
tried to turn on the bathroom light during a power cut. My goal was to
illuminate the room, which was cued up by my entering the bathroom and
finding myself standing in darkness. And so it cued up a habitual behavior:
turning on the light switch. Unfortunately, the habit was useless under these
circumstances, but because the association is so strong I perform the
behavior anyway, despite the fact that it doesn’t achieve my goal. In this
case, the error of my ways is soon obvious as I’m still standing in darkness;
in contrast, dangerous habits, like drinking too much alcohol, creep up on
people in a much more insidious fashion.

Although we don’t realize it, these disconnects between our everyday
goals and the habits we perform are going on all the time. Because we’ve
built up such strong associations between habits and goals, we don’t notice
when those habits stop achieving our goals because real life is more
complicated than an on–off switch. Let’s say you want to change your travel
habits. You decide that every now and then, instead of taking the car for
short journeys, you’ll walk. The store is only a 15-minute walk away, so
why not get a little exercise? One day you run out of milk, and before you
know it, you’re sitting in the car with the keys in your hand. Why is that and
what happened to the goal of habit change?

Dutch psychologists Henk Aarts and Ap Dijksterhuis have looked at a
very similar situation in research on travel habits in the Netherlands.6 They
found that those people in their studies who were habitual bicycle riders
automatically thought about their bikes when primed with the idea of
traveling. This didn’t happen to people who weren’t habitual bike riders.
This is precisely the link that we are fighting against when trying to change
habits. Because of the automatic, unconscious association between a goal



(going to the local store) and habit (taking the car), we’re already in the car
and halfway to the store before we think anything of it.

What’s emerging is a more subtle view of habits than pigeon-theory can
support. There isn’t just a simple connection in our minds between
something we want (like sex, money, or chocolate) and some behavior we
perform to get it (like Internet dating, robbery, or using a vending machine).
Unlike pigeons, we have plans, goals, and dreams, as well as desires and
drives: it’s why human life is so complicated. The catch is that our goals and
desires can be activated unconsciously at the wrong time by the people or
things around us. Sometimes we’re like the students walking slowly down
the corridor because someone had unconsciously reminded them of old age;
or we’re like the students drinking too much beer because they want to
socialize rather than because they really want more beer. It can all mean we
end up performing behaviors that don’t line up with our long-term goals.

The problem for making and breaking habits is that so much is happening
in the unconscious mind.7 Since the unconscious is generally like the Earth’s
core, impenetrable and unknowable, we can’t access it directly. This means
that deeply held goals and desires can come into play without our realizing.
Not only this, but our conscious intentions to change can prove too weak in
the face of the behaviors we perform efficiently and automatically, with only
minimal awareness.

What does all this mean for our attempts to control ourselves and our
chances of making changes? It’s this question that dominates the rest of the
book. In the third and final section, we look at how we can use our
conscious minds in concert with the environment to make the lasting
changes that we so desire. Before that, we look at how habits play out in
everyday contexts. Here, discovered over decades of research on how we
work, socialize, use the Internet, and more, we find further clues to molding
the unconscious to our will and making lasting changes to habits.



PART 2

EVERYDAY HABITS



5

The Daily Grind

Luke Rhinehart is bored. Really, unbelievably bored. He’s a psychiatrist
with a wife and two children, a moderately successful career, and a nice
home. But he’s fed up with it. He has become bored with all the repetition in
life, the endless sameness of the days, and the activities in those days. He
feels like he’s explored all the regular avenues of interest that life has to
offer and all he sees is mundanity and tedium. He has tried to find solace in
therapy, existentialism, and Zen, but nothing works. Instead, he feels mired
in routine, locked into the numbing repetition of everyday life.

One night, he stumbles upon what seems like a solution to the boredom of
existence: dice. Instead of following his normal, everyday routines, he will
periodically write down a list of six options, including actions he wouldn’t
normally choose; then he will roll the dice and obey it, whatever the result.
The force of habit is subverted both by consciously making a list of options
and by allowing the dice to choose randomly between them. Soon, life for
Rhinehart has become anything but boring. In everyday situations at home,
at work, and while traveling, he experiences the force of habit pulling him
towards his normal routines and the dice pulling him towards randomness,
chaos, and new experience. What he calls “dice therapy” helps him fight the
patterns ingrained into his personality to such an extent that he becomes
liberated from his own self and, indeed, the idea of selfhood.

The character of Luke Rhinehart is the fictional protagonist of cult-classic
The Dice Man, a novel by George Cockroft, himself a psychologist,
published in 1971.1 In the novel, Rhinehart starts off by urinating into plant



pots, walking backwards, and instigating “Habit Breaking Week,” then goes
completely off the rails, leaving his wife and family, committing sexual
assaults, murder, and founding a cult. While we might not agree with the
choices Rhinehart gives himself in the novel and the path he ends up on, the
idea that the randomness of the dice provides an escape from everyday
routine is certainly appealing.

The question is: if new experiences are so exciting, then why aren’t we all
dice men and women? Why don’t we give ourselves up to randomness to
escape the confines of habit? One answer lies in Cockcroft’s novel.
Rhinehart finds that once his experiment is underway in earnest, many of
those around him are appalled by his new, seemingly random behavior.
That’s because not only do we take comfort in our own daily routines, we
take comfort in the routines of others. This is the other side of habits. The
more we are exposed to experiences in life, the more comfortable we
become with them, and the associated positive feelings can increase. It’s
why research shows that students sitting in lecture theaters tend to sit in the
same seats, or as near as they can.2 Even across different rooms they sit with
their friends in similar configurations. It’s also why air travelers feel more
comfortable about flying the more they fly: routine boosts feelings of safety.

It’s not just behavioral routines that we feel more comfortable with; it’s
also intellectual routines. Routines reduce the stress associated with much-
practiced mental processes because they can be performed easily and
unconsciously. Think of experienced emergency room doctors who are able
to stay calm when confronted by a dying patient by using habits drummed
into them over the years. Routines can also provide a safety net when we’re
under extreme emotional stress, such as after the death of a loved one or
some other major upheaval. We can find solace in the reassuring routines of
everyday life: the regular tic-toc of getting up, going about our business, and
heading off to bed at the same time, just as if nothing happened.

Despite the comfort and security that habits can provide, they generally
don’t get a lot of good press. The expression “the daily grind” doesn’t
exactly summon up visions of skipping through sunlit meadows on a hazy
midsummer afternoon. Rather, it makes us feel like robots; robots who get
up in the morning, go to work, come back, eat, turn on the TV, spend 30
minutes worrying about tomorrow before falling asleep, only to get up the
next day (often without enough sleep) and repeat the whole routine again.
Where’s the fun in that?



People do experience emotions while performing habits, but usually not
ones that are related to the habit itself. Our minds are off somewhere else
and the emotions we experience are related to wherever our minds have
gone. Perhaps this helps explain why one study has found that people are
only half as likely to feel pride about a habit compared with a non-habit.3
This suggests we don’t associate our habitual behaviors with our ideal
selves. This is odd because so many habits are good ones: like being
punctual, washing our clothes, or remembering the good times. In the same
study, the researchers found that participants’ thought habits weren’t as
important as non-habits in reaching goals and were relatively uninformative
about themselves and others.

How come we think that almost half our daily behaviors (or maybe more)
say little or nothing about us as people? Actually, these are just the sort of
results we’d expect given what we already know about habits. It’s a result of
their basic elements: that they are unconsciously cued by situations, that we
sometimes have little control over them, and they are performed with little
emotion related to the habit itself. The effect of these factors is to give us a
reduced sense of control over our actions. To us, from the inside, we can
become detached from our habits, as though we are being externally
controlled. In the same study, which asked about habits and pride,
participants were also asked how much ownership they felt towards their
habits. The responses were once again underwhelming. People were less
sure of why they performed habits than non-habits; also, they thought they
were less likely than non-habits to be caused by either the situation they
were in or the other people around them. So, overall, people didn’t feel that
much of a causal connection between themselves and their routine
behaviors, which accounts for the lack of pride and negative emotions.

All of this routine can make us feel like rats stuck in a maze—and it’s no
coincidence that that’s how we know the basics of habit formation.
Researchers such as the American psychologist Clark Hull had rats running
around mazes trying to find pieces of cheese, and from this he saw how
habits were formed at the most basic level. As the mice repeated the same
behaviors in the same circumstances, they became quicker to the cheese—
much like people wandering around underground rail systems looking for
their destinations. It’s all about stimulus and response. The stimulus is the
way out and the response is to explore the tunnels and escalators looking for
that magic exit sign. Of course, there isn’t just an association being built up



between stimulus and response; it’s more conscious and goal-directed than
that: it’s about an outcome, or, in this case, a way out. What we’re learning
is an association between an action and an outcome. For instance, if I take
the Northern Line from Waterloo and get off at Goodge Street, I’ll get to
University College London. In animal learning terms, a habit is formed
when we move from action-outcome links to stimulus-response links.4 In
other words, we start paying less attention to the outcome than we do to
simply responding to the environment—usually in the same way we have
before.

The reason daily habits can make us feel like a rat stuck in a maze is
because that’s a very similar model to the way we’re behaving. This might
sound a bit demeaning to humanity, but remember we’re talking about the
automatic, unconscious aspects of our behavior. After all, the everyday
habits we learn do some great things for us. Without the parts of our brain
that help make habits, our lives would be that much more difficult. People
with Parkinson’s, a degenerative brain disease, have exactly this problem.
The disease causes a decrease in the neurotransmitter dopamine in a part of
the brain called the basal ganglia. This structure is important in controlling
our movement, hence the characteristic shakiness of people with
Parkinson’s. But the basal ganglia is also thought to be vital to how we form
new habits. With impaired neurotransmitter function in this part of the brain,
Parkinson’s patients have difficulty learning new habits and can even forget
old habits.

This deficit has been demonstrated in an experiment by Barbara
Knowlton at the University of California, Los Angeles and fellow
researchers.5 They recruited some normal control participants, some
participants with Parkinson’s and some who had memory problems. They all
carried out a task in which they had to try and predict the weather (rain or
shine) from four mysterious cards with various geometric shapes on them.
Participants are presented with the four cards in different orders, over and
over again, then told the weather that’s associated with them. The task is set
up to make it very difficult to consciously work out the association between
which cards show up and the outcome. But there is a pattern which the
normal controls pick up unconsciously. After a while, they improve from
50% accuracy (pure chance) up to 70%. People with Parkinson’s, though,
don’t improve because they can’t learn the unconscious association, they
can’t learn the habit. The amnesiac patients, on the other hand, do just fine.



The test doesn’t rely on being able to consciously remember things, only
that your unconscious is in good working order, which, for Parkinson’s
patients, unfortunately, it isn’t. This is the kind of unconscious habit
learning that most of us rely on every day of our lives to help get us through
the most mundane situations, like using a parking meter, operating our
mobile phones, or making small-talk.

SOCIAL HABITS
Let’s do a little childhood reminiscing. Think back to the meals you had in a
specific house at a specific table with your family. Can you remember where
you sat? Can you remember where your mother and father and siblings sat?
Many readers, like me, will see themselves sitting in a particular spot with
other members of their family always sitting in the same positions. I
remember in one house my Dad always sat to my left, my Mum to the right,
and my sisters opposite. The routine was different when we moved to
another house; there, my Mum still sat at one end of the table, but my Dad
sat opposite me because the head of the table was flush against the wall. If I
think back to either of these houses and try to imagine myself sitting on the
other side of the table, it feels wrong, even now.

Perhaps you can remember some other aspects of family meals? Was
there generally talking while you ate, or was that reserved for afterwards?
Did you eat certain foods on certain days? Was Sunday lunch special? What
happened when guests were there? Psychologists have studied these sorts of
family routines like bedtimes, chores, watching television, Christmas time,
and family reunions, but it’s the importance of mealtimes that comes up
again and again. Despite increasingly fractured lifestyles, many families still
believe strongly that they should eat together. This appears to be no bad
thing as evidence suggests these kinds of family rituals are healthy. Families
that have established good, predictable routines tend to be happier, with both
parents and children being better adjusted.6 Family rituals provide a kind of
safety blanket, they increase the family’s sense of togetherness and help
build its identity. As a child, this sense of differing routines and identities
was never more obvious to me than when I visited a friend’s house where
they frequently did things so differently I might as well have been on the
moon.



The habits of both behavior and thought we develop as children can live
on long after we’ve flown the nest. Early social habits, in particular, can
have striking effects on the rest of our lives. For example, take one of the
most natural social habits most of us develop at a young age: being polite to
strangers. We may occasionally be rude to people we know well like our
partners, our friends, and our families, but when it comes to strangers,
usually we are quite polite. Those of us who have the habit were socialized
into it at a very young age. Our parents encouraged us to say please and
thank you to strangers, and over the years we began to notice that when we
projected warmth at other people, they treated us better. This a self-fulfilling
prophecy because our habit of expecting acceptance leads to warmer
behavior, which leads to greater acceptance by others.7

Not everyone learns this habit, though. For whatever reason—but
probably a mixture of genetics and circumstances—some learn at an early
age to be very pessimistic about other people, so pessimistic that it doesn’t
seem worthwhile to think positively about strangers. Some people learn to
expect rejection from others and so, ironically, that’s exactly what they get.
Whether we’re socially pessimistic or optimistic is a habit of social thinking
that has huge implications for our social lives. Just this one good or bad
habit can help lead us towards either a lonely life or one filled with friends.

In the normal course of things, though, even those who are socially
pessimistic will have picked up friends through school, work, and other
interests. But how do we choose who we’re friends with? The standard
psychological account is that much of it is down to similarity: consciously
or otherwise, we choose people who have similar backgrounds, tastes,
attitudes, and preferences. Certainly many studies conducted in
psychological laboratories around the world back this up. If you sit two
random people down together, they are more likely to express liking for
each other when there is also similarity between their personalities, cultural
background, attitudes, and even their physical appearance.8 This has long
been the orthodox view amongst social psychologists, but it obscures
something vital about the importance of our behavioral habits.

Think about a friend of yours, along with the context in which you first
met, and where you meet to socialize now. For many people, both will be
stable situations. For example, the friend you met at school, you now meet
up with once a month for a meal or in a bar. Or, the friend you met at work,
you now socialize with at home. Still, intuitively, we tend to think that



where friends meet and what they do together isn’t as important as what
they say and how they connect psychologically. But is the place and the
activity as incidental to friendship as we tend to think?

Evidence that points more in the direction of habits comes from a study of
friendship which measured the attitudes of participants along with what
activities they took part in.9 People were asked whether they liked things
like hang-gliding, chess, football, or reading, as well as what attitudes they
had towards things like religion, politics, and economics. Then the
researchers used statistical methods to look at the connections between
friendship and both activities and attitudes. They wanted to see where
friendship was forged. Was it more what they did together or was it more
how much they shared similar attitudes? The researchers found that friends
tended to share the same preferred activities much more than the same
attitudes. In fact, the attitudes of friends had no more in common than those
of strangers.10 This was the exact reverse of what people expected, which
was that their attitudes would be more similar than their activities. As the
subtitle of the study memorably encapsulated it: “Those who play together,
stay together.”

It becomes clear that what we do in similar circumstances is tightly bound
up with our social ties. It’s hard to tease apart whether mutual liking or
mutually enjoyable activities come first, but we probably tend to
underestimate just how important our shared habits are in forming and
maintaining our friendships. No doubt, our inability to notice just how
important our habits are in our friendship ties is down to their unconscious
nature. We frequently find ourselves in the same contexts, with the same
people, talking out the same things, without specifically willing it and often
without noticing. And that’s not a bad thing. Without the tendency to
associate with others in regular contexts, we’d miss out on one of life’s great
pleasures. In some ways love itself is a binding together of habits. Two
people’s habits become intertwined so that, as interdependence increases,
both people benefit from the routine activities within the relationship.11

What could be a more admirable habit than love?

WORK HABITS



Like almost every other area of human existence, workplaces are also
hotbeds of habits. At work, habits do a lot more for us than we might
imagine. It’s not just about getting through the mundane parts of our
working lives successfully, like commuting, making routine phone calls,
writing routine emails, or making the right noises in meetings. According to
one influential academic account, routines are at the heart of how the
economy works because they store knowledge, provide stability, reduce
uncertainty, and help people work together.12

Perhaps most importantly, routines allow people to coordinate with one
another. When people work together towards a common goal, they need to
have a rough idea what other people are doing, how long it will take, and
what they will produce. Without these kinds of routines, goods will arrive at
warehouses with no one to unload them, company reports would have
missing chapters, and both children and teachers would keep missing their
classes. The fact that we (mostly) turn up on time, and the work we’ve done
ourselves (mostly) meshes with others, means that all manner of social
institutions can begin to function. Without routines, work would be a
comedy of errors.

But working together isn’t just about turning up on time; it’s also about
learning how we do things around here. When you start at a new job, you
can read all the manuals and know theoretically how things are supposed to
work, yet nothing beats experience. The simple reason is that many of the
rules we work by are unwritten. That’s why many employees say their
managers don’t know the half of what goes on in their organization.
Sometimes, this is called organizational culture, but it’s really about learning
small routines that make the organization work.

One fascinating example of how important habits are at work is in bicycle
manufacture. Although we now think of bicycles as rather ancient and well-
established technology, around the turn of the 20th Century they weren’t.
Bicycles came in all sorts of designs: originally, they had no chains, tires or
gears, and the wheels were different sizes. This made them difficult to ride
and quite dangerous as they tended to throw you over the handlebars (this
was quaintly called “a header”). As companies worked towards what
became known as “the safety bicycle,” the industry went through all sorts of
foments. With the prospect of big profits, the number of manufacturers
exploded, as did the rate of innovation.



In their analysis of the bicycle industry between 1880 and 1918, Glen
Dowell and Anand Swaminathan wanted to see which types of innovation
worked best.13 Was a manufacturer that completely reinvented the bicycle
with huge leaps more likely to survive or was it a better strategy to go slow
and get it right? What they found was that manufacturers who tried to
change too quickly were most likely to go out of business. The same was
true of the manufacturers who were too slow to change. The sweet spot was
in the middle. The bicycle manufacturers who were most likely to survive
were those that kept hold of their old, good routines as well as trying to
establish new ones. These companies continued to produce their old product
lines at the same time as their new ones (in this case, the cut-off was at
about four years—after that, companies began to stagnate). Workers could
then move smoothly and, over time, to the new production line, but they
brought their old habits with them. Companies who overlapped their
production could also keep their routine relationships with suppliers,
distributors, and customers, which further helped them prosper.

So, in efficient companies routines and habits can and do evolve. Rather
than being stuck in their ruts, workers adapt to the new circumstances,
slowly but surely, while bringing along the vestiges of their old habits.
Research in a variety of industries, such as medicine, technology, and car
manufacturing bears this out: routine behaviors don’t hold completely still
in institutions and organizations.14 As with all habits—organizational or
personal—it all depends on how we deal with the feedback from the
environment and whether we are ready and able to make changes.

TRAVEL HABITS
The number of habits involved in the simple act of traveling is huge. Take
driving: habits mean we automatically operate the indicators, turn on the
radio, respond to the car in front braking, and anticipate the actions of other
drivers—all on top of navigating to the supermarket. Without habits, the
drain on our memory and our decision-making powers would be too great.
Consciously having to recall how to brake and which road to take would
take an enormous toll. We’d have a stroke before pulling out of the drive.

At the societal level, our driving habits create all sorts of environmental
problems. In the United Kingdom, the cost of petrol is astronomical, cars are



expensive, and, in London especially, the roads are crammed with cars.
Famously, the average speed in London is somewhere around 10 mph,
perhaps slower, which led to the marvelous headline: “London cars move no
faster than chickens” (although that is chickens running at top speed).15 Of
course, many journeys are necessary, but especially in cities, there are all
sorts of cheaper and more efficient alternatives to cars. Given the gridlock,
why do people continue to drive?

Whatever the political or environmental arguments, from a psychological
perspective, people’s behavior needs explaining. Travel choices are
powerfully shaped by habits because they can override our intentions to
change, but where do these habits come from in the first place? A clue
comes from a German study which looked at what influence socialization
had on whether people chose to use their cars for transport.16 Almost 4,000
students at a German University were asked questions about how they
traveled. Across two studies, the researchers looked at a variety of factors
that might influence what method students took to travel to University.
Amongst other things, they were asked about how much their parents used
public transport, how much they thought a driving license was an initiation
into adulthood, and how open-minded their peers were about different forms
of transport. The results showed that each of these factors was only
important in travel choices insofar as it tended to create traveling habits. In
other words, students were socialized into, say, car use by their parents and
this early buildup of habitual behavior then took over. This shows how
quickly it’s possible to inherit travel habits and how immune they soon
become to things we think might influence them, like peer pressure and
feeling in control of choices.

This isn’t to say that all our travel choices are habitual; many are not. The
problem with habitual travel choices, though, is that the more ingrained they
become, the less likely they are to be consciously reevaluated. For example,
we might continue to drive to work in the summer, despite the fact that
cycling is much cheaper and healthier, because of the habit built up during
the winter. Or, we might automatically plan a new trip by car, because we
always use the car, without even considering the available alternatives, like
trains or coaches. Lab research finds that if people habitually drive to stores
that aren’t within walking distance, they don’t usually consider going by
foot, even when it’s a store that is within walking distance.17



Encouraging people to change their travel choices is very hard. Research
suggests that the key is getting people to consciously reconsider their
options before they automatically get into the car.18 Clearly, this is much
easier said than done. One method that’s been tested is handing out free bus
passes, which can work to weaken driving habits.19 Still, any method that’s
used needs to take into account the fact that while travel choices may
originally have been made for rational reasons, once they become automatic
and so unconscious, rationality goes out the window. To break a habit like
travel choice, we need more than just the desire; we need a specific type of
plan, which we’ll come on to in the third section of this book.20

EATING HABITS
What could be more routine than eating? And, as everyone who is on a diet
knows, all that eating adds up. If a man consumes 3,000 calories per day,
then that’s more than 1 million each year and getting on for a hundred
million in a lifetime. Every day, we make all sorts of decisions about eating,
like where, when, what, and how much. At work, we might decide to go to a
salad bar rather than a fast-food restaurant, or we might decide to skip lunch
altogether. At home in the evening, we choose between doing some cooking
or putting a ready meal in the oven. However, because many of our habits
are unconscious, we often don’t notice the decisions we’re making. Like our
other daily routines, the effects of all these decisions accumulate over time
and are there for all to see around the waist.

So how many decisions about food do we make each day and how many
are we aware of? Brian Wansink and Jeffery Sobal asked 154 college
students to estimate how many food decisions they made every day.21 The
average turned out to be 14.4, which sounds like a reasonable number. But
then the participants were pushed to really think about it. They broke down
their eating into five different aspects that any journalist will recognize: the
who, what, where, when, and how (much). For example, when do you start
and stop eating? Who’s with you? Where do you eat? And so on. From this,
they were able to make a much better estimate of the total number of
decisions about food that people make each day. This average was a mind-
boggling 226.7, which is frighteningly high in comparison to their initial
estimate. To check this, three participants were given a clicker which they



clicked every time they made a food-based decision over a 24-hour period.
This also suggested that the number of daily decisions about food was over
200. This study is a good demonstration of how our eating habits, like our
work, socializing and driving habits, fly under the conscious radar.

Now a critic might say that there’s a bit of cheating going on here to
inflate the difference between our estimated and actual number of food-
related decisions each day. For example, people don’t tend to think of
deciding not to eat as a food-related decision, although, of course, it is. But
even when only decisions to positively eat food were counted, the average
was still 59 per day. And as you’d expect, obese people made more food-
related decisions, presumably because they were eating more food. Wansink
and Sobal call this ‘mindless eating’ and Brian Wansink has written a
fascinating book with that title.22

What this means is that many of our eating habits take their cue from
quite simple habitual decisions we make, often without our realizing. You
can see how little we know about what we eat in some circumstances from a
study of popcorn eating in a movie theater. This found that people given a
240-gram box of popcorn ate 53% more popcorn than those given a 120-
gram box.23 It isn’t that surprising that when given more food, people ate
more. What is surprising is that when asked afterwards to estimate how
much they had eaten, only 6% thought that they’d eaten more than usual.
Then, when told about the larger container, only 5% of people thought that it
had influenced their eating, while 77% said they were hungry and 15%
flatly denied they ate more.

In another study, the researchers found that, even when they made the
popcorn less palatable, it had less influence on consumers than the size of
the container they were eating from.24 We tend to think that how much we
eat is mostly affected by the food’s quality and our appetite; these studies
suggest otherwise. In fact, we are taking relatively trivial cues from the
environment, and, along with our habits, these are having a large impact on
our intake. The examples go on and on—the size of plates, the people we
are with, whether we’re watching television, and so on—but the general
point is the same. The situation we are in cues our eating habits and we
don’t notice the choices we’re making because they are unconscious.



SHOPPING HABITS
In the past few decades, a revolution has happened in how companies
market their products to us. This revolution is partly a result of advances in
computing and the ability to capture and process data, and partly of a key
psychological insight. By now this revolution is far from a secret as most of
us carry around the evidence right there in our pockets: loyalty cards.

Before the advent of loyalty cards, companies marketed their products to
us on the back of some limited research based on putting us into one of a
number of broad categories. For example, one market segmentation system
called VALS (Values, Attitudes, and Lifestyles) splits consumers into groups
like innovators, thinkers, believers, achievers, and survivors, amongst
others.25 In theory, each group is thought to have a different mix of
motivation and resources. In reality, of course, the categories are crude and
can’t hope to represent everyone in all of their diversity.

Then, along came store loyalty cards and the ability to collect and process
huge amounts of data about people’s shopping habits. Soon enough, some
retailers, like the supermarket Tesco, were discovering that this data was a
mine of useful information. They could work out in which stores to launch
new, expensive ranges of foods and which areas of the store particular
customers didn’t habitually use. For large companies, the identification and
leveraging of quite subtle habits and patterns in the data could make them
billions of dollars.26 Where we were once in vague and often illusory
marketing categories, as consumers we can now be brought into sharp focus
with a glance at our purchase history. With the data that online retailers are
now collecting on us, this is only the beginning.

Part of the reason loyalty cards can be so useful for marketers is that they
capture people’s shopping habits, and our habits are surprisingly predictive
of our future purchasing, sometimes more so than our intentions. In one
study that tested how shopping habits stack up against intentions,
participants were asked how often they bought food from a fast-food
restaurant.27 They were then asked about their intentions over the next
week: how often did they intend to buy fast food? What they found was that
when people’s habits were weak, their intentions strongly predicted their
behavior: in other words, without an established habit, people bought what
they intended to. However, when the habit was strong, intentions were only



a weak predictor of behavior. So, in the face of a strong habit, we sometimes
don’t buy the things we intend to; instead, we just do what we did before.

The idea that strong habits rule our intentions goes against our intuitive
sense of how shopping works. It feels to us like we choose a product
because it provides the best trade-off between what we’re prepared to pay
and what it offers. Since we’re satisfied with our initial purchase, we go and
buy the same thing until we’re no longer satisfied. Then, perhaps the quality
drops or there’s another cheaper product, and so we change our choice.

This story we tell ourselves is the exact same story marketing people tell
each other. If you read a marketing textbook, they are filled with page after
page on customer loyalty and satisfaction. Satisfied customers are loyal
customers, and loyal customers are profitable customers. People are
assumed to learn from their experiences. Poor evaluations are thought to
lead to lower satisfaction that leads to switching products.

Although this is such a familiar story for marketers and consumer alike,
there are all kinds of hints that this isn’t the way our minds really work. If
satisfaction was the key to keeping customers loyal, then why are between
65 and 85% of people who switch brands either satisfied or very satisfied?28

The fact is that marketing professionals have very little idea what makes
people switch from one brand to another.29 On its own, satisfaction predicts
very little of people’s behavior, perhaps as little as one-quarter.30 For the
student of habits, this makes sense since it’s easy for habits to become
divorced from intentions. When the initial choice is made to buy a product
and subsequently made again and again, in the same context, then it’s likely
to become a habit, meaning we make the same choice without considering
the options. For many purchases, this isn’t a problem, of course, and saves
us time. Where brand loyalty does become important is when purchases are
made in new and different situations. For example, choosing a new car is
unlikely to be a habitual purchase.

This all leaves us with a rather disturbing answer to the seemingly simple
question of why we buy what we buy. It’s this: much of what we buy
regularly, we buy because we bought it before. While these products might
once have met our requirements, and we might once have thought carefully
about them, there’s no reason they still do—our needs, and what’s on offer,
may well have changed without our noticing. Worse, we are likely to cover
up this fact by automatically justifying our own decisions to ourselves, and



because we often have little access to our own unconscious, it’s easy to
become largely “unconscious consumers.”31

The very fact that habits are so easy to perform makes them attractive.
People are what psychologists call “cognitive misers”: for the most part, we
prefer to avoid difficult decisions. So it’s partly the mental costs of
switching that puts us off. Habits, on the other hand, can literally feel good.
When we can quickly choose a product with minimal thought, we feel more
successful. Each time we buy it and use it, we become more comfortable
with it and the other options fall further and further behind (unless the
product or service is truly awful).32 Set against this, we avoid casting the net
wide for other options,33 and deliberation hurts the brain: not much, but just
enough to make us wonder whether a slightly better tasting peanut butter is
really worth the effort.

Habits can be so strong that they don’t respond to the rewards which
marketers throw at us to encourage switching. Even the standard economic
idea that consumers are rational and will respond to rewards is suspect.
That’s why research finds that habitual shoppers often don’t respond very
strongly to incentives like special offers.34 Habitual consumers are so locked
into their habits, that they don’t have much effect.

Of course, not all of our shopping is habitual. Some people are happy to
switch their patronage to wherever the deal is best after putting in the
necessary effort. Most of us, though, probably have a sliding scale, with
some of our shopping being habitual and other parts not. While we’re likely
habitually to buy the same brand of milk from the same store each week,
buying a new phone is unlikely to be a habitual purchase.

What if you’re staring into the kitchen cupboards and wondering why it’s
the same old products staring back at you? Or what if the monthly grocery
bill has one too many zeros on the end? There are three factors which are
most likely to make us robotic, habitual consumers: being short of time,
being distracted, and having limited self-control.35 It’s a double-edged
sword: relying on shopping habits saves us time and effort and lets us think
about something else, but we also get the same things we always get.
Ordinarily, this may not be a bad thing eating the same things all the time
because you’re tired and distracted while shopping is, well, a recipe for
boredom. The trouble is that old habits are hard to unlearn.

Sometimes, though, we do get shaken out of our old habits by changes in
our lives. This was first demonstrated by the consumer behavior specialist



Alan Andreasen, who suggested that there are particular moments in
people’s lives when their consumer habits are most ready to change.36 He
interviewed hundreds of people and asked them whether they had changed
their usual brands in the last six months. He also asked people whether they
had experienced any major life events in the last six months, whether
positive or negative. When he looked at the data, what he found was that the
more major life events they’d experienced, like changing employer, getting
married, moving house or school, the more they had changed brands. Not
only that, but people who had changed were also more likely to be satisfied
with the switch they’d made. Subsequent research has also found that major
life changes are likely to lead to increased variation in consumer habits.37

The academic explanations for these changes are like the stories we tell
ourselves: often quite complicated and sometimes misguided. The truth is
probably simpler. Major life changes mean changes in situations, which
means old habits are disrupted. After moving house, you visit a different
store which has a different layout and suddenly, choices that have been
largely unconscious, cued by the situation, are offered up for deliberation to
the conscious mind once more. Or, after switching employers, you earn
more money and decide to move up to a more expensive brand. In either
case, willingly or otherwise, your conscious mind is back in the hot seat
making all those crucial decisions about which brand of coffee to buy or
where to take your dry-cleaning.

Most of us, at some point, find the daily grind is getting us down. It’s not
just work, but our routine feels old. Sometimes we want to break out and do
something different; we feel like seeing some new sights, meeting some new
friends—somehow changing up the old routines. But anyone who has tried
this knows that ingrained habits are hard to budge and they get harder as we
age. Habit provides a safety zone, but it’s also a kind of cage from which
escape is hard.

One reason habits are so hard to change is that we start performing them
without conscious deliberation. When we shop, socialize, eat, work, and
travel, it’s often difficult to spot that we’re responding in the same way to
the same situation, and sometimes, that response could be improved. The



thread running through all of these everyday activities is that the first step is
simply to notice our own habitual behavior. For organizations to change and
improve their habits, they have to notice and respond to what they are doing.
For people who want to change their eating, the first step is to notice what
they are already eating. For those who want to change how they travel, the
first step is to stop and think about the choices rather than following the
same old routine.

Everyday life doesn’t have to be such a grind, if only we could notice our
own behavior. Perhaps surrendering ourselves to the randomness of dice is
too extreme a solution, but certainly there are ways of mixing things up that
would improve our everyday existence. Like the bicycle manufacturers who
successfully survived the industry cull, we need to try and spot which
routines are helping us and which routines are killing us, and then try to
work out how to replace them. But slowly.



6

Stuck in a Depressing Loop

Around the age of eleven, Stanley became obsessed with symmetry.
Suddenly, everything he did had to be symmetrical. His writing had to be
perfect, with all the lines, loops, and dots just so. When he walked down the
street, his arms had to swing exactly in time with the stride of his legs so
that he seemed to walk like a robot. When he took tests in school, he
become more obsessed with shading the answer boxes precisely within the
lines than with getting to the end of the test. Later, certain numbers started to
go around and around in his head, particularly the number six. He began to
repeat everything he did at least twice: he went around his paper route again
and again to check he hadn’t missed a delivery, and soon these habits were
taking over his life. Stanley called these obsessions “mosquitoes of the
mind.”

Stanley is one of the sufferers of obsessive compulsive disorder, OCD,
documented in Dr Judith L. Rapoport’s book The Boy Who Couldn’t Stop
Washing, and he is far from alone.1 The number of people who have it at
any one time may be as high as 2%.2 This means there could be about 6
million people with OCD in the US and over 1 million people with it in the
UK. OCD is classified as a kind of anxiety disorder; people who suffer from
OCD have obsessive or habitual thoughts about, say, being clean, which
drive their repetitive behaviors, like hand washing. People with OCD are
almost always aware that they are obsessive and that they are repeating the
same behaviors over and over again, yet they find it difficult to stop. OCD is
a disorder of intrusive, repetitive, anxiety-provoking thoughts. The



compulsive behavior is carried out because it helps to relieve the anxiety
associated with the thoughts.

People with OCD have all sorts of obsessions and compulsions, but
across cultures and countries three are practically universal: cleanliness,
checking things are done, and imposing order. These are not exactly wild
and wacky obsessions that are difficult to empathize with. Who hasn’t
wanted to tidy up the house, wash their hands, and check that they’ve turned
off the oven? Perhaps you’ve even cleaned, checked, or washed a little more
assiduously than might have been called for? Research tells us that most
people experience unwanted thoughts, images, or ideas flashing through
their heads from time-to-time, and some more than others.3 This makes
sense since there are all sorts of excellent reasons why it’s handy to be
clean, well-organized, and on-time. Even people who are always late,
untidy, and disorganized know it’s not ideal!

What is it that makes regular, everyday worries go over the line and
become a disorder? We don’t know exactly, but there are convincing
theories. The problem for people with OCD is that relatively normal fears,
ideas, or images aren’t ignored or discarded as random thoughts that the
mind often creates. Instead, a worrying image, like stabbing someone with a
knife, which may start only as a brief flash of an idea crossing the mind,
takes on much more importance than it should. A person with OCD can
become fixated on this type of image. They can come to believe that they
might act on it. To try and counteract this perceived danger, the person
might compulsively avoid knives and continually check on the safety of
their child. This is a perfectly rational response to an irrational thought, and
the response also works, after a fashion: the worrying thought is dispelled,
although only for a time. The obsessive habitual behavior works like a
safety blanket, comforting the sufferer. But the very fact that the compulsion
relieves the anxiety about the obsession sets up a reinforcing loop. As the
habit grows in strength, the mental state of the sufferer spirals downwards.

Not only do OCD sufferers have to cope with their habitual obsessions
and compulsions, they also frequently suffer other mental health problems.
Two-thirds will also experience depression at some point in their lives and
up to 90% will suffer from one other major disorder.4 This underlines a
really important point about mental health problems: they often don’t fit
neatly into diagnostic boxes. People who are depressed are also frequently
anxious, people with obsessive-compulsive disorder are also often



depressed, and so on. As a result, the modern view is that these disorders
exist on a continuum.5 But the overlaps don’t just occur between different
types of mental health problems; they also overlap with (so-called) normal
people. It’s not just people with full-blown OCD who can get thoughts stuck
in their heads.

Quite naturally, therefore, the language of psychology, psychiatry, and
especially psychoanalysis has permeated everyday life to a huge extent.
Many of us are now familiar with phrases like “acting out,” “venting,”
“bipolar,” and “borderline.” While perhaps not everyday language, they’ve
gained much more recognition in recent years, so much so that the terms are
now used in technically inaccurate senses. People may say things like, “I get
totally OCD about cleaning my kitchen.” When I conducted a poll on my
website, this phrase was voted the most irritating example of psychobabble.6
I have some sympathy with those who say that this sort of usage is offensive
to people who are really suffering. But in another way, this type of linguistic
slippage between how we talk about “normal” and “abnormal” mental
functioning is telling. It hints at how narrow the gap is between one and the
other, and it indicates something about all of our own everyday experience.
The obsessions of people with OCD may seem weird and extreme,
especially to those who experience them, but they are rooted in something
fundamental about what it means to be human. We all of us worry and we
all want to feel safe. Because habits can provide this reassurance—but they
can also get out of control—they are both savior and curse.

People with Tourette’s syndrome experience compulsions that are
somewhat similar to those in OCD. Tourette’s, which is most common in
childhood, is often associated with involuntary swearing, but only about
10% of sufferers actually exhibit this. The similarities between OCD and
Tourette’s aren’t surprising since the two disorders have genetic similarities
and are often co-morbid: people who have Tourette’s also often have OCD.7
Sufferers report feeling an urge building up inside them which has to be
dissipated by a behavior, like an outward stabbing of the elbow or some
other movement of the body. The tics can be set off both by internal
processes and by aspects of the environment, and the ticcing gets worse



under stress. Like OCD, Tourette’s sufferers find it very difficult to stop
these unwanted actions. And like OCD, Tourette’s has been linked to the
basal ganglia, a structure buried deep in the center of the brain that is
important in habit learning. Because it has a strong biological component,
drugs are often used to help with the symptoms.

The tic of someone with Tourette’s is like an extreme habit. Some of the
most common tics are also very common social signals, like raising the
eyebrows, nodding the head, or throwing up your arms in exasperation.
Indeed, the tics may well be the result of what happens when social habits
get out of control. Like regular habits, tics are often triggered unconsciously,
may also be responses learned to particular situations, and, like regular bad
habits, sufferers are desperate to change them. The difference is that for
those with Tourette’s and OCD, the tics and habits they perform are often
much more difficult to inhibit and are much more inconvenient in everyday
life.

Although serious sufferers of Tourette’s and OCD often take medication,
psychology can also help. One psychological intervention that is often used
is habit reversal training. Although it’s designed for people with Tourette’s,
there’s much to learn from the procedure that therapists go through for
anyone trying to change their habits.

The first stage of habit reversal training is all about awareness of the tics
themselves. People with Tourette’s are asked to think about their tics, often
with the help of a video of themselves. Then they try to work out what
internal or external factors might set off the tic. It could be something
happening in the environment, like playing computer games, or it could be
an internal thought or feeling, like thinking about Batman. The idea is that
with greater awareness, there’s more chance of being able to catch the tic
building early in the sequence. In just the same way, thinking about and
trying to notice our habits—both good and bad—is a great exercise for
everybody. Even more crucial, though, is spotting the circumstances in
which we perform our habits. Without knowing when they happen, it’s
difficult to make a change.

Stage two is called “competing response training.” This is where tics are
replaced with something else; so a “bad” habit is replaced with a less bad
habit. For example, many people with Tourette’s have the tic of jerking their
head to one side. So, instead, they learn the competing response of tensing
their neck muscles. Alternatively, someone whose tic is sniffing will be



encouraged to breathe deeply through their mouth. You might well ask why
therapists don’t try to replace it with nothing. Well, research suggests this
doesn’t work as well, and later on, we’ll discover a good reason why. The
practical upshot of this therapy for changing habits is that we need to
develop a competing response. Bad habits may be hard to change, but they
can be sidestepped. That’s why smokers chew gum: it’s difficult to smoke
and chew at the same time.

Those two steps are at the heart of the therapy: first, notice the habit; then,
introduce a competing response. While these can start the change
happening, they can’t necessarily keep it going; for that, you need
motivation, willpower, and the ability to stick at it. This is hard for all sorts
of reasons, but this therapy gives us two vital starting points: noticing a
habit to be changed and replacing it with another behavior.

Despite the difficulties in changing extreme habits, there’s evidence that
habit reversal therapy can work for Tourette’s sufferers. A randomized,
controlled trial lead by John Piacentini from the University of California at
Los Angeles recruited 126 children with moderate or severe tic problems
and gave half the habit reversal therapy, and the other half the regular
supportive information and education.8 Just 18.5% of the control group were
either improved or much improved after 10 weeks, while in the habit
reversal therapy group, 52.5% were either improved or much improved.
This shows that with a concerted effort even extreme ingrained habits can be
changed. But note that this is no quick or easy fix: over the length of the
study, children had a total of 10 hours with therapists along with help and
support from their parents (plus, one-third were also taking strong
antipsychotic drugs). Fortunately, most of us aren’t in an all-out war against
our own biology; we’re just battling old routines. Surely, if these children
can successfully fight their disabling tics, we can manage much easier shifts
in our lifestyles?

When we feel blue, the whole world looks blue, however it appeared
yesterday. Bad moods color our perceptions, changing our experience and
plunging us into pessimism and darkness. The next morning, though, for
most of us the world looks a better place. Where yesterday we saw only



decay, ineptitude, and loss, today we see opportunity, success, and hope for
the future. For some, though, the new dawn rarely comes. Every day, the
world is still colored blue and there seems little point in carrying on.

There’s a very simple question at the heart of depression: If bad things are
happening to people all the time, why do only some people become
depressed? In fact, some people seem to cope with all manner of bad things
happening to them and they quickly recover, while others go under at the
slightest hiccup. The rest of us reside nearer the middle and take our slings
and arrows as best we can.

Like many simple questions, the answer is complicated and not fully
mapped out. But clearly, it has a lot to do with the way we think. Depression
isn’t just (if at all) a biological disease of the brain; it is a way of thinking
about what has happened to us and why. The processes that are at the heart
of depression are, in many ways, a series of habitual thoughts. Here, we’ll
look at two that are most central to depression.

The first problematic habit of thought in depression is to do with
appraisal. Appraisal refers to the way in which we try to find meaning in the
world. Human minds are “meaning machines”—we’re always trying to
work out why things are happening to us. The way that we routinely think
about why things happen has a profound effect on our view of the world and
how we experience it. Let’s say, just as an example, you lose your job
tomorrow. After getting your résumé in order, you start looking for a new
job. But that proves difficult so you are unemployed for a time. This is the
kind of thing that is likely to make people depressed, and your habitual ways
of thinking about this situation in part determines whether you’ll actually
get depressed.

Let’s say that you interpret losing your job in the following way. You
think, on balance, that you lost your job because the economy is weak at the
moment and your organization has been forced to cut staff. Although you’ve
been unemployed for a while, there’s a good chance that if you keep
applying, you’ll get something before long. You won’t be surprised to learn
that this is a very non-depressive way of responding. The meanings you’ve
attributed to the event are as follows:

- It’s not your fault you’ve lost your job; it’s because of the economy.
In other words, the cause is external: you didn’t lose your job because
you’re no good at it.



- The situation is temporary: you think the economy will recover.
- You have control over the situation: you think that if you keep trying,
something will turn up.

Now, these views of the world may or may not be objectively realistic,
but what we’re interested in is subjective reality, what it feels like to be you.
For a person with a negative attributional style—a pessimistic habit of
thought—the thinking would be the other way around:

- It’s my fault I lost my job.
- I will never get another one.
- I can’t do anything about it.

It’s pretty clear why thinking like this might make you feel hopeless.
When you habitually think about negative events as though the causes are
your fault, but also out of your control and will continue forever, then it’s
likely to lead to a depressive state of mind. Studies continue to support this
idea that depression is at least partly a result of this habitual way of
thinking. One large study assessed the thinking styles of 5,000 students and
followed them up over two years.9 From this sample, 173 students
demonstrated this particularly pessimistic way of making sense of the world.
Of these, 17% went on to have serious depressive episodes. In the remainder
of the students, the rate was only 1%.

If this attribution bias can help explain why some people get depressed,
how can we explain why the rest of us don’t? Life can certainly be
depressing, but many of us only succumb to low moods for a while and then
we recover. In other words, what habits of thought keep the rest of us mostly
out of the woods? One very strong candidate is a mirror image to the
negative attributional style, which is called the self-serving bias. We know
that most of us use this habitual way of thinking because psychologists have
seen the effects in decades of research. In these studies, people are asked
things like:

- How charitable are you compared to other people?
- How kind are you compared to other people?
- How lazy are you compared to other people?



What we find is that people repeatedly rate themselves somewhat more
highly than others around them. We tend to believe we are more charitable,
cooperative, and kinder while being less lazy, deceitful, or belligerent than
other people. People display the self-serving bias in both their abstract traits
as well as in their specific behavior. If you get people to predict whether
they would help a stranger who had fallen in the street, they will tell you
they are more likely to help than others. This can’t be true, of course; we
can’t all be above average. Many of us are only average and almost half of
us, by definition, are below average.

One piece of research has added together the results of 266 of these types
of studies on the self-serving bias from all around the world.10 They found
that the overall impact of the effect is large, meaning it’s very easy to spot.
The self-serving bias is also stronger in people from the Western world, and
particularly from the US, than it is amongst Asian people. Nevertheless,
overall, the habit of thinking positively about yourself in relation to other
people is strong wherever you look. Except in one place. People who are
depressed don’t tend to have a self-serving bias—in fact, they see
themselves relatively accurately, which may well be part of the problem.
That’s not because depressed people are bad people, far from it, just that the
rest of us seem to need to see ourselves with rose-tinted glasses to get by.

Another habitual way of thinking that seems to be important in depression
is called rumination. Imagine I put you in a room, turn on some depressing
music, say a little Radiohead or Barber’s Adagio for Strings, and then I get
you to read a really depressing story. The story describes the unexpected and
painful death of a loved one (this is one hell of a party). Afterwards, I get
you to mull over the thoughts that are going through your head, really think
about how you’re feeling, the loss of a loved one and what it would mean
(are you having fun yet?). This is exactly what researchers did in one early
study.11 The ruminating group were compared with another group who did a
distracting task afterwards designed to get their minds off the depressing
music and story. You’ll be unsurprised to learn that the people who were
distracted were much more likely to recover quickly from the depressing
story and the depressing music. This study was carried out on people who
were not clinically depressed, but this habitual way of thinking is often seen
in people who are depressed and anxious.

In some ways, rumination looks like a good strategy for dealing with
depressing things that have happened to you. People who use it frequently



say they are trying to understand and solve their problems. The research
shows that, in reality, rumination can interfere with problem solving rather
than help it.12 This is partly because, as we’ve seen before, we have little
access to our own unconscious, along with many of the real reasons why we
think and behave the way we do. Of course, ruminating and distracting
yourself are not the only habitual ways of dealing with difficult
circumstances in life. You could try and suppress the thoughts, or you could
do your best to avoid them. One study has compared rumination with these
strategies and others across 114 different studies and thousands of
participants.13 They found that it’s rumination that is most strongly
associated with psychopathologies in general, including eating disorders,
addiction, anxiety, and depression. However, while habitual ways of
thinking are central to depression, anxiety, and other mental health
problems, they can’t explain everything. What they do is provide excellent
examples of how habitual ways of thinking can either bog us down or, in the
case of the self-serving bias, help pull us out of trouble.

One of the most effective modern non-pharmacological treatments for
depression and anxiety is cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT). At the heart
of this type of therapy is the idea that both depression and anxiety can be
alleviated by changing habits of thought. The therapy assumes that certain
situations can repeatedly and automatically cue unhelpful negative thoughts.
Here are some examples:

- Black-and-white thinking: believing that if you don’t achieve
perfection at something, you’re a failure.
- Personalization: assuming that when bad things happen it’s all your
fault, rather than just being bad luck or one of those things.
- Catastrophizing: jumping straight to the worst possible case from
relatively limited evidence.

There are many more of these types of habitual thoughts which are
common. Most of us think these things from time-to-time, but for people
who are depressed these thoughts have become overbearing and have started



to take over their lives. When you jump to the worst possible conclusion
with only the slightest provocation, life can be extremely depressing.

Like cognitive therapy for people with Tourette’s, CBT first asks people
to try and identify these automatic negative thoughts. As we’ve seen, this is
difficult because they can be automatic and unconscious, but with a trained
therapist, it can be done. Then, CBT uses a process of questioning to see if
the habitual thought is a reasonable one. People are asked to think back over
their past experience and see whether the disastrous consequences they
envisage have happened before. Note that the goal of CBT is absolutely not
about trying to think positive or put a thought out of mind. Avoiding a
thought is very difficult: what CBT does is try to replace an unhelpful
thought with something more helpful. It’s trying to use the weight of the
thought against itself, like a kind of mind judo.

The same process is used to challenge core beliefs about the self. We saw
that depressed people habitually attribute negative events to themselves,
believe that they are out of their control, and think they’ll never change.
CBT also targets these core beliefs with similar tools. A therapist will try to
examine how they came to such a negative view of the self, try to teach
them to be more sympathetic towards themselves and to feel some hope that
change is possible. The problem is that these habitual ways of thinking have
been ingrained over years and are very hard to change; they are also much
closer to people’s core personalities and so, more painful to think about.
Naturally, then, it can take a long time for someone who is convinced he is a
failure, to change his mind, even a little.

For those of us who would like to change more modest patterns of
thought, though, there is clearly hope. But even for less persistent habitual
thoughts, the same challenges are likely to present themselves. Namely, (1)
we are likely to be unaware of either some or all of our habitual thought
processes; and (2) the habit will resist change because it is automatically
cued by situations or other thoughts. The reason why we might want to
change patterns of thought is simply that they aren’t doing us any good. Just
as it’s easy for behavioral habits to hang around long after their purpose is
forgotten, it’s the same for ingrained ways of thinking. Many people have
thought patterns that are long past their sell-by date, but which are stuck to
out of pure routine.

Take self-esteem as an example. People with low self-esteem have got
into the habit of thinking about themselves as worth less than other people.



This habit is likely to stem from childhood and has also likely been
reinforced by others over the years. It may also be a self-fulfilling prophecy:
a person acts as though he is worth less, and so is accorded lower status,
which then reinforces his low self-worth. Breaking out of this kind of loop is
difficult, but not impossible. It involves asking questions about why you
think in a certain way, and then trying to test these thoughts against reality.
Are you really as worthless as you think? Certainly not. And it is also about
addressing unhelpful core attributions such as thinking mistakes and failures
are all your fault, will continue forever, and you can’t change them.

Not all habitual negative thoughts are bad and should be changed. Since
psychologists are often faced with people suffering the depressing
consequences of habitual negative thoughts, we know more about them than
negative habitual thoughts that have neutral or even positive consequences.
This may sound like a contradiction, but it’s not, because negative habitual
thoughts can have positive consequences. In fact, the dividing line between
positive and negative outcomes can be thin.

The simplest example is worrying. We’ve talked about worry in the guise
of rumination and anxiety and their negative consequences, but worry can
also be good for you. For example, studies have found that people who
worry more perform better at work,14 are better at dealing with stressful
events,15 and can do better at school.16 They may even be more healthy as a
result of being more likely to engage in health-promoting behaviors.17 The
reason for this is obvious when you think about it. People who worry about
their performance at work are more likely to try and improve it, and the
same goes for students’ academic performance and health behaviors. So the
question becomes about the type of worrying. Edward R. Watkins from the
University of Exeter has suggested that one of the vital differences between
constructive and unconstructive worrying is hidden in the character of
thought.18

Let’s imagine two ways of worrying. In the first, let’s say you’re worrying
about your health. You’ve noticed some pain in your leg and so you start to
worry about it. This prompts you to think about other bodily problems and
the general problem of the body’s weakness. You wonder abstractly how



long you have to live and then, increasingly morbidly, how many people
will come to your funeral. Meanwhile, the leg continues to hurt. Here’s a
second way: you start worrying about your leg, which prompts you to
wonder if you’ve pulled a muscle while playing tennis. So you visit the
doctor and get it looked at.

This is a crude way to make the point, but notice that in the first example
the worry is abstract, whereas in the second it’s a concrete sort of problem-
solving worry. Also notice where the abstract worrying ends up: assuming
that a pain in the leg is the beginning of the end. This shows how small
differences in the way habitual automatic thoughts are directed can strongly
affect the outcome. Things tend to go better if worry prompts problem-
solving than if it prompts existential crisis.

For some people, though, life is one big existential crisis. The stereotype
has been well-mined in comedy with two of the best examples being
characters created by Woody Allen and Larry David. These are people who
manage to make their persistent negative thoughts work for them. So-called
‘defensive pessimists’ put a lot of work into predicting how things will go
wrong. They both set very low expectations about what will happen and
spend a lot of time thinking about the exact circumstances of their
impending downfall. Defensive pessimists are like super-worriers.

Preparing for failure is not exactly a well-known strategy for success, but
in the specific case of the defensive pessimist, it seems to work quite well.
Like persistent worriers, defensive pessimists are motivated to problem-
solve by their intuition that everything will go wrong. For people who are
very pessimistic by nature, this strategy has been shown to work.19 Note,
though, that the studies show that it doesn’t work for people whose habitual
thinking style is more neutral or optimistic. Still, this work does suggest that
even super-worriers—people with long-term persistent, habitual negative
thoughts—can benefit from a problem-solving habit of thought rather than
focusing on abstract worry.

When people think about bad habits, the first things that come to mind are
potentially self-destructive behaviors like smoking, drinking, or gambling.
Although habits of thought are not always as obvious for all to see, they can



nevertheless have a huge effect on how we experience life. What we’ve seen
in this chapter is that people who have OCD, Tourette’s syndrome,
depression, and anxiety aren’t as different from the ‘normal’ population as
we are often led to believe. The negative thoughts at the heart of these
disorders are also regular parts of everyday life for most of us, although to a
lesser extent. Negative thoughts aren’t necessarily bad in themselves—
indeed, they’re perfectly natural—it’s all about whether or not they help us
solve real-world problems or become useless obsessions that take over our
mental lives. The fact that many habitual negative thoughts can have
positive outcomes only reinforces how useful our habitual negative thoughts
can be (think of defensive pessimists).

The treatments that have been developed suggest ways we can challenge
negative thoughts that have become problematic for us. These focus first on
identifying the problematic thoughts (no mean feat in itself), and then trying
to adjust them. Cognitive therapies attempt to create this switch by re-
examining the habitual thought in the light of our experience. We can ask
ourselves whether our wilder fears are really founded, whether our aims are
realistic, and whether our ways of interacting with the world could be
improved.20

Of course, not all repetitive thoughts are negative. At the other end of the
spectrum are positive habitual thoughts. We’ve looked at the self-serving
bias as one manifestation of repetitive positive thinking; this is a habit of
thought that helps us see ourselves and those we love in a more positive
light. There are many other types of positive thought; for example,
repeatedly thinking how lucky you are, letting your mind wander back to
happy memories, and having pleasant daydreams. With practice, we can
train ourselves to perform these “happy habits” regularly so as to break out
of a depressing loop and improve our everyday experience.



7

When Bad Habits Kill

On August 31, 1988, Delta Air Lines Flight 1141, a regularly scheduled
domestic flight, taxied for take-off at Dallas-Fort Worth International
Airport. In the cockpit, it was business as usual as the last preflight checks
were completed. Shortly before 9am, the Second Officer called out a
standard part of the checklist procedure: “Flaps,” to which the First Officer
replied, “Fifteen, fifteen, green light.” These innocent sounding five words
exchanged between First and Second Officer are a vital part of the take-off
procedures. The wings of a large commercial passenger jet are designed for
optimum efficiency when cruising at 40,000 feet, but during takeoff they
don’t provide as much lift. To help launch a 70-ton jetliner into the sky, the
wings have to be larger: this is done by extending slats from the front of the
wing and flaps from the back. In the Boeing 727 they were operating, the
copilot does this by moving levers in the cockpit and checking that a green
light comes on to confirm they are in position. Without flaps and slats
correctly set, the plane may be drastically short of lift when the pilot pulls
back on the control column.

To observers on the ground, the take-off didn’t look right. Within
seconds, the nose was pointing too high and there were sparks coming from
the rear of the plane. In the cockpit, the stick began to shake violently. This
tells the pilot the plane is stalling: it’s about to fall out of the sky. Ground
observers saw the jet rolling from side-to-side, and on the cockpit voice
recorder the captain is heard to say “We’re not going to make it.” The climb
soon faltered and, twenty seconds after take-off, the right wing hit an



antenna, spinning the plane and sending it crashing to back to the ground. In
the impact and subsequent fire, of the 108 people onboard, 14 were killed
and 26 seriously injured.

When the accident was investigated by the US National Transportation
Safety Board, two major causes were identified.1 The flaps and slats had not
been set to 15; in fact, they were at 0, which is for normal flight, rather than
for take-off and landing. Also, there was a warning horn that should have
sounded when the pilots tried to take off with the wings incorrectly
configured. Unfortunately, this did not sound because it was broken. The
reason they couldn’t take off was simple enough: when the pilot pulled
back, they didn’t have enough lift. The question was how such a regular pre-
flight checklist, which had been successfully completed so many times,
could have gone so tragically wrong.

Many aspects of flying passenger jets are routine. Pilots have to get in the
habit of performing all the necessary checks to ensure that their airplane is
ready to take off. These habits are codified in checklists. There are
checklists for all kinds of standard operations, but they are most important
during the most dangerous phases of flight: landing and take-off. These
checklists are often long, and a short-haul pilot may have to go through
them up to ten times a day.

In the Flight 1141 investigation, the focus was on the critical section
where the Second Officer called out “Flaps” and the First Officer replied,
“Fifteen, fifteen, green light.” This was the correct checklist and the
response was also correct. If the First Officer had really checked that the
flaps and slats were set, the accident would not have happened. But the gap
between the call-out and the reply was less than one second, which, the
NTSB concluded, was hardly long enough to perform the relevant check.
Could it be that flight deck habits designed to increase safety had become so
automatic that it was ending up endangering safety?

Subsequently, human interaction experts carried out interviews with pilots
working at seven major US carriers.2 They found that, because of the
endless repetition, pilots quickly got into the habit of running through the
checklists, and, once practiced, did so automatically, often without really
checking. Pilots reported that sometimes they only saw what they expected
to see, rather than what was really there. They got into the habit of seeing
the control in the right setting so that even when it was wrong their habitual
perception of the situation overrode reality. When pilots went through the



checklists, there was sometimes a sing-song quality to it. Instead of looking
at the instruments and switches they were supposed to be checking, all of
the replies were done from memory. This seemed to be what had happened
on Delta Air Lines Flight 1141, which led to the mistaken conclusion that
the plane was correctly configured for take-off, when sadly, it wasn’t.

Accidents like this are far and away the exception and are getting rarer all
the time. By and large, routine checklist procedures are what make air travel
so safe (that, along with computer fail-safes to pick up pilot errors). Indeed,
much of the research on checklists has been carried out in the airline
industry because small, routine mistakes can have such devastating
consequences. In modern aircraft, checklists have now moved from paper to
computer, with a corresponding reduction in errors made by pilots of almost
50%.3 Pilots don’t just complete checklists for the aircraft, they also run
checklists on themselves. The so-called IM SAFE checklist goes like this:
Illness, Medication, Stress, Alcohol, Fatigue/Food, Emotion. While it
doesn’t matter to other people that much if we’re in a really bad mood at
work, for a pilot, it could be deadly for everyone on board.

The challenge for the airline industry is in standardizing habits and in
working out why they fail when they do, because everyone’s safety relies on
it. The smallest slip has the potential to turn into a major disaster. For the
majority of us, though, everyday slips in our habits seem less crucial. We
continue to put on the same shoe first, visit the same coffee shop, and (at
least some of the time) think the same thoughts. The reason that slips and
mistakes in habits are so important is the same reason doctors have learnt so
much about the human body from the study of disease: they are
opportunities to learn how the system works, should we so choose. Why do
our habits operate some of the time, but fail us at other times? What is it that
ensures the routine performance of a critical habit? The anatomy of a habit
is revealed in the way it fails, perhaps more so than when it succeeds.

On March 6, 1989, train driver Joseph McCafferty pulled out of Bellgrove
Station in Glasgow, Scotland at 12:47pm. The train was a regular commuter
service headed for Airdrie, a town 12 miles from Glasgow. He never made
it. The train only traveled about half a mile before it plowed head-on into a



train traveling in the opposite direction. The driver of the other train and a
passenger were killed. Driver McCafferty had to be cut free from the
wreckage and lost a leg in the accident.

When the UK’s Railway Inspectorate investigated, it emerged that Mr.
McCafferty had pulled the train out of the station while the signal was at
red, indicating that it wasn’t safe to proceed. How had this happened? Sure,
he was a young man of 22 when the accident happened; yes, he had only
been a fully fledged driver for about 5 months. But still, he was fresh out of
a good training program which was deemed satisfactory by investigators, so
what had gone wrong?

The guard on Driver McCafferty’s train that day was Robert Bain, who
had nine years’ experience in the job. It is the guard’s responsibility to check
that all the passengers are either on or off the train and that the signal on the
station indicates that it is safe for the train to proceed. He later admitted that
he had not checked the signal, partly because it wasn’t easy from his
position at the back of the train and he knew the driver would be able to see
it clearly from the front. So, quite routinely, he gave the ready-to-start signal
to the driver, which consists of two rings on a bell. The driver gave two bells
in acknowledgment and started the train out of the station. He later told the
inquiry that he thought the signal had been at green when he entered the
station and didn’t see any reason to check whether it had changed. The
signalman, however, stated that the signal had never been at green, and
would have shown red during the whole time the driver would have been
able to see it. Worse for the driver, even after pulling away, the red signal
would then have been visible to him for another 13 or 14 seconds, but he
still didn’t notice it, being more concerned with the speed of the train.

In the final report, McCafferty, the driver, got the majority of the blame
for the accident, with the guard cited as a contributory factor. But ultimately,
it is the driver’s responsibility to check that it is safe to proceed, not the
guard’s. Psychologically, what had happened was that the driver had built up
a simple habit. When he heard the ‘ding-ding,’ he acknowledged it and set
off without checking the signal himself.

This type of accident was eventually tackled with a simple environmental
change. A switch was put in the driver’s cab called the “Driver’s Reminder
Appliance.” All it does is cut power to the train when it is activated. Drivers
turn it on when they stop at a station as an extra safety check. If they get the
ding-ding and try to apply power immediately, the train won’t budge. They



have to turn off the reminder switch, and this prompts them to check the
signal first. Even better are systems which automatically stop the driver
passing through a red signal by applying the brakes automatically.

What happened to Driver McCafferty and the Delta pilots was tragic, but
also incredibly routine: they didn’t involve very unusual circumstances, or
much that was out of the ordinary. Both were very basic mistakes with tragic
consequences. In both cases, habits let people down, although in different
ways. The pilots thought they had carried out a routine operation—checking
the flaps and slats—which, actually, they hadn’t, while the train driver had
carried out a routine operation—pulling away from the station—but he’d
done it at the wrong time, when the signal was at red.

Psychologists call what happened to Driver McCafferty a “slip”: when
you carry out an action which you don’t intend. As he found out, whether
habits are good or bad, under certain circumstances they are very difficult to
avoid. Stress, in particular, drives us towards our usual, habitual response to
a situation, even when we plan to do otherwise. The extent of this can be
seen in a study where participants were asked to learn (on paper) routes
through a fictional subway system.4 First, they practiced the routes for a
time, building up the habit of how to travel from one place to the other, just
as we do for any regular journey. Then, half were told the subway map
would change and they would have to work out a new route. When
participants were put under only mild time pressure, they only reverted to
routine 30% of the time. But when the pressure was really put on,
participants reverted to routine 70% of the time.

Habits cause us all to slip up some of the time, although usually without
serious consequences. The psychologist and usability engineer, Donald
Norman, has examined thousands of human slips made in all sorts of
circumstances.5 These include analysis of pilot errors, official government
accident reports, as well as everyday slips in language. In one large class of
slips, a habit is activated at the wrong time because it is brought to mind by
something in the environment. William James, the 19th Century American
psychologist who wrote brilliantly about habits, described many of these
sorts of everyday slips over a century ago.6 He wrote about a man going into



his bedroom to dress for dinner (back in the days when people dressed for
dinner) who got distracted and ended up getting into bed. Normal calls this a
capture error: when the habit associated with a particular situation is so
powerful that it overcomes all else: I’m in the bedroom, I’ve forgotten
exactly why I came in here, so I might as well get ready for bed.

These sorts of errors are so ubiquitous, I’ve just made one myself;
perhaps you spotted it? At the end of the last paragraph, instead of writing
“Norman,” I wrote “Normal.” “Normal” is such a common word that it
overrode “Norman” automatically. I only spotted it after re-reading the
paragraph. If you didn’t spot it, well, that’s also perfectly norman (I’ll stop
now). That’s because we also get into the habit of seeing what we expect to
see, rather than what’s really there, just like the First Officer on the tragic
Delta Airlines flight. This has been tested in less dangerous circumstances
by John Sloboda, an expert on the psychology of music. He has given
musicians musical scores containing intentional mistakes and asked them to
play from them.7 What he found was that the musicians correct many of the
mistakes automatically by inferring the correct notes from experience. In the
same study, he also found that people don’t notice spelling mistakes,
especially if they are in the middle of words. When it’s on autopilot, the
mind sees what it wants to see, or at least what it expects to see.

Many routine slips have a comedic quality, and Donald Norman lists
many everyday examples of the kind we’ve all made from time-to-time. One
involves a person thinking about asking another to make more coffee, but
forgetting to actually say anything. After noticing it hasn’t arrived, they
complain. It only then becomes obvious that the thought remained
unspoken. This class of slips—when an action is substituted with only a
thought—is clearly one of the most difficult to detect. We probably make
these sorts of mistakes much more often than we know. A lot of the time, the
consequences are so minor it makes no difference: we forget to pick up milk
on the way home or charge up the laptop. In Norman’s research, many slips
were only detected with the help of an observer and sometimes, even then,
neither actor nor observer noticed that mistakes were being made. Once
again, in the psychology of mistakes, we see the unconscious nature of
habits making them difficult to control.

Different types of amusing slipups also happen when habits get activated
at the wrong time or are interrupted halfway through. James Reason, a
psychologist and expert on human error, calls this “the price of



automization.” He reports people trying to pour a second batch of boiled
water into a teapot with no recollection of already having filled the pot, and
people putting second cigarettes into their mouths without realizing they
haven’t lit the first one.8 Similarly, Donald Norman reports a story about a
student who was in line at a salad bar with a five-dollar bill in hand. A few
croutons fell off the plate onto the tray and, in the attempt to eat them, both
hands came up at once, but the croutons ended up on the tray and the five-
dollar bill in his mouth.

These types of mistakes are most common when we’re in familiar
circumstances.9 We make them in our bathrooms, kitchens, bedrooms,
offices, and so on. It’s why we go to the bathroom intending to brush our
teeth and end up brushing our hair. Or why we go to the fridge to get milk
and end up with a glass of orange juice. It’s not just that these are the places
that we likely spend the most time; it’s that these environments are chock-
full of cues for our habitual behaviors, just waiting to be activated as soon as
we get distracted.

The phrase “health and safety” now strikes fear into our hearts. It has picked
up all sorts of negative connotations: we think of needless caution, killjoys,
fluorescent jackets, and packets of peanuts which have written on the side:
“may contain nuts.” But behind this smokescreen of journalistic clichés are
people trying to work out how to prevent accidental injuries and deaths.
Until the 1970s, these kinds of people relied on what seems like a very
sensible theory: they assumed that people would respond to education. For
example, if you want people to wear helmets when riding motorbikes, you
educate them. You tell them about brain injuries, compound fractures, wet
roads, and blind spots, and then let them choose to wear helmets. Or, if you
want car drivers to wear seat belts, you show them films of people being
launched head-first through their own windshields. Who wouldn’t respond
to these sorts of shock tactics? Well, it turns out quite a lot of people don’t
respond.

In the UK, for example, from 1972 the government spent millions on ads
about seat belts on TV, radio, and billboards. It’s estimated that 80-90% of
British people saw these ads 8 or 9 times each.10 Still, after all this effort to



change their behavior, only about 20 to 40% of people were wearing belts.
The student of habits can tell you immediately that the educational method
isn’t going to work and why. We’ve seen that psychologists can change
people’s intentions, but this frequently fails to translate into any change in
their behavior when faced by strong habits. It wasn’t until the law was
finally changed, in 1983—along with strict policing—that people’s behavior
really shifted, with rates shooting up to around 90% or more.

Around the 1970s, there was a quiet revolution in how we thought about
preventing injuries.11 Some of the experts started to see that people didn’t
take much notice of attempts to educate them: in fact, they carried on doing
exactly what they’d always been doing. They began developing models of
injury prevention which stressed the interaction of people with their
environments.12 Instead of seeing us as completely autonomous, individual
agents, separate from the environment, injury prevention experts started to
see the web of situations we are caught in. We aren’t just people walking
around, doing exactly what we want, driven only by our own motivations;
we are embedded in our physical and social environment, partly responding
automatically.

It has been argued that our individual psychology and biology is just the
tip of a metaphorical “injury iceberg.”13 These are the parts of the iceberg
that sit above the waterline, the bits we can see. Then, below the waterline,
are all the causes of accidents which aren’t so obvious: our homes, our
workplaces or the organization we’re working for, our social class or other
aspects of our community. At the deepest level is our place in society and
our national psyche. Habits are a result of all these levels interacting. We do
what we habitually do not just for purely individual reasons, but because of
this iceberg of interrelating and mostly hidden factors. What injury
prevention experts began to notice was that their efforts couldn’t just target
the individual; they needed to target the environment.

These shifts in thinking within injury prevention circles were mirrored in
psychology. Through the 60s, 70s, and 80s, the way many psychologists
thought about behavior change was challenged. It emerged that getting
people to stop smoking, do some exercise, or make any change at all was
much harder than had been thought. The assumption that people could just
will a change and it would happen was questioned. The models
psychologists were using tended to be good at predicting how people
behaved in one-shot situations, like when people in a lab are told about the



health benefits of fruit and then given a choice between fruit or cake. But
these models didn’t work so well in the real world.

Back in injury prevention, the buzz was all about changing contexts. If
you could change the contexts in which people made decisions, then you
had a better chance of changing their behavior, especially if that behavior
was highly habitual. Like the effort to encourage people to wear seat belts,
only telling them that cigarettes were unhealthy did little to change their
behavior. But when laws started to restrict where people could smoke, this
had an effect.14 This was a change in the legal and, therefore, social
environment which was highly effective in getting people to change long-
standing habits.

Another environmental solution for regulating human behavior in
dangerous situations is checklists. Although we’ve already seen how these
can go wrong, their introduction did increase safety in aviation. Still, it has
taken a long time because the change has had to reach right down to the
bottom of the “injury iceberg,” trying to influence the way pilots behave
through their peer group, their training and education, even their very
psyche. Unfortunately, the lessons learned from aviation have only spread so
far. Product manufacturing is one area which knows all about the dangers of
relying on human habits. Both food and automobile manufacturing have
stringent monitoring procedures in place. Perhaps most enthusiastic in their
use of checklists, though, are agencies which monitor the manufacture of
medical devices and pharmaceuticals.

One area ripe for colonization by checklists is healthcare, a point put
forcefully by surgeon Atul Gawande in his excellent book The Checklist
Manifesto.15 Just as bad or poorly implemented habits can kill, so, good and
well implemented habits can save lives. One study of the US healthcare
system has found that, each year, there are 1.5 million preventable injuries
from medication errors alone.16 How many of these are related to habits is
unknown but studies have shown that checklists can help because people’s
habits can break down in pressurized situations, or simply through boredom.
An Australian physician, Dr Alan Wolff, has found that the introduction of
checklists at one hospital increased staff compliance with key medical
procedures by up to 50%.17 Other studies have found they can improve
patient safety in many areas, including anesthesiology and intensive care.18

These are just a few examples; there are many more.19



In some ways, this focus on the environment in injury prevention seems
obvious, but we actually routinely make the same mistakes when thinking
about ourselves. We think of ourselves as biology, psychology, and
behavior, and neglect the deeper levels of ourselves: how we are embedded
in our environments, both physical and social. Our habits, just like the other
parts of our thinking and behavior, also grow out of these. The situation isn’t
just important for airline pilots, train drivers, or public health researchers;
it’s important for all of us battling against our everyday bad habits. The
lesson that’s been learnt in all these fields is the same lesson we have to
learn ourselves: the situation has more power to control our habits than we
like to think.



8

Online All the Time

We don’t know her name, but her problem illustrates a new fear.
According to the short case report in an academic journal, a 24-year-old
woman presented herself to a psychiatric clinic in Athens, Greece.1 She had
joined Facebook eight months previously, and since then, her life had taken
a nose-dive. She told doctors she had 400 online friends and spent five hours
a day on her Facebook page. She recently lost her job as a waitress because
she kept sneaking out to visit a nearby Internet café. She wasn’t sleeping
properly and was feeling anxious. As though to underline the problem,
during the clinical interview, she took out her mobile phone and tried to
check her Facebook page.

Is this the fate that awaits us all once the machines take over? Brains
zapped into a robotic, unthinking, servile state by our online compulsions?
Certainly, many of us have already caught the Internet bug: we know how
useful it can be and we wonder how anyone lived before they had instant
access to such a huge and transformative resource. In ten years, we’ve
moved from a situation where the Internet was mostly the preserve of geeks
and nerds to the current situation, where it is mainstream. At the same time,
we are nervous about what the Internet is doing to our minds. We worry
about the increasing amount of time we spend using computing devices,
whether laptops, phones, or tablets. We worry that the Internet is making us
lazy, destroying our ability to concentrate, and sucking up time we would
otherwise be spending in the real world. We love the Internet, but we also



hate it. We want to use it, but we’re sure we need time away from it. It’s this
ambivalence about our Internet habits that draws so much interest.

The Internet’s original killer application is, of course, email, that spam-
spewing slave driver we love and hate in equal measure. Only a quick
glance online reveals control over email checking habits is a widespread
concern. Our email habits certainly produce some frightening statistics.
How often do you check your email? It’s probably more often than you
think. One study has found that people set their email program to
automatically check every five minutes,2 while an AOL survey reported that
59% of respondents check their email from the bathroom—that seems like
taking multitasking to extremes.3 This habitual email checking may eat up
as much as a quarter of our working day, maybe more.4 Perhaps part of the
reason that people report email is so disruptive is that it can take over a
minute to “recover” from the interruption and carry on with the task you
were previously carrying out.

Email is incredibly habit-forming because the way it arrives is similar to
what behavioral psychologists call a variable-interval reinforcement
schedule. The ‘variable interval’ refers to the fact that if you check your
email every five minutes, then most of the time you won’t get anything and
you don’t know how long it will be until the next one arrives. The same is
true of the emails themselves. Some are much more interesting and exciting
than others. An email from your sister is likely to capture your attention
more strongly than spam from an office supply company.

What really needs explaining is why we check our email so obsessively
when so much of it is complete rubbish. Often, it’s spam or a boring email
from the bank to tell us about a tiny change to the terms and conditions.
Let’s imagine a ridiculous situation to show why we keep checking. Let’s
say one interesting email is guaranteed to arrive each hour, on the hour. In
this case, you would only check then. If one time the gossip, or special-
offer-too-good-to-refuse didn’t arrive, then you’d be sorely tempted not to
bother checking again. And, if there was still no juicy tittle-tattle or offer to
become CEO of a major multinational a further hour later, you’d be even
less likely to keep checking. When the expected schedule is off, we



experience frustration, like when a train or bus fails to show at the appointed
hour.

That example sounds ridiculous because we know only too well how
email really works. To see why email is so insidious, let’s switch to a rat’s
eye view. There’s the lever in front of him, which he presses, and out comes
a pellet. Success! So he hammers the lever a bit, but gets nothing for a
while, then suddenly gets two, one right after the other. Then, for a while,
pellets are nowhere to be seen. Our experimental rat is getting a little
frustrated but he learns that you never know, you might get a pellet or you
might get nothing for ages. What happens is, he learns to put up with the
frustration and settles down into a relatively slow habit of pressing the lever.

In the technical language of behavioral psychology, our rat is
experiencing the “partial reinforcement extinction effect.” In other words, he
is not that bothered about failing to get a pellet when he presses the lever
because he’s used to it. The same is true of the human emailer. We get used
to not being rewarded for checking our email most of the time; what keeps
us going is that one time in fifty when something really interesting comes
through. This combination of learning to accept non-reward along with
occasional unexpected and unpredictable rewards is partly what makes
checking your email so habit-forming.

There’s a parallel here with looking for three cherries on a slot machine.
Unlike email, though, which has a relatively random interval between
rewards, slot machines pay out on a variableratio interval: there’s some
standard time between payouts, and this is varied a bit. The gambler then
knows the machine will spew out coins at reasonably regular intervals, but
isn’t quite sure when—although, of course, it will always take more of your
money, on average, than it gives back. Casinos know from experience that
this type of variable-ratio interval is extremely powerful and will keep
gamblers feeding in coins for hour after hour. If you think you’re addicted to
email already, just be thankful the gambling industry wasn’t involved or
you’d never look away from the screen.

Still, the email checking habit is incredibly difficult to change, partly
because it’s so easy to perform, and, like many other habits, we do it almost
without thinking. For some people, it’s like a nervous tick or a time filler in-
between other activities. These habits may irritate us, but they’re not that
damaging. The danger comes when checking our email starts to affect work
or interrupt other, more enjoyable, activities. When you go away on



vacation, the temptation to check work email can be huge. You resist a few
times, but the idea keeps popping into your head that something might need
attending to. And because you’re on a regular schedule of email checking,
you are soon on your phone or laptop without thinking. In the back of your
mind, you know it’s a bad idea because you’ll ruin the holiday feeling
thinking about work, but the habit is often so strong, it takes over.

For most of us, the biggest problem is the torrent of work email.
Researchers have interviewed people in different professions about their
strategies for dealing with email.5 Three broad categories emerged. In the
first were scheduled emailers; in this category, participants reported that
they scheduled their email checking and kept it to once or twice a day, but
no more. These participants were determined that email shouldn’t rule their
lives. In the second category were the obsessive emailers. One participant
checked his email every 30 seconds and always responded immediately to
every one that came in. Others freely admitted they checked their email way
too often, constantly using it for both work and family matters, and many
feared their mailbox would get too big. The last category were the deleters.
These people simply deleted messages that were from strangers or people
they didn’t want to hear from—well, that’s one way of dealing with it!

For those of us who have large quantities of email to get through at work,
the aim is to become a scheduled checker, but where the schedule is a lot
less than every 30 seconds. It will depend on how long you are able to
concentrate on a particular task, but every 45 minutes is a reasonable
compromise—the idea being that after 45 minutes spent concentrating on a
task, it’s about time for a break. Any attempt to change established habits
has to take into account the situation. We’re not rats running around cages,
pressing levers; we’re human beings with a broad range of choices. There
are alternatives to checking your email, like resting your eyes or making a
hot drink, but these are not so frequently and insidiously reinforced as
exciting emails. If we want to change our email checking habit, the research
suggests that it needs to be replaced with another type of behavior that is
more attractive. In the language of behavioral psychology: we need to
reinforce a different behavior. Instead of checking email, we could give
ourselves a 30-second “screen break.” For people who sit in front of
monitors all day long, allowing the eyes to relax is a much better use of time
than checking email. Plus, this space can be used to reflect on what you’re
working on.



If this doesn’t work, then why not try a standard strategy from behavioral
psychology: punishment. But since you probably don’t want to rig your
mouse to give an electric shock when you try to check your email, we’ll
have to use the higher faculties of reason and understanding. First, consider
the dangers of multitasking. Although it may feel like we are able to do two
tasks at once—say, talking on the phone and checking our email—what’s
actually happening is that our brain is quickly switching from one task to the
other. Unfortunately, switching between tasks has costs: most notably, we
are likely to forget what we were doing. Our intentions are surprisingly
fragile despite the feeling that we could never forget them. A delay as short
as 10 or 15 seconds—the time it might take to read an email—is enough to
put us off-track.6 When we come back from an email, it takes time to
remember what we were doing, or we may not remember it at all. There are
varying figures for how long it takes to recover from an email, but one study
suggests 64 seconds.7 Another study suggests people spend as little as 3
minutes on each task before they switch to another.8 Not all of these
switches were caused by email, but many were. And at each switch there is
a similar cost to concentration and to the psychological state of flow: that
feeling of being in the zone, in which we often do our best work.

Nowadays, email is ancient history, and the buzz is all about social media.
Twitter, in particular, has captured people’s attention. Twitter is a cross
between a social network and a blog. The blog part is that users read and
write 140-character tweets, which are largely public. The social network
part is that people “follow” each other, then become part of each other’s
Twitter conversations; they can also “retweet,” or retransmit, other people’s
messages to their own followers.

Although we are often encouraged to think of services like Twitter as
brand new, “bleeding edge” technologies, the fascinating thing about social
media is that, conceptually, there’s hardly anything new about it. When you
send a tweet, it’s like sending an email, except on Twitter it’s limited to 140
characters and you cc all your “followers” and, effectively, the whole
Internet. Behind the hype, we are still sitting in front of our computers or
using our mobile phones to communicate information to other people.



Using Twitter, though, has the potential to be more immersive than email.
With email, you generally have one conversation at a time; on Twitter, you
can be carrying out many conversations all at the same time. Email is
reminiscent of letter writing, while Twitter is more like going to a virtual
party. Messages from all the people that you follow scroll up the screen and
you add your own messages to a huge public conversation.

The social aspects of Twitter, though, shouldn’t be overstated. Everyone
isn’t talking to each other equally. Just like at a party, some people talk
louder and longer, and a lot of people only talk about themselves. In one
piece of research which analyzed over 350 Twitter users, only 20% shared
information with other users and replied to them: this group were dubbed
“informers.”9 On the other hand, 80% only broadcast information about
themselves to their followers: they were dubbed “meformers.” The
meformers tended to have smaller social networks, perhaps because they
were less likely to pass on pieces of information that would be of general
interest and would give a hit of pleasure to their followers.

More evidence that Twitter usage is lopsided comes from a study of
300,542 users in 2009.10 This found that just 10% of the users generated
90% of the tweets. Many of the most popular tweeters were, unsurprisingly,
celebrities. The other 90% sent out little, or nothing. The median number of
tweets over the full lifetime of the account was exactly. . .1. In other words,
most people probably only sent out their first tweet (if that) when they
joined and then never posted another message. Since that 2009 study, it is
possible that people are already posting to Twitter more than they used to.
Still, it is likely that while the average user’s usage will pick up, the overall
pattern will remain the same, with the vast majority of users listening
attentively to a minority.

Although people expect the social elements of Twitter to be most
gratifying, in reality, when they start using it, the informational aspects are
the ones that prove most satisfying.11 Most Twitter users think of it more as
a useful information source than as a social network. An analysis of the
networks and paths of tweets that travel between people supports this, with
less than a quarter of Twitter users having reciprocal links between them.
This is where the analogy of a party starts to break down: even the quietest
and most withdrawn partygoers say hello to the host when they arrive, and
manage to chat with a few people. Twitter doesn’t seem to be like that. The



average Twitter user is mainly waiting and hoping for a new piece of juicy
information to come through.

This is where Twitter and email are similar: for many people, it’s more
fun to receive an interesting email than it is to write one. Like email, on
Twitter an interesting tweet could arrive at any moment, but you don’t know
when. You could get a batch of interesting tweets one after the other or
nothing for a few hours. Once again, it’s a variable interval reinforcer, in
which users get used to the frustration of not getting anything interesting for
a while but keep checking anyway.

People join Twitter for all sorts of reasons: their friends are on it, they’ve
heard about it in the media, or want to follow a celebrity. In some ways, the
reason doesn’t matter. If people derive some satisfaction or gratification
from it early on, then a habit soon starts to form.12 With habit comes the
automatic, unconscious compulsion to check Twitter. What we see in
Twitter usage is what we see in many other types of habits. At first, we
decide on our actions deliberately and for specific reasons. Once the habit
has established itself, our conscious thought processes fade into the
background and Twitter use becomes self-sustaining. We check email
because we check email and we check Twitter because we check Twitter. It’s
then up to the conscious, rational parts of our minds to check up on these
habits every now and then and ask ourselves whether we are still getting
something out of the behavior or whether it needs reining in.

We’ve looked at both email and Twitter as two examples of how our online
habits operate—email because it is the Internet’s original killer application,
and Twitter because it is one of the new kids on the block, and very popular.
But really, they’re just different forms of media: ways of storing and
delivering information. It just so happens that many of the media which are
currently so fashionable are accessed through the Internet. The Internet is
special and new in some ways, but in others it’s just performing the same
function as printing presses and radio waves and TV signals: it propagates
information. And wherever there is information being propagated, there will
be people building up media habits.



Take television as an example of an old-school media. Here’s a simple
question: why do you watch TV? Many people’s answer to this question has
something to do with uses and gratifications. You get something from it,
whether it’s entertainment, education, or information. But lurking in the
back of your mind is another suspicion, a suspicion that this book is
hopefully doing something to cultivate. Perhaps watching TV has more to
do with habit and passing the time than anything you actually get from it.
Admittedly, passing the time is a kind of use, but not a very good one; it’s
the kind of explanation we give when we don’t really know why we’re
doing something.

For decades, researchers have supported the idea of people as mostly
consciously choosing how much they watch television and what they watch,
but this view has been attacked by some who find evidence that our habits
win out over our intentions.13 We have a tendency to resist this explanation
because it threatens our sense of being in control of ourselves (how dare
psychologists tell me I don’t know why I’m watching TV). But since people
have relatively little insight into their internal cognitive processes, they can
easily make up explanations for their habitual behavior. None of this is to
say that some television doesn’t entertain, inform, and educate; clearly,
some of it does. The point is that, like email and Twitter, what once
provided us with gratification can easily become a mindless, automatic
process which we explain away to ourselves with reasons that are long out-
of-date. The key is to notice these habits, bring the decision back into the
conscious mind, and try to spot when it’s time to switch off.

Finally, we reach a word that may have been in the back of your mind
throughout: addiction. If you can’t stop checking your email account or
Twitter feed, or, indeed, can’t stop watching reruns of Scrubs, then are you
addicted? Can a bad habit like this spiral out of control into an addiction?
“Addiction” is an emotive word and there is a huge debate going on about
whether we can say some people are addicted to the Internet. Some say it is
impossible to be addicted to the Internet because it is a medium of
communication. For example, someone may spend hours online every day
trying to find the cheapest price for vodka, but you’d be hard-pressed to



argue they were an Internet addict rather than an alcoholic. This argument is
true but misses the main point. Whether or not people can really be said to
be addicted to the Internet, there are certainly bad habits to be explained. It’s
easy to be unaware of just how much we check our email or log on to
Twitter. Switching from writing an important report to check email or
Twitter doesn’t feel like it interferes with report writing; instead, we
rationalize it as a break. But it may actually be a robotic, habitual behavior
that serves no purpose, not even giving us any pleasure.

Rather than talking about addiction, though, some psychologists have
suggested that we should think about “deficient self-regulation”: we are out
of control. There are two aspects to problems with self-regulation.14 The
first is deficient self-observation: we don’t notice how much time and
energy we are putting into online activities. Second is deficient self-reaction:
we don’t seem to have control. Each feeds into the other, making it less
likely that we’ll be able to make a change.

Whatever it’s called, in the most extreme cases, people do seem to be
using the Internet in a way that looks like an addiction. Addicts become
heavily preoccupied with it, getting arousal while using it and experiencing
cravings for it while away.15 They find they need to use it more and more to
get the same effect. They start to lose control of their habit and feel
withdrawal symptoms when away from it. The habit starts to eat away at
other activities, close relationships, work, and anything approaching a
normal life. Performing the habit becomes a method of escape. At the same
time, addicts try to conceal their addiction from others.

While these problems do exist, it is likely they’ve been overstated in the
population as a whole. Much of what we know about how people use the
Internet has come from studies in which the participants are already high
users of the Internet, such as the kind of people who respond to online
adverts for study participants. Some have found that 80% of participants are
dependent on the Internet, spending an average of 38.5 hours on it a week.16

But this is a bit like judging how much alcohol people drink on average by
heading to a bar at happy hour. When you extrapolate from people who are
deeply immersed in the Internet, it does look like the machines are in
control. When you recruit people across a range of social classes and age
groups, you get a much less frightening answer. One Swedish study from
2011 surveyed over a thousand people and found that the weekly average
amount of time spent on the Internet at home was 10 hours.17 The vast



majority of people in that study didn’t use the Internet excessively, with only
5% using it more than 30 hours a week.

Regular media habits don’t become really bad media habits or addictions
without some help—often, depression or anxiety is involved. For those
experiencing these states, being online starts as a pleasant distraction from
everyday worries but can soon become a problem of its own. What can
happen is that going online becomes a habitual reaction to feeling depressed,
anxious, or experiencing some other aversive state. Once the linkage
between emotional state and habitual response is established, it can be
remarkably difficult to break down. It’s a vicious circle because depression
leads to bad media habits, which leads to negative life events, which then
leads back to more bad media habits. It’s like the Greek woman in the case
report at the start of the chapter: her Facebook use meant she lost her job,
which led to more time on Facebook. The stronger the habit gets, the worse
life gets, and so the more attractive it becomes to escape into the screen.

This talk of addiction might seem a bit much if all you’re worried about is
checking your email or Twitter feed too often. And, of course, for the vast
majority of people these symptoms will never be experienced to these
extreme levels. But for anyone who’s ever felt some aspects of online
activity start to take over their lives, a few of these symptoms will be
familiar. People talk about withdrawal when away from their email,
checking it secretly and feeling ashamed. At the extreme, it can push out
other activities and feel like it’s getting out of control.

These behaviors can easily continue at work where the fairly normal
activity of cyber-slacking—shopping, gaming, or blogging on company time
—can quickly turn into cyber-absenteeism. A survey of office workers has
found that they spend an hour each day on non-work related activities, of
which almost half were online.18 This is probably a conservative estimate
which would increase dramatically if the Internet logs were examined. The
fact that so many of us are sitting in front of computers all day at work and
then again in the evening—and on Internet-enabled mobile phones in
between—means the opportunity is always there for our online habits to get
out of control.



Email and Twitter are great examples of how popular online activities can
be habit-forming, but these same mechanisms and processes operate in other
online and offline media to greater or lesser degrees. For example, online
gaming may be more addictive than Twitter, Facebook, or any other social
network, but the experience can hook users for just the same reasons. Games
reward us with the pleasure of finishing off the bad guy, solving a puzzle, or
getting to the end of the level, while Twitter, Facebook, TV, and the rest
reward us with little bits information, social connections, and entertainment.

The reason we’re online all the time is that the rewards for certain online
behaviors are so easy to learn. You don’t have to move from your chair;
everything comes to you. Because the association is so clear and obvious
and happens so quickly, like the rat getting its pellet of food, the habit is
easy to learn. As a result, it’s no surprise that computers, phones, and other
electronic devices are super-habit forming in the way that previous non-
interactive media weren’t. They react instantly and often attractively to what
we do. Watch other people tapping away at their mobiles or clicking on their
mice, and what do they look like? Rats hitting a lever for a pellet? In many
ways, that’s what we are. Finally, it’s the sheer ubiquity of the Internet that
makes the services we can access through it so habit-forming. Our online
activities easily permeate almost all aspects of our lives. Potentially, we can
be online, without any effort, from the moment we wake up in the morning
to the second we go to sleep. A tablet computer is by the bed, along with
Internet-enabled mobile phone; at work, many of us are permanently online;
in the evening, while watching TV, Google will tell us the actors’ heights
and ages; while cooking, we can check Twitter; while falling asleep, we can
listen to Internet radio.

Technology is creating a world where people can and do fill up every
moment of time with online activities of one kind or another. Our online
habits can be layered one on top of the other so that there is no time for
anything else. Studies of the way young people interact with computers
show they very rarely do only one thing at a time. More normally, teenagers
are to be found watching TV, instant messaging, surfing the Internet, and
downloading music, all at the same time.19

The debate continues about what harm our online habits might be doing
to us. Some studies suggest that heavy multitasking habits may make us less
able to concentrate on one task and perform it properly.20 But the research is
at such an early stage, it’s difficult to draw any solid conclusions. What we



can say is that, like any technological advance, the Internet is not inherently
good or bad in itself; it’s how we learn to use it that matters. With all the
advantages being online gives us, we are also offered a set of potential
dangers we have to understand. What we know about how humans react to
virtual environments is still in its infancy, but we can be sure we will be
offered up new online services tailor-made to engage our habits. In the battle
between intention and habit, we need to be able to work out who is winning:
who is master and who is slave.



PART 3

HABIT CHANGE
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Making Habits

Years ago, when Jerry Seinfeld was still on the comedy circuit, a young
comedian asked him for advice on how to improve.1 Seinfeld replied that
the key to being a better comedian was writing better jokes and the way to
write better jokes was to practice. But it wasn’t just about practicing in
general, Seinfeld explained; it was about building up a habit: the writing
habit. Seinfeld advised using a simple trick to get the habit going. You buy a
big wall calendar with a box for every day of the year. Then, each day that
you complete your writing task, you put a big cross on the calendar. As the
weeks pass, the chain of crosses on the calendar grows longer and longer.
Your only job, urged Seinfeld, was not to break the chain.

These kinds of stories contain a seed of truth about making a new habit,
as do many snippets from the lives of successful people. It’s why they’re so
fascinating: we sense that these daily routines hide some profound secret
about how to achieve greatness. On closer inspection, we discover that their
daily routines are often profoundly simple; with some honorable exceptions,
people achieve great things by working steadily and regularly towards their
goals (along with more than a dash of help from genes and circumstances).

Take one of the most influential scientific minds in history, Charles
Darwin. According to his son, Darwin’s routine was metronomic in his
middle and later years.2 He rose at 7am, breakfasted alone, then worked in
his study from 8 until 9:30am, during which time he got his best work done.
Then, he broke for an hour’s letter reading before returning to his study for a



further hour-and-a-half’s work. The rest of his day was taken up with
walking, lunching, reading, letter writing, and family matters.

Or take the great comic writer P. G. Wodehouse, creator of Jeeves and
Wooster and the Blandings Castle novels. Wodehouse rose at 7:30am,
carried out his “daily dozen” calisthenic exercises, had breakfast (tea, toast,
and coffee cake), went for a short walk which he had done for years, before
settling down to write at about 9am until he broke for lunch at about 1pm.3
The rest of the day was taken up with a long walk, tea and cucumber
sandwiches at four with his wife, possibly followed by some more work,
then a lethal martini at six, and the rest of the day was spent reading or
playing cards with his wife.

While the habits of successful individuals are interesting, they often aren’t
that practical or easily applicable to the habit you want to create. Neither of
these spare timetables tells us how Darwin came up with the theory of
natural selection or how Wodehouse managed to get Bertie Wooster into and
then out of so many entertaining scrapes (although both would have been
impossible without the work habits they’d established). Neither does
Seinfeld’s productivity tip explain his brilliance—nor does he mean for it to.
Successful people can provide inspiration and motivation, but not
necessarily a blueprint for a new habit. As scientists are sometimes heard to
mutter: the plural of anecdote isn’t data. Their success stories provide
fragments and seeds, but they don’t provide the specifics. They can tell us
about the physical processes, their timetables and foibles, but they aren’t so
good on their mental processes. We are left with all kinds of questions:
What habit should we try to create? Where does the motivation come from?
When and how should you perform the behavior you want to become a
habit? How should you address failure, dissatisfaction, and everyday
inconveniences?

The following stories of success in making habits are from scientific
studies. Hundreds, sometimes thousands, of people in these studies have
been trying to make changes in their lives, and psychologists have measured
how successful they’ve been and drawn conclusions about what methods
work best. From these studies emerges a series of techniques that should be
applicable to almost any type of habit.



Before we look at how to build a new habit, we need to take a step back to
think about motivation. Why, exactly, do you want to make a new habit?
Sometimes, the reasons are obvious and don’t need any further soul-
searching, but this isn’t always the case. People often charge into trying to
making new habits without asking themselves what the new habit will do for
them. There has to be an ultimate goal that is really worth achieving or the
habit will be almost impossible to ingrain. What we find in the research is
that when people’s goals start to weaken, or are weak in the first place, it’s
very difficult to start forming a new habit. A few minutes spent thinking
about this before you dive in will pay dividends in the long run.

Let’s start by giving one piece of bad advice a knock on the head. Many
popular self-help books tell you that imagining successfully completing
your goal is beneficial. The theory goes that if we can picture our future
success then this will help motivate us. There is some truth to the idea that
being positive about the future can be beneficial, but there are also pitfalls.
One of the main ones is fantasizing about reaching our goals, which can be
dangerous. The bad news about fantasizing was underlined by a study that
pitted it against positive expectations.4 This research found that participants
who expected success, rather than fantasizing about it, were more likely to
take action. The problem with positive fantasies is that they allow us to
anticipate success in the here-and-now. However, they don’t alert us to the
problems we are likely to face along the way and can leave us with less
motivation—after all, it feels like we’ve already reached our goal.

Expecting success is about being practical. We have to think carefully
about what is really possible. One way of making it more obvious what
kinds of habit change are possible is by using visualization. As opposed to
fantasizing, a more effective way of visualizing the future is to think about
the processes that are involved in reaching a goal, rather than just the end-
state of achieving it. One study that demonstrates this had students either
visualize their ultimate goal of doing well in an exam or the steps they
would take to reach that goal, in this case, studying.5 The results were clear-
cut. Participants who visualized themselves reading and gaining the required
skills and knowledge spent longer studying and got better grades in the
exam than those who only visualized their goal. One of the reasons just
visualizing an outcome doesn’t work is the planning fallacy. This is our
completely normal assumption that reaching our goal will be much easier
than it really will be. It still strikes people, even after years and years of



experience. It can be difficult to anticipate just how much of any plan can
(and will) go wrong.

A word of caution about choosing a new habit to establish. With habit
change, people often try to bite off more than they can chew. One response
to being unhappy with ourselves is to go for a complete reinvention—try to
avoid this. Almost all the research on making new habits only addresses
quite simple behaviors, and still, some people regularly fail. It’s much better
to start small, and if the procedure works, then run it again for the other
habits you want to establish. Alternatively, you can break down a larger
habit into its component parts and work on each separately. The famous
behaviorist B. F. Skinner used this method, known as “shaping,” of building
up habits one-by-one to get pigeons playing ping pong. If that doesn’t
impress you, then he also had a rat reacting to the “Star-Spangled Banner”
by hoisting a small American flag and saluting with its front leg. It’s all
about layering one simple habit on top of another.

Making habits, though, is about more than just process. People tend to
have quite free-form ideas, bordering on fantasies, about how to change
themselves; whereas what we need for our new habits to stick is a concrete
goal to which we are committed. All those repetitions we need to carry out
aren’t going to happen without commitment. Psychological research has
looked at the techniques which will help weed out the fantasies and
consequently boost our chances of creating long-lasting changes in
ourselves. Two techniques we might naturally use to make habit-change
plans are to imagine the problems solved and to think about why we are
unhappy with the current situation. In different ways, each might provide us
with the motivation we need. But do they work?

In a series of experiments led by Gabriele Oettingen, of New York
University, these methods were pitted against each other, and a new
technique was added. As a test, participants in their study were given a
problem to solve and divided into three groups.6 In each group, they were
told to use one of three strategies while solving the problem:

1. Indulge: imagine a positive vision of the problem solved.
2. Dwell: think about the negative aspects of the current situation.
3. Contrast: this was the new technique. First, participants imagined a
positive vision of the problem solved, then thought about the negative



aspects of reality. With both in mind, participants were asked to carry
out a “reality check,” comparing their fantasy with reality.

The results showed that the contrast technique was the most effective in
encouraging people to make plans of action and in taking responsibility, but
only when expectations of success were high. When expectations of solving
the problem were low, those in the mental contrast condition made fewer
plans and took less responsibility. What the contrast condition appeared to
be doing was forcing people to decide whether their goal was really
achievable or not. Then, if they expected to succeed, they committed to the
goal; if not, they let it go. This is exactly what we are looking for when we
want to make a new habit. We need to know as early as possible what we
can commit to.

This all sounds fine in theory, but the main problem with mental
contrasting is that, in practice, it’s hard. Thinking about the negative aspects
of our goals is unpleasant; similarly, bringing fantasy and reality together is
uncomfortable because suddenly it becomes obvious what needs to be done,
and these realizations can be depressing. Another reason the technique is
difficult is that people dislike moving from happy to depressing thoughts. If
we feel happy, we want to keep thinking about happy things, and if we’re
thinking negative thoughts, it’s difficult to change to positive.

The clash between the fantasy of, say, developing a habit of practicing the
piano and the obstacles you’ll face can be depressing. When you project
yourself forwards, you know it will feel wonderful to play those Bach
keyboard concertos perfectly, but how will you put in the hundreds or
thousands of hours of practice required? How will you create the time and
space in your life away from family and work? More importantly: have you
bought a piano yet? Once you have faced the reality of how you’ll find the
time and determination to practice, though, the research suggests you’ll take
action sooner, feel more energized, and make a greater emotional
commitment to building the habit.

If you’re finding the mental contrasting difficult, then try the “WOOP”
exercise.7 WOOP stands for “Wish,” “Outcome,” “Obstacle,” and “Plan.”
First, you write down your Wish, the habit you want to achieve; then, the
best Outcome of your habit; then, the Obstacle(s) you are likely to face.
Finally, you make a specific type of Plan called an implementation intention,
which is described in detail below.



Now that we’ve got a clear goal in mind, we are ready to start work on
the new habit.

With your motivation identified, stage one of building up a new habit is to
have a plan, but not the ordinary kind of plan we might automatically try to
use. The regular types of plans that people make tend to be vague. We say
things to ourselves like: this year, I really want to get fitter or I want to be
kinder to my partner. What these types of plans lack is the exact behavior
and the exact situation in which we will perform it. So, instead of saying to
ourselves “I intend to get kinder or fitter,” we should say, “If I see someone
struggling with a stroller, then I will offer them help”; or, “If I’m about to
get in the car for a short trip, then I should walk.” This links a particular
situation with a response, an action. Recall that what we want is a strong
linkage between a specific situation and an action—once this connection is
automatic, we’ll have a new habit. This implementation intention, this if-
then link, is like an embryonic habit; it’s the blueprint for the habit to come.

We know that implementation intentions are better than the plans that
people make spontaneously because this has been thoroughly investigated in
many experiments. In one study, for example, participants were trying to
increase their fruit and vegetable intake.8 People in the control group made
whatever plans they saw fit, whereas an experimental group made specific
implementation intentions. After one week, the control group had managed
absolutely no increase in fruit and vegetable intake at all. On the other hand,
those who had used implementation intentions ate an average of an extra
half-portion each day. This difference couldn’t be explained by greater
motivation in the experimental group, so it supports the idea that
implementation intentions are effective. This is just one example;
implementation intentions have been tested in study after study. People have
been observed while trying to initiate all kinds of new habits, from exercise
to doing puzzles, eating healthily, collecting coupons, recycling, and many
more. Ninety-four of these studies, with a combined total of over 8,000
participants, when collected together, found that the effect size for
implementation intentions was medium to large.9 This is psychologists’
shoptalk for: it works.



To work properly, though, implementation intentions have to be made
correctly. We need to break down if-then implementation plans into their
two component parts.10 First, the “if,” which is the situation or trigger for
your action. The question here is: how specific should you make the “if”?
When the “if” is too specific, it could limit the possibilities for actions. For
example, imagine you say, “If I reach the elevator at work, then I will take
the stairs”; this then limits you to the stairs at work. Very specific plans can
also be too rigid: they can’t take into account the vagaries of everyday life.
Situations aren’t always exactly the same and the plan needs to account for
that as well. On the other hand, when the “if” is too vague, it’s easy to miss
opportunities to practice your habit. The ideal “if” component is balanced
between the abstract and specific: wide enough to include ample
opportunities for practice, specific enough that it will trigger the vital second
component, the action. In the elevator example, a little tweak may fix it: “If
I reach any elevator, then I will take the stairs.” I say “may” because
implementation intentions, like many of the techniques I describe, require
some trial-and-error. We know that they work in general, but they haven’t
been tested in every conceivable situation for every type of person. For
example, let’s say you’re in the habit of riding elevators with other people.
Are you really going to break off the conversation and take the stairs on
your own? If not, then this may not be a behavior that you can get to stick
and turn into a habit. The implementation intention has to work for you and
for the situations you find yourself in. They will almost certainly require
some fine-tuning.

A final point about the “if” component: timing. You might be tempted to
choose a time of day; say, I’ll go for a run at 8pm. Don’t do this. The
problem with using a time to cue up a new habit is that you have to be
clock-watching.11 And we can’t be clock-watching all the time. It’s far
better to use an event. Events are much more likely to work because they
don’t rely on our memories, which, as you may have noticed, are
notoriously unreliable. What you need is an event that can’t be missed.
Researchers have found that the best cue for a new habit is something that
happens every day at a regular time. Participants in one study that were
trying to eat more healthily found that the cues of arriving at work and
lunch-time worked well.12 Effectively, they were adding on a new habit
after one that was already operating. This kind of linkage is likely to work
much better than using timing cues.



While setting specific times to perform habits is not recommended, it’s
very important to think about how a new habit will slot into your daily
routine. New habits which aren’t already linked to situations (like the
elevator/stairs example earlier) need to find a situation which will cue them.
Think about how large portions of your day are habits linked together in
chains.13 What you want to do is add a new link in the chain where there is
an open slot. You are looking for a time when you’ve just finished one
regular habit and you’re casting around for the next activity. Like putting out
the trash after clearing the kitchen, or flossing your teeth after you brush.
Look through your daily habits for an activity that forms the last link in a
chain; then consider adding your new habit on here.

That’s enough “if”; let’s have some “then.” The main rule for the “then”
component of implementation intentions is that it should be specific. If you
decide to be kinder to your partner, after selecting the trigger for your
action, which might be when you are in the kitchen wondering what to cook
for supper, you then choose a specific action: I will prepare their favorite
meal. Generally, the simpler the “then” component of the implementation
intention is, the easier it will be to carry out. But you can also specify more
complicated actions, as long as those tasks themselves are automated. For
example, driving a car to work is a complicated task, but for experienced
drivers it’s so automated that it counts as a simple task. The ‘then’
component doesn’t have to be just one action. If you are planning to
exercise more, but want to give yourself the option of different forms of
exercise, then this can be beneficial. So you could specify: “If it’s after
breakfast and there is time, then I will go for a run or ride my bicycle.” A
study in which people used this sort of multiple option implementation
intention showed that their task performance was improved.14

While implementations do work when given a chance, that doesn’t mean
they’re foolproof, far from it. People who are naturally meticulous planners
tend to benefit less from implementation intentions.15 For the rest of us,
both our own minds and the situations we naturally find ourselves in can
easily tempt us off the straight and narrow. One way in which your mind
will try to trip you up is by suggesting that all this effort you’re going to
isn’t worth it. When performing your habit is hard and you’re not strongly
committed, you’re likely to give up.

A second way in which our minds can sabotage us is through the vagaries
of everyday moods and fears. You may have decided to start practicing the



piano in the evening, but after a hard day at work, you don’t feel like it. You
may have committed yourself to attending a dance class, but fear of looking
like a fool puts you off actually going. How is it possible to overcome these
aversive states? Again, we can use ‘if-then’ plans to shield ourselves from
these attacks from the inside. We say to ourselves: “If I feel scared of the
dance class, then I will remember that everyone is a beginner and scared of
looking stupid.” Or: “If I feel too tired to practice the piano after work, then
I will first listen to some inspirational music to help motivate me.”

These types of if-then plans for shielding your fragile new habit from
adverse thoughts will require some work, but the effort is worth it. Their
effectiveness has been tested in a situation in which many people suffer
overwhelming, distracting, and self-limiting thoughts: while playing
competitive sports. Over one hundred table-tennis players were split into
three groups and given different instructions about how to play a match.16

The first group were told nothing, the second group to simply concentrate as
hard as they could, and a third were given a set of implementation
intentions. This third group identified specific inner states that were
problematic, like “If I’m playing too defensively…” and then they chose
appropriate responses, such as “ . . . then I will risk something and play
courageously.” Each player chose implementation intentions that were
specific to themselves. So, players who got angry tried to calm themselves,
players who lost motivation tried to give themselves a boost, and so on. The
results showed that those who used the implementation intentions improved
their performance during match play compared with the other two groups.

It’s not just our own minds that try to trip up our new habits; it’s also the
situations themselves. These provide a whole new set of temptations to lure
us away from our new habit. We go on a diet, and cakes, chips, and beer are
suddenly everywhere. Or, we decide to walk to work, and then it starts
raining every day. This is where coping planning comes in. We know there
are going to be temptations along the way and, with a little thought, we can
anticipate what these are going to be. Much like we make implementation
plans for our new habit, we also need to make implementation plans for
situations in which we’ll be tempted. This is exactly the same principle as
the table-tennis players were using, but instead of targeting thoughts, coping
planning targets situations. In one study of those trying to give up smoking,
participants were asked when they were most likely to relapse.17 The
situations included after a meal, while having a drink with friends, and when



under stress. They then formulated simple plans to enable them to cope with
each of these situations. This proved beneficial to people trying to give up.

What seems like a fairly simple task of making a plan actually requires
some creativity. Although people do spontaneously make plans, they aren’t
usually precise enough. We need these ifs and thens because of all the things
that can go wrong. But with the right kind of planning you should be able to
get your new habit off the ground. The next step is to keep it going.

Building a new habit means repeating the thought or behavior in a stable
context. Each time it is repeated, we go a little way towards increasing the
habit’s automaticity. Exactly how many repetitions are required will depend
on your lifestyle and the exact habit you’re trying to develop. Even the
simplest variations can affect how many will be required. Recall the study
from the first chapter which found a curved relationship between habit
repetition and automaticity. Here’s the graph again:

In that study, one person who decided to eat a piece of fruit with lunch
took over 60 days to form the habit while another person who ate a piece of
fruit in the evening took only about 30 days. This difference may be down to
personality and/or when it was most convenient for that individual to eat the
piece of fruit. On average, though, the habits took 66 days to form. What the



graph suggests is that each time you repeat your new behavior, you take one
small step up the slope towards a new habit. In fact, because the line is
steepest at the start, the greatest gains are made with the early repetitions.
Hopefully, the implementation planning will have started you on this
upward slope.

Psychologists have looked at the factors that affect whether or not we
keep going. As you’d imagine, satisfaction with the new habit is right up
there. Consciously or otherwise, we ask ourselves whether our new habit is
really how we imagined it. A feeling of satisfaction is like a message from
our unconscious that we’re going in the right direction, while dissatisfaction
signals that something is wrong.

Dissatisfaction is a real killer for a new habit. People are often put off if
they don’t feel they’re getting anywhere. There are all sorts of ways of
coping with this: the best one for you depends on what you’re most
comfortable with. Some people prefer to get support from other people. To
give an obvious example, joining a gym and attending structured, timetabled
classes can be useful. On the other hand, it can be a colossal waste of money
if the gym isn’t for you. A cheaper way of getting support is to involve a
friend or your partner in habit change. This will also give you a chance to
talk about your dissatisfactions and how to address them.

For a more internally directed technique, implementation planning can be
used again. When you start developing a new habit, ask yourself how you
will cope with dissatisfaction. If you become dissatisfied, will you decide to
give up or will you decide to redouble your efforts? Studies have found that
implementation intentions are vital to the continued performance of new
habits, just as they are to getting them started.18 Ideally, they should address
the reason for your dissatisfaction. Although this is not always easy to
determine, the usual suspects are a good bet: lack of progress, motivation,
tiredness, and so on. Once again, the implementation intention you use
should be directed at what you’re feeling and should give you a way to get
back on track. For example, a perceived lack of progress can be addressed
by trying to think optimistically about how far you’ve come, rather than
focusing on how far there is to go. Similarly, both mental tiredness and
weakening motivation might be addressed by using music—try
accompanying your workouts with a thumping soundtrack or use a chilled
out selection to help you organize your latest batch of photographs. These



are just a couple of suggestions; you will need to find what works for the
particular habits you’re trying to build.

An approach many people spontaneously use when starting up a new
habit is monitoring progress. For psychologists, this doesn’t just mean
recording progress on a chart (although many people find this useful), but
also monitoring the self during the day. It’s about being aware of how your
new habit is developing. Would it be better to perform it at a different time
of day, or in a different way? What types of temptations do you feel to skip
your new habit completely? Noticing problems or ways of improving can all
lead to a habit that’s easier to practice and so will become automatic more
quickly.

It’s more than just noticing, though; you have to act on the information. In
one study of people trying to lose weight, some of the participants carefully
monitored their eating, noting down both the temptations and distractions
they experienced.19 Despite this, they didn’t notice how it could help them
and so they didn’t lose much weight. Once again, implementation intentions
can be employed to help deal with problematic situations. The process of
building up a habit should be iterative: you are learning what is easy for you
and what is hard, what is possible and what isn’t. If you are too harsh with
yourself about the performance of a habit, your willpower is likely to give
out. In particular, there is no need to be too harsh with yourself if you miss
one or two opportunities to practice your new habit. Skipping the odd
repetition won’t hurt.

A final technique for starting up a new habit is both well-known and
laced with danger. It’s rewards. The problem with rewards is that, ideally,
we should be motivated internally rather than by external rewards.
Psychologists call this “intrinsic motivation,” and it’s generally more
powerful than external or “extrinsic” motivation.20 We want to avoid having
our habit become conditional on some kind of reward. While rewards may
work at first, we can easily become used to them over time and so they can
lose their potency. For example, say you’re working on a new habit of
cleaning up the kitchen soon after eating, rather than leaving it until later.
You decide to reward yourself with an hour reading a new novel that you’re
currently enjoying. The problems are: what happens when you get bored of
the book or don’t care to read? Even if you fixed this by substituting any
activity you currently enjoy, you are associating a particular behavior with a
reward, which unconsciously suggests that you wouldn’t perform the new



habit for its own sake. This is precisely the opposite of the effect we’re
trying to achieve. Developing a good habit will be most successful when we
do it for its own sake, when it’s done automatically, and when we take
satisfaction in what we’ve achieved—even when it’s something as simple as
a clean kitchen.

In theory, making habits should be easy. We do it automatically all the time.
Think back to all the examples of everyday habits we’ve seen earlier:
traveling, eating, socializing, working, and shopping. These habits were
established because we found ourselves in the same situations trying to
satisfy our various needs and desires, and on returning to the same situation,
we made the same choice again, and so on, repetition layered on top of
repetition until the habit was built. Sooner or later, the behavior became
unconscious and, whether useful or not, over time these habits took hold of
sections of our lives. When making habits, we are trying to do something
similar but with conscious planning. We start with a goal in mind to
associate behaviors with situations, and what we are aiming for is their
unconscious and automatic execution. Each repetition takes us one small
step further up the curve of that graph.

The beauty of habits is that, as they develop, they become more effortless.
Even when you’re tired, upset, or distracted, strong habits are likely to be
performed because they’re so ingrained. Habits that you’ve constructed
yourself, for your own purposes, can seem like magic when they work. Like
other behaviors that we carry out on a regular basis, the fruits of good habits
may build up slowly, but they can repay the effort made to establish them
many times over.
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Breaking Habits

As 1985 came to a close, like any other year, people all around the world
made promises to themselves and others about how they would change in
1986. A few of those people, though, in northeastern Pennsylvania, were
prompted by a local TV news spot to dial a number and confess their
resolutions to psychological researchers. Two-hundred-and-thirteen people
from all walks of life were recruited into the University of Scranton study.1
The majority of resolutions they made to try and undo the sins of previous
years were very familiar bad habits. Two-thirds of the resolutions involved
weight loss (38%) and giving up smoking (30%). The next largest category,
though, contained all kinds of idiosyncratic pledges: people wanted to learn
to say no, to make more time for themselves, and take more responsibility
for their decisions. Participants were then contacted over the next few weeks
and months, to report back on whether they had kept their resolution. The
table below shows the success rate over time.

Interval
1 Week
2
Weeks
3
Weeks
1
Month

Success
77%
66%
60%
55%
43%
40%



3
Months
6
Months

The numbers are a little depressing. Almost a quarter of people had
admitted failure after only a week, about a half had dropped out after a
month, and only 40% reported sticking to their New Year’s resolution for
six months. To make matters worse, these figures are probably still
optimistic because this was a self-report study, so some people probably lied
about sticking to their resolution. It’s a sobering reminder of how hard
habits are to change, especially when they’re long established. What we
need to know is why the 60% failed and what the 40% were doing right.

The strange thing about habits is that because we perform them
unconsciously, we aren’t always aware exactly what they are. We might well
be aware of the results of bad habits, such as being overweight, or
continually missing deadlines, but how we got into the situation isn’t so
clear. The very first step in breaking a habit is to get a handle on when, how,
and where we are performing it. Some of our own habits are obvious to us,
but many are not. It’s hard to change something until you know what it is in
the first place. Other people may be able to provide clues (if you can bear
asking), but one self-contained method is to use mindfulness.

To the uninitiated it can sound daunting, but the basic principle is simple.
Being mindful is about living in the moment. In many ways, it’s the exact
opposite of our experience while performing a habit. Mindfulness is all
about increasing your conscious awareness of what you are doing right now.
It’s often talked about in the context of meditation, but really, it is a way of
life or an attitude. Absolutely everything can be done mindfully and paying
attention is at its core. But it’s not just a case of paying attention; the way in
which you pay attention is also important. The attitude that’s encouraged in
Buddhist mindfulness techniques is affectionate, compassionate, and open-
hearted. So you’re not just coolly observing your own thoughts; you’re also
trying to be generous to them, whether they are thoughts that make you feel



good or bad. You’re not sitting in judgment over yourself, rather you’re
trying to be present and compassionate to yourself. Those who practice
living in the moment say that it can give you a new way of experiencing life.
Some psychologists have called it reperception.2 Reperceiving allows us to
observe our automatic reactions to events and see them clearly in context.
We become more intimate with ourselves by just noticing our interpretations
of the world, rather than becoming caught up in them.

Since mindfulness is such a useful mental state for habit detection, here’s
a quick primer on mindfulness meditation. You don’t need to be meditating
to spot your habits; this is about practicing the right state of mind.

1. Relax the body and the mind. This can be done by clearing a time,
sitting comfortably, possibly putting on some soothing music, and using any
other (non-pharmacological) tricks for calming down that work for you.
This step is relatively easy as most of us have some experience of relaxing,
even if we don’t get much opportunity.

2. Concentrate on something. Often, meditators concentrate on their
breath, the feel of it going in and out, but it could be anything: your feet, a
potato, a stone. The breath is handy because we carry it around with us. But
whatever it is, try to focus your attention on to it. When your attention
wavers, and it will almost immediately, gently bring it back. Don’t chide
yourself, be kind to yourself. The act of concentrating on one thing is
surprisingly difficult: you will feel the mental burn almost immediately.
Experienced practitioners say this eases with practice.

3. Be mindful. This is a little cryptic, but it means something like this:
don’t pass judgment on your thoughts, let them come and go as they will
(and boy will they come and go!), but try to nudge your attention back to its
primary aim. It turns out that this is quite difficult because the natural
tendency is to judge yourself. For example, your mind wanders back to an
embarrassing moment last week and then you mentally slap yourself on the
wrist. Instead, the key is to notice in a detached way what’s happening, but
not to get involved with it. Although this way of thinking doesn’t come that
naturally to most people, it has enormous benefits.

Almost everything, not just meditation, can be done mindfully. The point
of trying some meditation is to practice getting into a particular type of self-
observant mental state. Then, you can practice brushing your teeth
mindfully, surfing the Internet mindfully, even watching sports mindfully. If
you can manage this every now and then throughout the day, you’ll soon



start to notice habits of thought and behavior, some good and some bad. As
a result, what you want to change, and why, will become more obvious.

In one study of mindfulness, participants were trying to increase the
amount of vigorous exercise they did.3 The researchers found that those who
acted mindfully were more likely to act on their intentions rather than just
allowing their established habits to take over. In a second group, participants
were trying to cut down on their habitual binge-drinking. A very common
cause of binge-drinking is social pressure: people find it difficult to stick to
their intentions when other people are encouraging them to perform their
habit. Once again, those who acted mindfully were better able to control
their behavior in line with their intentions.

One note of caution about practicing mindfulness: it’s not for everyone.
Some people seem to enjoy the intellectual aspects of watching their own
minds at work; others do not. If you find mindfulness tedious, then other
techniques may be a better bet.

The vigilance that mindfulness encourages isn’t just important in spotting
how our habits operate; it’s also one of the ways we spontaneously try to
break bad habits. A study led by Jeffrey Quinn, from Duke University,
looked at how effective vigilance is in breaking a habit.4 First, they asked
participants what habits they were trying to break. These included things
like eating junk food, procrastinating, being late for class, sleeping too late,
and even hair straightening. But the top three areas were related to sleeping,
eating, and procrastination (need I tell you the participants were college
students?). Then, they handed out diaries and asked them to record when
and how they battled their bad habits. The researchers had found that the
three most commonly used strategies were vigilant monitoring (such as
thinking “don’t do it”), distraction, and changing the situation.

Every couple of days, participants visited the researchers and went
through each diary entry to assess the strength of the habits, the amount of
temptation they felt, what strategy they had used, and whether the effort to
change their habit had been successful. It emerged that only a proportion of
the behaviors that participants were trying to inhibit were actually habits at
all, many were temptations. The difference is important and lies in the
emotions. Temptations act on our basic desires for things like water, food,
and sex. When you experience temptation, say for a pie or a glass of wine,
you feel it. Habits, though, while they might have initially been formed by
strong emotions, are now performed unconsciously.



What the researchers found was that, for strong habits, vigilant
monitoring was the most effective strategy, followed by distraction, and
with other approaches providing little help. This makes sense given what we
know about habits. We perform habits automatically in response to the cues
from the environment, so to inhibit them, we have to be on the lookout for
those cues in order to exercise our self-control. In a second study, this result
was checked in the lab. Participants learned one response to a word, then
afterwards had to change this response in defiance of the habit they’d built
up. Backing up the first study, vigilant monitoring was the most successful
short-term strategy for suppressing a strong habit.

In theory, if you can spot a habit, then you can stop yourself performing
it; unfortunately, there’s a very hefty catch to this intuitive plan. Although
this type of self-control might work in the short-term, perhaps over a few
days, it starts to wear down over the long-term. The shortcoming is related
to an irritating irony about how the mind works. This irony was
demonstrated in a study led by Daniel Wegner, which asked participants to
try and avoid thinking about an imaginary white bear for five minutes.5
Then, for the next five minutes, they were asked to think about a white bear.
Throughout the experiment, participants verbalized whatever thoughts they
were having and, each time they thought of a white bear, rang a bell. What
they found was that participants who first tried to suppress their thoughts
rang the bell almost twice as often during the second five minutes as
participants in the control group, who had been thinking about a white bear
for the whole ten minutes. The very act of first trying to suppress a thought
made it fight back all the stronger.

Research has shown the same effects for people trying not to think about
smoking, disturbing emotional memories, and for those fighting the negative
thought processes in depression.6 Wegner explains this using “ironic
processes theory.” According to this theory, here’s what happens when I
want to stop a recurrent thought in its tracks: First, I distract myself by
intentionally thinking about something else. Secondly, and here comes the
irony, my mind starts an unconscious monitoring process to check if I’m still
thinking about the thing I’m not supposed to be thinking about. The trouble
comes when I consciously stop trying to distract myself and the unconscious
process carries on looking out for the thing I was trying to suppress.
Anything it sees that looks vaguely like the target triggers the thought again



and round I go in another loop of thinking the same thought I was
desperately trying to forget about.

The practical upshot for someone trying to break a bad habit is that the
more you try to push the bad habit out of your mind, the more it pops up.
For example, the more you suppress the bad habit of, say, eating fatty foods,
then the more relevant it becomes and the more situations there seem to be
in which to perform it. Not only does trying to suppress thoughts not work,
but it can also have negative emotional and behavioral consequences.
People suffering from a wide range of behavioral problems like drug-taking,
smoking, and overeating have been found to experience more negative
emotions when they try to suppress their thoughts and feelings than if they
don’t.7

There’s other evidence that trying to break habits by just suppressing
thoughts may lead to exactly the opposite of the desired result. Research
carried out on those with eating disorders shows that binge-eating often
follows on from dieting.8 Indeed, it’s the rigid dieting (as opposed to
learning the habit of eating in a restrained way) that seems to cause the
binge-eating, and not the other way around.9 Similarly, people who try to
suppress the urge to drink or smoke seem more prone to a binge right after
the suppression attempt.10 Even regular social drinkers who are specifically
trying to restrain themselves have the tendency to binge in response.11 So
sometimes inhibition can lead to habit binges rather than habit holidays.
This may be why people sometimes find that when they first try to change a
habit, perversely, they actually start doing it more. It’s handy to know that
this is normal and likely just a phase in the process of breaking a habit.

The idea that suppressing a habit can backfire suggests an important
alternative. Think of the bad habit you want to change like a river that’s
been following the same course for a long time. Now you want to stop it
suddenly. You can’t just dam the river because the water will rise up and
break through. Instead, you have to encourage the river to take a different
course. In order to break old habits, the attempt needs to be paired with
making a new habit.12 This is why people trying to give up smoking chew
gum: it’s not just the nicotine that’s probably in the gum; it’s also replacing
the habit of having something in the mouth. Or, take another simple
example: say you’ve got a habit of avoiding the cracks in the pavement you
want to change. Just inhibiting this habit will be difficult, because the more
you try to avoid thinking about the cracks the more you’ll notice them and



be tempted to perform your habit. Instead, you could decide to start a new
habit of looking upwards. If you can inhibit your old habit for a while, this
creates a window of change into which you can insert a new, desirable habit.
With repeated performance, this new habit will slowly take over from the
old one.

When you choose a new habit to help break an old one, you can use the
ideas already discussed. Mental contrasting can help you think about which
habit will successfully replace the old one and implementation intentions, or
“if-then plans,” can be used to make very specific plans of action that link
old situations to new behaviors. You can also use implementation intentions
to help shield the habit from intrusive thoughts or slip-ups and think about
how you’ll address dissatisfaction.

Even with a new habit established, the old one will remain there, lurking
in the background. Old habits really do die hard. Research on both animals
and humans suggests that even after habits have apparently faded away
through lack of repetition, they still lie in wait to be reactivated.13 It’s like
the fact that you never forget how to ride a bike: those connections in your
brain aren’t gone, just dormant. Unfortunately, making a new habit doesn’t
generally destroy the old habit. Highly familiar contexts will still have the
power to cue up old patterns of behavior while even roughly similar
contexts can be dangerous. Habits which fulfill strong needs or solve
problems in the short-term are particularly prone to relapse. That’s why, for
example, alcoholics have to be continuously vigilant, as their drinking can
easily be cued by low mood or walking past a liquor store.

Highly practiced habits resist the will simply by being unconscious. We
perform them automatically without realizing. There is evidence, though,
that implementation intentions help bring the choice about whether to
perform a habit up into the conscious mind.14 Making very specific plans in
advance reduces the amount of thinking that must be done in the moment
and provides an automatic response to compete with the bad habit.15, 16 For
very strong habits, even finding that you have a conscious choice is a step
up from just performing your habit automatically.

Fortunately, most everyday habits have all kinds of alternatives: eating
watermelon rather than ice cream, or reading an improving book instead of
watching TV, or asking your partner unusual questions over dinner rather
than running through the same old subjects. Successfully breaking a habit is



much more likely when you have a shiny new, well-planned habit to focus
on rather than just thinking about suppressing the old habit.

No one likes to think they’re average, least of all below average. When
asked by psychologists, most people rate themselves above average on all
manner of measures including intelligence, looks, health, and so on. Self-
control is no different: people consistently overestimate their ability to
control themselves.17 This over-confidence can lead people to assume
they’ll be able to control themselves in situations in which, it turns out, they
can’t. This is why trying to stop an unwanted habit can be an extremely
frustrating task. Over the days and weeks from our resolution to change, we
start to notice it popping up again and again. The old habit’s well-practiced
performance is beating our conscious desire for change into submission.

People naturally vary in the amount of self-control they have, so some
will find it more difficult than others to break a habit. But everyone’s self-
control is a limited resource; it’s like muscle strength: the more we use it,
the less remains in the tank, until we replenish it with rest. In one study of
self-control, participants first had to resist the temptation to eat chocolate
(they had a radish instead); then they were given a frustrating task to do.
The test was to see how long they would persist.18 Radish-eaters only
persisted on the task for about 8 minutes, while those who had gorged on
chocolate kept going for 19 minutes. The mere act of exerting willpower
saps the strength for future attempts. These sorts of findings have been
repeated again and again using different circumstances.19

We face these sorts of willpower-depleting events all day long. When
someone jostles you in the street and you resist the urge to shout at them, or
when you feel exhausted at work but push on with your email: these all take
their toll. The worse the day, the more the willpower muscle is exerted, the
more we rely on autopilot, which means increased performance of habits.
It’s crucial to respect the fact that self-control is a limited resource and you
are likely to overestimate its strength. Recognizing when your levels of self-
control are low means you can make specific plans for those times.

The good news is that, although willpower is a limited resource, there are
all sorts of strategies you can use to help in breaking an old habit. Pre-



commitment is one tool for winning the battle for self-control. Say you want
to avoid your bad habit of wasting a weekend playing computer games. An
excellent pre-commitment strategy would be to take your games console out
into the garden and smash it to pieces. That’s an extreme measure which
represents serious commitment; an alternative might be leaving the console
at a friend’s house. This is a way of restricting the choices of your future
self. By making the hard decision when your self-control is high, you can
protect yourself against a later time when your self-control has taken a
battering at work or from the commute. Even much less drastic measures
like avoiding the procrastination habit by simply setting yourself deadlines
can be effective in helping self-control.20 The power of pre-commitment has
also been shown to increase people’s money-saving habits.21

Self-imposed rewards and penalties can also work, with the proviso that
doing something for its own sake is much better than relying on the carrot
and stick.22 Even the most basic and much-repeated of all self-help tips can
be useful: Yes, think positive! If you can generate more optimistic
predictions about your ability to change your habits, then it will boost your
motivation.23 Merely giving the instruction to “think positive” is a bit vague,
so let’s break that down. One way of generating a more optimistic outlook is
to think about your attitudes towards the habit you want to change. What is
it about your goal of breaking and changing a habit that really attracts you?
At the same time, what is it about the bad habit that most repels you? The
more relevant and vivid you can make both the positive aspects of your new
good habit and the negative aspects of the bad habit, the more likely you are
to exercise self-control.24 To give a concrete example: people who are
deeply disgusted by their own nail-biting, and would love to have long nails,
have a much better chance of breaking the habit than those who think it’s no
big deal.

Despite all these intersecting plans and strategies, even the most strong-
willed of us will suddenly find ourselves performing that bad habit we
promised ourselves was gone forever. Psychologists have found, though,
that self-affirmation—thinking about your positive traits—can help in the
quest for control of the self. In an experiment by Brandon Schmeichel and
Kathleen Vohs, half of their participants had their self-control depleted by
writing a story without using the letters “a” and “n.” They were all then
given a classic test of self-control: submerging their hands for as long as
they could in a bucket of icy cold water, which becomes very painful after a



minute or two.25 Those people who had written the story without a’s and n’s,
and had no chance to recover, were only able to keep their hands in the
water for an average of 27 seconds, compared with 80 seconds for those
who’d been able to use any letters. Here’s where the replenishing effect of
self-affirmation comes in. Before putting their hands in the freezing water,
half the group with depleted self-control wrote about their core values, such
as their relationship with their family, their creativity, or their aesthetic
preferences, whatever they felt was important to them. After this, they
managed to hold their hands underwater for an average of 61 seconds, more
than doubling the average time of the unreplenished group. So it seems that
self-affirmation can refuel depleted self-control.

The reason this works is because of how it changes our mindset.
Concentrating on core values tends to make people think more abstractly.
When we are philosophical about what we’re doing, it helps distance us
from the temptations of the moment, allowing our self-control a chance to
intervene in bad habits. The self-affirmation trick works both in the moment,
as well as when planning for the future, since it encourages people to find
ways to protect their goals from temptations they know they will face.26

All of these efforts to bolster your self-control have a happy side-benefit.
Just like a muscle, exercising self-control increases its power. So merely
trying to change a habit will have a snowball effect. A study on people
successfully following a new exercise program showed that their self-
control also increased, but crucially, to areas that had nothing to do with
exercising.27 After practicing their self-control, they were more likely to
choose studying over television and developed better domestic habits, like
washing the dishes more frequently. The same was true in another study of
people who were being taught money management.28 Participants found that
not only did they get more control of their spending habits, but they also
found it easier to regulate their alcoholic intake, their emotions, their eating,
and, once again, their domestic habits. Clearly, working out your self-
control muscle can be useful in all sorts of ways.

Making plans and exercising your self-control may only get you so far in
breaking old habits: more drastic measures could be required. One of the



best ways of changing an existing habit is to change the situation. Since
habits are cued up by the situations we routinely find ourselves in, then
changing that situation should avoid the habit cue. It’s like when you go on
holiday to a new, unfamiliar city and suddenly it’s both exhilarating and
exhausting. At home, eating, trips out, and even conversations are partially
or completely automatic, but on holiday, without the crutch of familiar
situations, even the smallest decisions have to be made consciously. Soon
enough, you build up habits: there’s one particular café where you enjoy the
coffee and the view; you start arriving at the beach at the same time and
returning to the same restaurant in the evening. Still, for a brief moment at
the start of the holiday, there is a window of opportunity, when you’re all at
sea in a new situation, where anything could happen and you can leave your
old habits behind.

There’s certainly evidence that a change of context can help change
habits. In the earlier quoted study of students who moved from one
university to another, they were able to change their everyday TV watching,
reading, and exercising habits with their change of context.29 The students’
intentions had also changed between the two locations, and this was not a
coincidence. New situations force us to think consciously about what to do,
and so our actions are tightly coupled to our intentions. That’s also why
people’s shopping habits change with major shifts in their lives like moving
house, switching jobs, or having a baby. The same is true of travel habits. A
British study has looked at how moving house affected travel choices.30

They found that people who had moved house recently were more likely to
change their travel habits when motivated by environmental concern. In
comparison, those who had the same high level of environmental concern,
but had not moved house recently, were less likely to make a change. Once
again, something about being in new surroundings is enough to allow us to
jump out of old ruts and start creating new ones.

It’s a bit drastic though: moving to another house, city, or country just so
you can walk to work rather than drive. And while holidays might be good
for new habits, we all come home soon enough, back to the old environment
and the old habits. The vast majority of us don’t have the desire or, indeed,
the resources to relocate just to shake up old habits. Still, there are ways to
make more subtle adjustments to our existing environments without these
kinds of upheavals.



A couple of clues come from a very simple set of studies with real
potential for personal change. Public health officials have been obsessed
with getting people to use the stairs for decades. It’s seen as the kind of
exercise that can be easily incorporated into day-to-day life. All sorts of
tricks have been tried, but one of the simplest is also the most effective. A
sign is put at the bottom of the stairs telling people that walking up the stairs
burns about five times as many calories as riding the elevator. And
magically, for the price of a piece of paper, some people do switch from the
elevator to the stairs. When sixteen studies involving this intervention were
analyzed, they found that, on average, stair use increased by 50%.31

Admittedly, this is from a pretty low baseline, because not many people
generally use the stairs in the first place; but it does demonstrate that this
small change to the environment can work.

People sometimes spontaneously use these types of environmental
interventions. Alarm clocks are moved out of arms-reach, fatty foods
removed from the house, or the Internet is unplugged and the router hidden
so that some real work can be done. All these types of small changes to the
environment can help remind us of the established habits we are trying to
break. The key is to find a way to sabotage our unconscious, automatic
processes and bring the decision up into the conscious mind. When there are
no chips in the house, no Internet connection, and you can’t hit the snooze
button easily, it forces you to recall your promise to yourself and
consciously decide whether you want to break that habit. You might still
make the wrong choice, but at least you’ll have a conscious choice rather
than just performing the bad habit automatically.

The problem with small changes to the environment, like notes and even
alarm clocks, is that they quickly lose their novelty and become easy to
ignore. Anyone who has ever lived in a shared house knows that notes left
lying around the place are soon overlooked. If you notice that you’re failing
to perform your new habit successfully, have a look at the reminders you’ve
set up in your environment. Is it possible that you’ve started ignoring them?
If so, it’s time to change the reminder to something you will notice.
Ultimately, though, whether or not these sorts of environmental changes are
taken seriously depends on the level of commitment to establishing a new
habit in the first place.32 Notes and other environmental tweaks can jog the
memory but they can’t force us to perform the new habit.



There’s little doubt that even the simplest habit changes can tie us up in
knots. Over a century ago, the German-American psychologist Hugo
Münsterberg experimented on himself tirelessly in the quest to break
personal habits. He tried making simple changes to his daily routines and
meticulously recorded each time he reverted to his old ways.33 In one
attempt, he decided to stop using the door from his office leading on to the
hallway and start going in and out through a different door to his secretary’s
office. Before long, and to his intense annoyance, he caught himself in the
process of using the hallway door, not just once but several times.

On another habit-change spree, Münsterberg began experimenting with
the position of his inkwell. He was accustomed to dipping his quill in a well
to the left of him, so he placed an empty well there and put a full well on the
right. Over a full day’s writing, he noted each time he reverted to the old
habit. After about a week, he’d incorrectly gone to the left 64 times, but
after two further weeks, this came down dramatically. Subsequently, he
practiced swapping from left to right until, eventually, he was able to
alternate the full inkwell from left to right without making any false moves.
He repeated the same process with his pocket-watch and was gratified to see
that with persistence he could switch between habits without making any
mistakes.

Although many people’s attempts to break their bad habits fails there is
hope. We all manage to change them from time to time: research into
everyday habits like breakfasting, fruit consumption, and travel choices has
shown that we can, and do, manage to break our old habits, or at least
replace them with good new ones.

Like making habits, breaking habits requires a bit of cunning, indeed,
more so, because the old habit is always lying in wait, ready to be
reactivated. With an understanding of how habits operate, though, you have
a much better chance of making the change stick.



11

Healthy Habits

Are you feeling fat? Are you depressed about how you look? Does your
weight yo-yo as you go on one crash diet after another? Are you fed up with
feeling hungry? Do you want to know the solution to all your weight-loss
problems? Well, let me tell you a secret! It all began one day fifteen years
ago when a friend asked me for advice about losing weight. I told her that
the secret of my toned figure was down to a special diet I have designed. She
was amazed as I explained its completely natural components and that she
could lose all her excess weight in only twenty-eight days! She could hardly
believe it, but four weeks later she was wearing a new dress three sizes
smaller! Seeing how excited she was, I decided to let everyone in on my diet
secrets. Now I’ve helped millions of people all around the world change
their lives. And I can help you, too . . .

Of course, I’m taking a cheap shot at the worst type of diet book, the ones
that make the biggest promises with the weirdest gimmicks, while
suggesting that the whole process will be a breeze. Crash diets may work in
the short-term, but we all know in our heart-of-hearts that the celery and
gravel-type diets will never stick in the long run. Putting the more ridiculous
end of the diet-book spectrum aside, though, there is plenty of very good
advice out there. Many books about healthy eating don’t try to sell you a
miracle cure based on eating or not eating some particular foodstuff. Instead,
they offer much sensible advice about what to eat and the other components
of a healthy lifestyle. And people continue to buy good diet books, watch
TV programs about healthy eating, and surf the Internet for healthy recipes;



it’s not as if the information about maintaining a healthy lifestyle is hard to
find. Still, many people seem unable to take this good advice.

By now, you’ll have heard all the obesity scare-stories. We all know how
much overeating is costing in terms of treating the resulting diseases, and
how little people are managing to change their eating habits. Here’s just one
fact from many: since 1980, the percentage of US adults who are obese has
doubled, while the percentage who are severely obese has quadrupled.1
These sorts of figures are mirrored in many other countries around the
world.2 Governments have tried to change our ways by targeting us with
healthy-eating campaigns, but these have a fatal flaw. That flaw is simply
that they try to influence us by changing our intentions. They warn us about
the dangers of obesity, what it’s doing to our health, and why we should
change. The trouble is that almost everyone knows what they are doing to
their health and why they should change, but they don’t seem to be able to
manage it. According to some estimates, only 20% of people stick to
weight-loss diets in the long-term.3

It’s not that public health campaigns are a waste of time: in some areas,
they can be modestly effective. The problem is that when it comes to strong
habits, they only have a marginal effect.4 Given what we now know about
how habits operate, this makes perfect sense. We know that people buy
mostly the same foods each week, eat that food in the same environment,
and consequently, their eating is mostly controlled by habits.5 We also know
that attempting to educate people—that is, change their eating intentions—
only has small effects on their behavior in the face of strong habits.6 For
example, participants in one study who were in the habit of visiting fast-
food restaurants found them very difficult to avoid, even when they tried.7
The only situation in which it’s easy to change your eating habits is when no
pattern has been established. So, good news for someone who was born
yesterday.

The rest of us have to compete with the hard taskmaster of our established
eating habits. The sheer power of habits is beautifully demonstrated in one
study on popcorn.8 This focused on how some people eat popcorn at the
cinema: typically in massive quantities and with no regard for how hungry
they are. What the researchers wanted to see was how the context and their
established habits affected popcorn consumption. To do this, they had some
participants sit in a movie theater watching trailers while others sat in a
meeting room watching music videos. None of them were aware that the



study was about eating habits; they were told it was about attitudes and
personality.

When in the movie theater, strong habits cued by familiar circumstances
had their familiar effect: people behaved like popcorn-eating robots. In the
cinema, it didn’t matter whether the popcorn was stale or fresh or whether
people were starving or full, they still munched about the same amount of
popcorn. Habit even steamrollered preferences: liking for popcorn had very
little effect on how much they ate. When popcorn-eating habits were
weaker, though, people behaved more like rational, thoughtful human
beings, by eating less of the stale popcorn.

In contrast, the participants in the meeting room all behaved more like
rational, thoughtful human beings, whether or not they had a strong habit of
eating popcorn in movie theaters. They ate less stale popcorn and less
overall if they weren’t hungry. Even for those people who had strong
popcorn habits, the change of situation was enough to disrupt their
automatic behavior. Overall, people in the meeting room ate 50% less
popcorn compared with those in the movie theater.

So, can the psychology of habits help us change our eating habits?
Obviously, it can’t solve the obesity crisis in one go, but it can provide some
very useful and practical insights. One of the biggest mistakes people make,
and one that’s often repeated by bad diet books, is trying to make drastic
changes. Sustaining crash diets or massive shifts in what we repeatedly do is
likely to be way too difficult for the vast majority of people. We’ve already
seen how hard it is to make or break one new habit; imagine if you had to
change many of your eating habits all in one go? It’s just not practical;
they’re never going to stick.

Evidence for how more modest habit shifts can be effective comes from
The National Weight Control Registry, which has been tracking the weight-
loss attempts of thousands of Americans since 1995.9 Like other studies, it
finds that only a small percentage of people are able to lose weight and keep
it off. Amongst those people who do manage it, though, one key factor is
establishing regular, unchanging routines. Successful dieters regularly ate
breakfast, ate the same over the weekend as they did during the week, and
ate the same types of foods, mostly in the same environment (at home).10

Crucially, many dieters weren’t able to eat all the right foods all the time and
meet all the goals they set for themselves, but those who were successful in
the long-term at least made some efforts in the right direction and managed



to maintain these efforts. They changed one small habit, say, eating an apple
in the morning, established that, then moved on to other incremental
changes. This isn’t exactly the stuff of Hollywood movies, but it does have
the advantage of being true, and actually working.

On top of concentrating on small changes, we’ve seen how habits are
automatically activated by our environments. We know that people make
dozens and dozens of choices about food each day, and we can’t hope to
stop and make a conscious, informed decision every time. This is especially
true when you get home hungry, tired, and still thinking about work—then
your habits will be in full control. But with this knowledge it’s possible to
tweak the environment to encourage the right kinds of healthy habits.

Go into your kitchen and have a look around: what do you see? Are the
first foods that greet your eye healthy or unhealthy? Do you have a bowl of
fresh fruit on the counter or snack foods? How big are the plates you eat off?
How much food do you have stockpiled in the cupboards? Are the
containers they are stored in big or small? Research has found that when
food is stored in bigger containers, people tend to eat more of it because of
“stock pressure” (the costs of storage).11 People also tend to eat more of
food that is visible and close to them.12 They eat more off larger plates
without noticing, spontaneously giving themselves much larger portions and
eating considerably more of the food they’ve served themselves.13 The same
is true of drinks, with people drinking more from bigger containers.14 And
so the list goes on . . . people eat more when the packaging is larger, the
utensils are bigger, and they have bigger serving spoons.15 This suggests
that there are a whole series of environmental changes that can encourage
healthy eating. They’ll need experimenting with to make them right for you,
but they should be relatively easy to make.

Even outside the home it’s possible to use little tweaks to adjust your
habitual behavior. Here’s a little trick suggested in a follow-up to the
popcorn-related study. Some people in the movie theater were told to eat
with their non-dominant hand, so if they were right-handed, to eat with their
left. Magically, this seemed to have the desired effect of jolting people out
of their habitual behavior and bringing the conscious mind back into action.
By eating with their non-dominant hand, participants once again responded
to the freshness of the popcorn they’d been ignoring while eating in a trance
with their dominant hand.



Whatever changes you make to your own environment, whether inside or
outside the home, huge numbers of cues for bad eating habits will always be
left: shops, adverts, vending machines, and so on are everywhere. That
means that changing eating habits will always be about self-control to a
certain extent. Self-control can be built up by managing to stick to small
changes in eating habits, and so benefits should lead to further habit change.
Studies suggest self-control is a generalized ability: the practice of self-
control doesn’t have to be related to food, but the benefits will still seep
through. That along with the other psychological self-control techniques
discussed previously are all likely to be helpful: respecting the fact that self-
control is a limited resource, pre-commitment, rewards and penalties and
using self-affirmation in moments of weakness. In particular, practicing
mindfulness can be helpful in noticing temptations and allowing them to
pass without taking any action.16

Once again, implementation intentions—making highly specific plans—
can be useful in changing eating habits. All the same guidelines to forming
implementation intentions discussed in the previous two chapters apply to
eating, but with one big proviso. One common type of plan people make
when dieting is a negative one. They say to themselves something like: I
must not eat chocolate. This is a kind of implementation intention, but is it a
good one? This has been tested in a series of studies which found that when
people used this kind of negative implementation intention, it had an ironic
rebound effect.17 Recall from the last chapter that trying not to think about a
white bear tends to make the thought come back stronger. The same thing is
true when participants tried not to think about chocolate. Instead of putting
the thought out of their head, the reverse happened: when a snacking
situation arose, they thought about chocolate even more. Worse, though, this
rebound effect was strongest when participants’ snacking habits were also
strong.

Participants in this study were better able to avoid thoughts about
unhealthy snacking if they avoided negative implementation intentions.
Instead, it was generally more effective to make a positive implementation
to do something else. So, instead of thinking: “If I’m hungry between meals,
then I must avoid chocolate,” it’s better to think: “If I’m hungry between
meals, then I will eat an apple.”

Even when formulated correctly, though, implementation intentions are
still often too weak to have an effect on existing habits. The problem is that



so much of our eating behavior is automatic. The decision about what to eat
sometimes isn’t even available to our conscious mind. Worse, we tend not to
notice what cues habitual, unhealthy eating behaviors. So, psychologists
have come up with a stronger combination of strategies to try and increase
awareness of the cues. This involves using implementation intentions along
with the previously described strategy of mental contrasting: imagining how
changing your habit would be beneficial, then contrasting this with the
negative reality.18 The idea is to make the association stronger in the mind
between the bad eating habit and how this is stopping you from reaching a
cherished goal.

This combination strategy has been tested in a study on snacking habits.
Here are the instructions from the study, as they provide a useful exercise:

Sometimes a wish does not become fully realized, even if one is very
motivated to realize the wish. What situations could make it hard for
you to diminish your bad snacking habit? Think about which is the
most important obstacle to eating fewer unhealthy snacks for you
personally and write it down in one keyword. Now, depict in your
thoughts the events and experiences that you associate with this
obstacle. Give your thoughts and imagination full scope and write them
down.19

After carrying out this exercise, participants set their implementation
intentions while avoiding negative constructions so as to sidestep the ironic
rebound effect. Here’s an example: “If I [obstacle] and I feel like having a
snack, then I will eat a(n) [choice of fruit].” Typical obstacles could be
thoughts or emotions like being bored, hungry, or tired; or could be
situations, like passing a fast-food outlet. The results of this study suggested
it can help people avoid unhealthy snacking. When participants’ habits were
strong and they tried the mental contrasting along with the replacement
implementation intention, they consumed fewer unhealthy snacks and
almost half as many calories. The reason this technique works is that it
involves identifying the exact situations which cue snacking behavior.
Without identifying the cue, a strong habit is likely to be performed whether
or not implementation intentions are made.

Since eating habits are so well-established, though, they are ready to
break out of the closet we’ve tried to lock them in at any moment. Changing



them should be a gradual process carried out over a period of time. The
psychological methods discussed here involve trying to identify the
situations that spark your eating habits, as well as bringing some of your
automatic eating behaviors up into the conscious mind. If old habits start to
reassert themselves, then it’s time to make small changes to your
implementation intentions or the situations in which you perform your
habits. It’s about finding what works for you to help break old habits and
start building healthier eating habits.

As a society, we have a love/hate relationship with exercise: well-meaning
people and organizations love to give us advice and we hate to take it. Like
what we eat, engaging in regular exercise has the potential to dramatically
improve our lives. Even if you ignore the improvements to physical health,
exercise is worth it for the psychological benefits alone. Dozens of studies
involving thousands of participants have shown that exercise can improve
memory, attention, reasoning, planning, and the overall speed at which your
mind works.20 True, it might not turn you into a genius in a couple of weeks,
but exercise is probably better than the other methods for increasing
cognitive function that are around, like computer-based “brain training,”
drugs, and nutritional supplements. On top of this, exercise makes you feel
good which is why it is often “prescribed” by doctors as one way of helping
with depression, anxiety, or eating disorders.21 It may even be as effective as
antidepressant medication or having cognitive therapy.22 We know it,
everyone tells us, and yet people find it hard to establish regular exercise
habits.

For many years psychologists thought that our exercise habits were
mostly or completely under our conscious control. They thought that the
reason we don’t exercise is because we don’t want to. This view is changing
because, as we’ve seen across many different areas of our lives, we may
intend to start exercising, but that doesn’t always translate into the actual
behavior. Some health psychologists think that the sorts of interventions
which only rely on changing your attitudes to exercise can’t hope to break
down strong habits, like driving to work every day when you could walk or
cycle.23 Instead, exercise has a large habitual component, and exercise



habits (or rather, laziness habits) are established when we’re young. Indeed,
the simple question of whether we exercised when young may have one of
the largest influences on whether we exercise later in life.24

Research into specifically how habits can be changed in exercise is at an
early stage. However, we do know what types of interventions psychologists
have found to be effective in helping people exercise more, and the results
have a familiar ring. Research led by Susan Mitchie at University College
London has pulled together over 100 different studies on both healthy eating
and exercise that involved almost 50,000 participants.25 All kinds of
techniques were tested to try and get people eating healthily and exercising
more, including simply providing encouragement, to training in time
management, and providing warnings about the dangers of unhealthy
behaviors. Out of the 26 different techniques that were studied, though, one
emerged head-and-shoulders above the rest; it was self-monitoring.

Take one Scottish study led by Graham Baker which aimed to encourage
more walking.26 Participants were first asked to think about why walking
would be beneficial for them, then what might stop them from reaching their
goal (notice that this is very similar to the mental contrasting procedure
discussed earlier). Then they made specific plans about when they were
going to exercise and set themselves goals to reach. Crucially, though, they
were also given pedometers: devices that measure the number of steps
taken. This allowed people to see exactly how much exercise they were
engaging in. We can’t specifically tell from this study that it was the
pedometers that made a difference, but it was probably an important
component. Anything that enhances awareness of our exercise habits is
likely to be helpful, whether it’s developing a new habit or trying to break
and replace an old one.

As well as noticing your own behavior, we’ve seen that making and
breaking habits requires (the dreaded) self-control. Mitchie’s research found
that, for exercise, some of the techniques we’ve already explored for
bolstering self-control were helpful. Using implementation intentions to
decide when and how to exercise is one of the most important. This is
because, if exercise behaviors are repeated in similar circumstances, then
they are more likely to become habitual. If you always run after work and
before supper, or always visit the gym in the morning before breakfast, then,
with repetition, these new habits are much more likely to stick.



Implementation intentions can also be used to guard against any thoughts
or circumstances that will put you off exercising. These types of simple
plans have been shown to work and encourage more exercising.27 For
example, many people say they are too busy to exercise. The
implementation intention you can use for this is: “If I put off exercising
because I’m too busy, then I’ll remind myself that exercising clears my
mind, allowing me to work more efficiently.” Another unbelievably
common mistake is to set your goals too high, too soon (the exercise
equivalent of a crash diet). Here’s the implementation intention you could
use for that: “If I’m tempted to push myself too hard initially, then I will try
and set realistic goals.” Other problems you might face are that it’s too cold
outside, you don’t have the right equipment, you don’t want to exercise on
your own, or you’re anxious or depressed. All of these have solutions and,
with a little creativity, you can work out which are best for you.

One major obstacle to launching the exercise habit is that it’s difficult to
incorporate into the day. With eating habits, we have a natural reminder to
eat: our appetites. These come around regularly every four or five hours. For
people who aren’t in the habit of exercising, though, there’s no physical
desire that needs satiating, and so there isn’t a regular cue that we should
perform a particular behavior. Developing the exercise habit is about
creating that cue or alert that automatically makes us exercise. Finding the
right slot in your day, the right type of exercise, and dealing with the
inevitable barriers will determine whether or not you can make the habit
stick. Exercise habits may take months to ingrain, but the improvements to
your life can be considerable.

If you thought changing exercise or eating habits was difficult, then check
out smoking. Some statistics from the UK—a country at the forefront of
smoking reduction—tell a sobering story. In England, about one-fifth of
people over 16 smoke, making 8.5 million smokers.28 Of those, 3.9 million
tried to stop smoking in 2009—typically, only 2–3% succeed; that’s just
136,000 people.29 Within one week of trying to give up, fully 75% of people
have started smoking again. Within one month, 90% are back to puffing



away. Based on these numbers, the success rate is even worse than for those
dieting.

Just as none of us need telling about healthy diets or getting some
exercise, none of us need reminding about the dangers of smoking. There’s
the cancer, the heart disease, the emphysema, and all the rest. Here’s just
one fact that can be a useful motivator for more mature smokers: for every
year that you delay giving up after the age of 35, you lose, on average, three
months of life expectancy.

Given that smoking is so bad for you and there can’t be anyone reading
this book who doesn’t know it, why do people find it so hard to give up?
The answer is that smokers trying to quit are battling two cast-iron habits at
the same time. There’s the type of habit that’s related to automatic, habitual
responses to situations (like smoking with friends or while drinking), and
then there’s the chemical habit. It’s the chemical habit, or addiction, that
makes it so hard to quit. When you smoke, a bolus dose of nicotine hits the
brain within seconds, which releases the neurotransmitter dopamine in the
midbrain.30 With continued smoking, the brain’s chemistry changes to create
a hunger for nicotine. When a smoker tries to quit, they aren’t just battling a
behavior associated with a particular situation; they are also fighting their
own chemistry. Smokers who quit will experience a whole range of
unpleasant symptoms within the first week: anxiety, anger, insomnia,
impatience, restlessness, and depression.31 All of these can be relieved by
having a cigarette. It’s no wonder that 90% of people quit quitting within the
first week.

People who are quitting usually try to beat the chemical habit with
nicotine replacement therapy (NRT). Whether it’s a patch, gum, inhaler, or
spray, when nicotine is delivered by some other method than cigarettes, it
helps people to quit. Indeed, nicotine replacement therapy can increase the
chances of successfully quitting by between 50–70%.32 Using both the
patches and the gum together increases the chances again.

NRT may help with the chemical habit, but it makes little difference to
the behavioral habit. Strong habits are still powerful enough to cue behavior
automatically, even when it’s illegal. In the UK, a total smoking ban in
public places came into force in July 2007, which meant that smokers
visiting pubs now had to take a trip outdoors to light up. Despite the ban,
researchers wondered whether the habit would be so strong that smokers
would still light up indoors by accident.33 To test this, they measured the



smoking habits of 583 people; then, after the smoking ban, asked them how
many times they had accidentally lit a cigarette or nearly done so while
inside a pub. Almost half admitted they had and those with a stronger
smoking habit were more likely to find themselves lighting up
automatically, before remembering it was illegal. Importantly, this was
probably unrelated to nicotine dependence as heavier smokers were no more
likely to make the mistake than light smokers. Instead, it was related to
alcohol consumption: it was the strong association between drinking and
smoking that led people to light up automatically.

The strength of smoking habits means that prospective quitters have to
think about how they are going to deal with automatic behaviors. Many,
many different types of techniques have been tried to help people stop
smoking. Broadly, though, beating the behavioral bad habit means boosting
motivation and supporting self-control.34 Without motivation, of course, no
attempt to change is going to succeed. Much motivation to change can be
drawn from the well-known dangers of smoking and its obvious
disadvantages like the smell and the yellow teeth. But these need to be
balanced against the barriers to change—these are likely to be personal and
environmental cues which set off the behavior.

We’ve already seen how mental contrasting can increase motivation. This
has been tested in smokers by asking them to think about four benefits of
giving up smoking: things like having better skin and more energy and self-
respect.35 Then, they took one of these and thought about all the aspects of
their reality that would stop them from giving up. These were things like
peer pressure, stress, and partying. The results showed that those who
contrasted fantasy with reality, in contrast to those who didn’t, were more
likely to take immediate action in trying to quit. Crucially, this only works
for people with high expectations of success. When expectations of success
are low, the positive fantasy looks too far away from the negative reality.
This is why people often need extra support when trying to quit smoking.
Studies have shown that getting behavioral support can double the chances
of successfully quitting over and above NRT.36 In addition, individual
counseling and telephone support can also be effective.

In the self-control category are many of the techniques that will be
familiar from healthy eating and exercise: making specific implementation
plans about when and how to quit, where to get NRT medication, and how
to take it. In particular, smokers are encouraged to think about the places,



people, and routines that are cuing their smoking habit and what is likely to
cause a relapse. As with other bad habits, it can be difficult to break the
smoking habit without replacing it with another one.

This careful planning process can be seen in action in one study on the
effects of implementation intentions for smokers.37 Prospective quitters
were given a list of twenty situations in which people are often tempted to
smoke. These are things like, when getting up in the morning, in an
emotional crisis, and so on. Then there were a list of twenty potential ways
of acting. The key is to link up the dangerous situations with alternatives to
smoking. For example, “If I am tempted to have a cigarette when I wake up,
then I will remember that I get upset when I think about my smoking.” The
results of this study showed that participants using the implementation
intentions were more likely to quit than a control group, and were also more
likely to cut down their smoking of cigarettes. Similarly, implementation
intentions have also been successfully used to help stop adolescents from
starting to smoke in the first place.38 Overall, focusing on ways of changing
routines has been found to be amongst the most useful approaches to
quitting smoking in Britain’s National Health Service.39

One factor that may well be helping people to quit is the bans on smoking
in public places that have been introduced in many countries. Although
these were primarily designed to protect non-smokers from the dangers of
passive smoking, they have become a good test of how environmental
changes can affect habits. If smoking is a habit cued by the environment—
like being in a bar drinking with friends or having just finished a meal in a
restaurant—then making it illegal should curb the habit. In the UK, there is
evidence that the decline in smoking was greater in 2007–2008 than in any
previous year.40 UK researchers have also been into pubs before and after
the ban to count the number of people who were smoking and how many
went on to give up after the ban.41 They found that 15% of people in their
study had quit, which is a very high rate given that the average is around 2–
3%. However, the figure of 15% has to take into account the fact that people
often relapse. Nevertheless, research in other countries has also found this
beneficial effect for workplace smoking bans.42 Research in Germany found
that the stricter the bans were—in other words, the more places in which
people were prohibited from smoking—the greater the decreases in
smoking.43



Whether it’s trying to eat more healthily, getting some exercise, or quitting
smoking, it’s obvious how hard it can be to develop healthy habits. The
small percentage of people who manage to successfully make the change
clearly tells the story. Part of the reason, though, that so many people don’t
manage to change is that they’re not aware exactly how the power of habit
controls their behavior. It’s easy to overlook environmental cues, and people
are naturally reluctant to admit they don’t have complete control over
themselves. What the psychological research into healthy habits reveals,
though, is that understanding and working with the unconscious, automatic
nature of habits can help people to make a change.

Making healthy habits should be a voyage of discovery. It’s both about
discovering exactly what you’re already doing, then working out what sorts
of modest changes are practical. Changing eating habits is about noticing
what you eat, when and why, and making small adjustments that are
sustainable. Changing exercising habits is about finding a regular slot in
your day and dealing with the inevitable mental barriers you’ll face.
Quitting smoking is about more than chemical addiction; it’s also a forensic
analysis of what causes you to light up and what you’re going to do instead.
Change requires commitment, which is why the mental contrasting exercise
can be so useful in clarifying your goals.

The true aim of personal change is to turn our minds away from miracle
cures and quick fixes, and adopt a long-term strategy. Habit change isn’t a
sprint; it’s a marathon. The right mindset is to wake up tomorrow almost
exactly the same person, except for one small change—a small change that
you can replicate every day until you don’t notice it anymore, at which point
it’s time to plan another small change . . .



12

Creative Habits

Creativity is mysterious. Just ask any scientist, artist, writer, or other
highly creative person to explain how they come up with brilliant ideas, and,
if they’re honest, they don’t really know. Having got used to these sorts of
questions over the years, some will provide well-rehearsed answers which
probably have less to do with the truth and more to do with fulfilling the
audience’s expectation of an artistic-sounding answer.

In 1952, the American poet and academic Brewster Ghiselin published a
book called The Creative Process.1 In it, he asked how brilliant people like
Albert Einstein, Vincent Van Gogh, and Pablo Picasso managed to be so
creative. He concluded that it was extremely rare for anyone to consciously
force themselves to create a new idea. Instead, the most innovative ideas
seemed to bubble up from the unconscious without any purely conscious,
calculated process. Poet William Blake, for example, claimed to be
describing images he saw in his mind, while Mozart said he wrote down
tunes that just came to him. We get the same frustrating answers from
contemporary writers, artists, and other creative people: they don’t seem to
know where their ideas come from.

Psychologists have approached the question of how to be creative in a
different way. Instead of asking people directly, they have examined the
psychological conditions of creativity. Psychologists ask under what
circumstances people are at their most creative. They tweak the
circumstances and measure the results so that over hundreds of studies
carried out across decades, what has emerged is a picture of which



psychological circumstances are most associated with heightened creativity.
It turns out that these creative circumstances have an important connection
with habits.

A simple creativity test invented more than 80 years ago gives us an insight
into how habits and creativity interact. It’s called the two-string problem.2
Participants are led into a room with two strings hanging from the ceiling.
One of the strings is hung in the center of the room and the other near the
wall. People are told their goal is to try and tie the two strings together. They
soon find the problem. Even with one string in hand, they can’t reach the
other string without dropping the first one. To help reach their goal,
participants are allowed to use any of the objects lying around in the room.
Amongst these are tables, poles, chairs, clamps, and a pair of pliers. One of
the solutions participants found involves tying the pliers to one of the
strings, then setting it swinging from side-to-side. They can then grab the
other string and wait for the pair of pliers to swing back into range. It’s a
neat solution, but it’s hard to arrive at because of what we already know.
Pliers are for gripping and possibly cutting, not for using as a pendulum.
Solving the problem creatively involves seeing past the habitual functions of
objects and ideas. Realizing the pliers could be used as a pendulum is a
creative solution that’s inhibited by habit.

This puzzle is similar to real-world problems in two ways. Firstly,
participants don’t have quite the right tools for the job. That’s what life is
like. You have to adapt whatever is there to the problem at hand. Secondly,
there is more than one right answer. These are two crucial features of
creative problem-solving: adapting objects or ideas to new uses, and the fact
that problems can be solved in many ways.

Let’s take a modern, Internet-age example of how habit can inhibit
creativity. Once upon a time, not so long ago, people thought the Internet
was like a big, virtual encyclopedia. When you want to find things in an
encyclopedia, you can look them up in the index. So, quite naturally, some
reasoned that what the web needed was an index, a list of its contents
broken down by category. Huge amounts of time and money were invested



in building these indexes on the assumption that people would find what
they wanted by drilling down through hierarchies of information.

Today, indexes are still used, but they are a dying breed. That’s because
the Internet isn’t like a book at all; it’s something quite new and different.
The rise of “search”, and the company that came to dominate it, Google,
seems obvious now because it has become so familiar. Search is a quick,
easy, and efficient way of finding information. That’s why Yahoo! is still
merely a brand name and Google has ascended to the next level: it has
become a verb.

What held back Yahoo! (and other companies) wasn’t their lack of
knowledge—they were, and still are, filled with talented people—it was
what they already knew about the book. They were restricted by the same
habitual thinking as the participants in the two-string problem. A similar
principle operates in many other areas of creativity: film directors keep
making (roughly) the same movies, writers the same books, photographers
the same pictures and composers the same music. They do this partly
because more of the same sells, but also because more of the same is easier
to generate, since the habit is already learnt.

Although the benefits of expertise on creativity appear obvious—more
experience, knowledge, and technical skill—the case is far from open and
shut. Early Gestalt psychologists, known for their slogan “The whole is
greater than the sum of its parts,” thought knowledge could hinder the
ability to solve insight problems. They pointed to experts’ inability to escape
the confines of their own habitual ways of thinking. Experts are good when
new problems follow similar patterns to old ones, but can become blocked
when they don’t. When you have a hammer in your hand, everything looks
like a nail. This sort of fixation often arises because the expert uses a
familiar solution to start off with, and then becomes stuck in the same rut
with all subsequent attempts to solve the problem. A large number of studies
show that expertise often doesn’t seep into related areas, and expertise can
even inhibit performance when the task requires experts to ignore things
they’ve learnt previously.3

A neat demonstration of this, by Jennifer Wiley at the University of
Pittsburgh, had people trying to solve word puzzles.4 Participants were
given words like “fly,” “boy,” and “bearing,” and then asked what other
word could be put either before or after to create three new words or
phrases. The answer for this one is “ball.” These baseball-themed answers



continued throughout the word puzzles. The twist was that participants were
given clues suggesting the answer had something to do with baseball when
sometimes it didn’t. For those people whose knowledge of baseball was
high, the misleading clues had more of a detrimental effect than for those
whose knowledge was low. In the end, those with higher levels of
knowledge about baseball actually performed worse on this task, which is
exactly the opposite of what you’d expect. What was happening was that
their knowledge was getting in the way. Participants with baseball expertise
were biased in their first answer, which sometimes had nothing to do with
baseball.

Much the same can happen when experts try to be creative in many
different fields. As creative people acquire more experience and become
more technically accomplished, their habitual ways of thinking and working
tend to build self-imposed limits. A great example is provided by Japanese
researchers who studied a master Chinese ink painter who had been working
in the medium for many years.5 Non-artists were asked to make some
random marks on the paper before he started. The resulting paintings were
then compared with similar artworks he made without the random marks.
Despite his great skill and technical ability, he was able to create a new,
livelier style around the random marks. The random lines seemed to get his
mind moving in a novel direction. Using randomness might not work in
many creative endeavors, but the general lesson the story tells about
creativity is universal. Practice makes perfect, but it also makes the same
thing over and over again.

None of which is to say we shouldn’t practice our expertise—of course
we should. Most highly creative people are experts in their field. The ink
painter wouldn’t have been able to create such beautiful pictures without his
technical ability; neither would Einstein have been able to reshape physics
without understanding the mathematics. It is virtually impossible to make
creative leaps without existing knowledge to build on. It allows new
problems to be compared with old, for the problem to be structured more
effectively, and for likely methods of creative resolution to be identified. On
top of that, experts typically think in a more abstract way about problems,
and, as we’ll see, this is a handy trick.

Advice for novices in every area of creativity is the same: steep yourself
in knowledge and keep working on the required skills and habits. The first
lesson for anyone who wants to write is, do a lot of reading. It goes without



saying that it’s hard to be a creative cosmologist if you don’t know anything
about cosmology; or to paint a decent likeness of a tree if you’ve never
picked up a brush in your life. It will depend on your particular area of
creativity, but there are often some habits or sets of knowledge that you have
to acquire before you can get creative.

Just be aware that, as studies have shown, expertise has its own blind
spots, cul-de-sacs, and unexplored areas into which experience doesn’t
travel. Everyone already knows the importance of expertise; what few
realize is how expertise and its attendant habits cramp creativity. The
biggest danger for the expert is functional fixedness, getting stuck in a rut
without realizing it.

This leaves us with a question: how do both experts and nonexperts alike
escape habitual ways of thinking to explore new pastures?

If you want to see lightning fast creativity, then the improvisational TV
program “Whose Line Is It Anyway?” isn’t a bad place to start. The show’s
format is simple: professional improvisers make up funny scenes on the spot
that are based on suggestions from the studio audience. Performers
incorporate different events, styles, and emotions into their improvisations,
and the results are frequently hilarious. The show relies heavily on the skill
of the performers in creating comedic flights of fancy, but it wouldn’t work
without the apparently minor contribution of the audience. Without their
random suggestions, the show would fall apart, and this helps reveal an
important lesson at the heart of creativity.

Most of us have experienced that feeling at the start of a project when, no
matter how hard we try, nothing comes to mind. Similarly, writers often talk
about the horror of the blank page or the cursor blinking on an empty
screen. That’s because when anything is possible, when anything could be
done, sometimes nothing is possible and nothing gets done. Contrast that
with the days when you have a list of specific, well-defined tasks which,
once completed, allow you to relax in the evening reflecting on several jobs
well done. The problem is that creative tasks are rarely well-defined or
specific; instead, they can prove about as easy to grasp as a rainbow.



Because we tend to think that creativity is thinking without constraints,
we let the mind float free, and it promptly floats off for a nap. Rather
counter-intuitively, psychologists have found that under the right
circumstances, creativity can be increased by introducing constraints. In one
early study, participants were split into three groups and asked to come up
with a new invention from a set of raw materials.6 One group was given a
list of categories, such as “vehicle,” “toy,” and “appliance,” while another
group was given specific parts, such as a ring, a wheel, and a tube. The third
group, though, was allowed to use both the specific parts and the general list
of categories. It was this third group, the one that had the most options, that
produced the least creative inventions. Constraints, then, seem to help the
creative process, and stricter constraints can make us even more creative.

We tend not to notice how many creative tasks benefit from constraints
because they are built in and have become invisible. For example, almost all
popular music is in 4/4 time, four beats in the bar, with the emphasis usually
landing on the first beat. Tracks are normally three or four minutes in length,
contain a chorus, and so on. These are just a few constraints of many, and
yet look at the variation that can be achieved. Many songs break these rules,
but they often achieve their effects because there is a rule to break in the
first place. Painters, writers, artists, and so on are all influenced by previous
styles to various degrees and it’s these previous styles that provide
constraints. The very limitations we impose on ourselves can be the seeds of
our finest creations.

Psychologists have found that some of the most productive constraints,
those that enable us to throw off habitual patterns of thought, are those that
imagine a different world—that ask, “what if?” For example, what if we
abolished money? Or, what if we turned the Internet off? Or, what if
psychologists ran the world? Although these might seem like ridiculous
questions, when the thought is entertained, some fascinating new ideas
spring to mind.

“What if” type questions, or “counter-factual statements,” can be used to
help us escape from habitual ways of thinking. Research led by Keith
Markman from Ohio University has studied counter-factual thoughts in a
series of experiments.7 They found a vital distinction between additive and
subtractive mind-sets. Additive mindsets focus on the addition of something
to a situation; for example, say you are wet after getting caught in a shower;



you might wish you’d had an umbrella. Subtractive mindsets take something
away: in this case, you might imagine a world where it hadn’t rained.

It might seem like a very subtle distinction, but across three experiments,
the research found that each promoted different ways of thinking. The
additive mind-set encourages people to think in a more expansive way,
allowing them to generate more ideas. On the other hand, the subtractive
mindset makes people think in a narrower, more analytical way, focusing
their minds down on to the relationships between the problem’s
components. Both styles are vital in creativity, but at different stages.
Sometimes, it’s necessary to think expansively while looking for new
components and connections, while at other times, typically later on, it’s
about working out how to fit the components together to make a working
solution.

Returning to the TV program “Whose Line Is It Anyway?,” it’s easy to
see how the format uses constraints and ‘what if’ questions to break the
performers out of old habits. What the contestants don’t have, though, is
time to come up with better ideas. We laugh at improvisational comedy
partly because we know it’s just been made up. Our standards are much
higher for scripted comedy. Creative solutions to difficult problems need
time to gestate, and psychological research agrees. Unfortunately, our first
instinct is to follow a path we’ve explored before: habitual thinking once
again. This can be a mistake.

The classic study on creative preparation, conducted by Jacob W. Getzels
and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, asked art students to create a still-life painting
of an object which was later professionally evaluated.8 The study found that
the students judged to have created the best work were those who spent the
longest preparing—thinking about the object itself and how they were going
to use it. When Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi returned to the same people at 7
and 18 years later, he found that it was these measures of problem
identification and construction that predicted the artist’s long-term success.
Even 18 years later, artists who spent longer constructing the problem were
more successful. This research, along with other findings, not only suggests
constraints can benefit the creative process, but also that we need to give
ourselves time to analyze the problem.9

Unfortunately, the temptation with creative problems is to use habitual
responses to get started on the solution immediately. Since problem
construction feels like a waste of time, though, it may be the most important



part of the creative process. The choices made in the early stages have a
massive impact later. That’s why spending longer thinking about the
problem before you dive in is likely to lead to higher levels of creativity in
the final product. Like the art students painting a still-life, when the options
are almost infinite, we need time to ponder the possibilities, and we will
likely do better if we take time to consider them. Fools rush in where the
more creative dare to tread.

There is something magical about the power of opposites. The psychologist
Albert Rothenberg first demonstrated the connection between creativity and
the ability to generate opposites when, in the 1980s, he gave a word
association test to 22 winners of Nobel prizes in science. The Nobel
laureates produced many more opposites, like dark and light or bold and
afraid, than a comparison group of students. Similarly, amongst the students,
those rated as highly creative also produced more opposites than those with
low creativity. Rothenberg thought this showed an essential truth about
creativity, one that he continued to explore.

Over about 2,500 hours, Rothenberg interviewed 375 creative people
from across the sciences, literature, and the arts, hoping to find the key to
the creative process.10 When his conclusions were published in 1996,
Rothenberg named his main finding after the Roman God Janus. Busts and
depictions of Janus are easy to spot because he’s often shown with two
faces, one bolted onto the back of the other, so that they point in opposite
directions. If there is such a thing as a good creative habit, then Janus would
be its poster boy.

Janusian thinking is all about the ability to conceive of opposite ideas,
like those Janusian busts looking in both directions. It was Janusian thinking
that pointed Albert Einstein towards his famous discovery of the general
theory of relativity. In a thought experiment, Einstein imagined a person
falling off a house and dropping a pebble out of his pocket. He realized that,
while falling, the pebble would remain stationary compared to them. That
person, while staring at the pebble, and blocking out the rapidly approaching
sidewalk and the wind screaming in his ears (this is a thought experiment,
after all), could theoretically consider himself stationary. It’s a ridiculous



contradiction: how can someone be in motion, but also stationary?
Nevertheless, it’s this contradictory image that led Einstein to one of the
most important breakthroughs in modern physics: how gravity works.

Rothenberg found this creative habit repeated, again and again, in
different areas of creative endeavor. To achieve their breakthroughs,
innovators typically went through four phases. They started with a very
strong drive to create: without that, it’s hard to push through new ideas.
Next, departing from well-worn pathways of thought requires the
conception of two opposite ideas, or opposite collections of ideas, like the
two poles of a magnet. Third, the realization that the two poles can be
integrated, and fourth, the full construction of the idea.

Assuming you’re motivated, the first problem for any creative goal is
coming up with the concepts to combine. Psychologists have found that
using analogy is one handy way of finding concepts to set up in opposition;
unfortunately, good analogies are hard to come by. Think about Einstein’s
vision of a man falling off a roof; it seems simple once you’ve heard it, but
taken in the context of the highly complex problem he was facing, it was a
master-stroke.

The key is envisaging the problem in a way that makes analogies easier to
pick out. In one study, participants were asked to read about the behavior of
fictional people or objects, and then try to draw analogies between them.11

The information given, though, was represented in different ways:
sometimes objects were described in general ways, other times in specific
ways. For example, a horse can be described as a domesticated, odd-toed
ungulate mammal (specific) or just as a vegetarian (general). What
researchers discovered was that analogical leaps were easier when problems
were described in looser, more generic terms: then participants’ ability to
pick out analogies increased by more than 100% on some of the tasks. So,
one way to encourage analogical thinking is to re-represent problems in
more general, abstract terms. This research is just one example of a whole
series of studies that show the importance of finding a problem’s underlying
structure. Focusing on the gist of the problem rather than its specific details
makes it much easier for the mind to avoid habitual modes of thought and
leap across the analogical gap to other types of problems in order to create
novel solutions.12

One aid to seeing deeper structure is changing words which are specific to
the problem into more general ones. Another technique used in



psychological research is cutting out concrete concepts from the problem.
Stripped of the surface details, the deep structure becomes more obvious and
analogical leaps are more likely to take place. Mentally zooming out has the
effect of reducing the space between stepping stones across a pond. And the
closer they are together, the easier it is to get from one side to the other.

These techniques work in the real world as well. Businesses face the
problem that habitual patterns of thought only create the same products as
everyone else is marketing. The use of analogical reasoning in industry was
examined by Oliver Gassman and Marco Zeschky in a study of
breakthroughs in four engineering firms.13 The firms manufactured all kinds
of products, from skis, sewing machines, and valves through to components
for car safety systems. Each was looking for ways of surmounting technical
problems with their products. For example, the ski manufacturer was having
problems with vibration at some speeds. Unfortunately, the company
couldn’t come up with a suitable solution. It wasn’t until they started
searching with three very general words in mind—“damping,”
“cushioning,” and “vibration” along with a frequency range—that they hit
on a solution. The answer came from an inventor who had found a way of
making bowed instruments sound better. Suddenly, the engineers saw the
connection between violin bows and skis. The solution—applying an extra,
thin layer—is now used in virtually all skis to damp down vibration.

Despite being in different industries, the three other firms each used
similar analogical processes to attack their problems. The best solutions
were achieved when the problem was represented at maximum abstraction,
zoomed right out. This made it easier to see connections with other
problems which had already been solved. At the same time, it made the
habitual solutions less salient. Once again, abstraction brought the next
stepping-stone within reach, bringing what had been distant analogies closer
together, so that the parallels were easier to see.

Now, take a moment to fix your mind on the idea of love. Think about what
it means to you, what types of associations it brings to mind, how you feel
about it. If you try to describe in words what love means, I’d be surprised if
you didn’t find it very difficult; it’s certainly a lot harder than describing



sex. That’s because love is an abstraction like hope or ethics, something
that’s difficult to picture, whereas sex is concrete and can be pictured quite
easily. Psychologists have found that this distinction between abstract and
concrete ideas is crucial to escaping habitual ways of thinking.

The concepts of love and sex were used in a study which probed the roots
of creativity.14 Would it be possible, they wondered, for someone who was
in an abstract frame of mind to be more creative than someone who was in a
very concrete, nuts-and-bolts-type frame of mind? To test this out, they
divided 60 participants into three groups and had one group think about
love, another about sex, and a third about neither (the control group). Then
they were all given some problems that required creative insight and some
other problems that merely required tried-and-tested analytical methods.

The results showed that those who had been thinking about love
performed better than the control group on the task that required a creative
insight. On the other hand, those who had been thinking about sex did worse
than the control group on the creative insight problem. When it came to
analytical thinking, though, the results were reversed. Those with sex on
their mind were better at thinking analytically, while those with love on their
mind were worse. This finding isn’t just about love and sex, though,
tempting as both are to think about. They are examples of a deeper structure:
the balance between abstract and concrete thinking.

This balance can also be influenced by how we think about time. When
we think about the future, it tends to encourage abstract thought, while
things which are psychologically close in time are perceived in more
concrete terms. For example, if you’re taking a trip tomorrow, your mind
will focus in on whether you’ve packed your bags, got your tickets, and
worked out the route. On the other hand, if you are planning a trip in six
months, the mind is encouraged to roam across more abstract concepts, like
the history, culture, and cuisine of your destination. Distance in time tends to
open up your thought processes to more wide-ranging possibilities.

In six experimental tests of this idea, people’s perspectives on time were
manipulated.15 Participants were asked to carry out tasks requiring creative
insight, but first to imagine they were doing it in a year’s time for a
distant/abstract group, or tomorrow for a close/concrete group. As expected,
it was those who sent their minds off to the distant, abstract future who
shone in these tasks compared to those stuck in the concrete world of the
near future. One of the experiments demonstrated that participants didn’t



even need to imagine they were doing the task in the future; all it took was
for them to think about their own lives in one year’s time. The disadvantage
of abstract thought, however, like concentrating on the concept of “love” in
the previous study, was that it tended to reduce performance at analytical
problem-solving.

If distance in time can cue an abstract state of mind, then perhaps distance
in space can do the same. One study asked participants to attempt a creative
insight task, which some were told had been developed at the local US
university, and others were told had been developed in Greece.16 Incredibly,
this was enough to cue up an abstract state of mind: participants had more
creative insights when told the test came from Greece. This “thinking at a
distance” led to more fluency, flexibility, and originality.

If you’re stuck in a rut with a creative problem, going down the same old
avenues of thought, then these studies suggest a way out. Whether it’s using
spatial or temporal distance, the key is always inducing a psychological
distance in order to get into an abstract state of mind and away from
established habits. People often say while they are fruitlessly searching for
insight into a problem that they are “too close to it.” In a psychological
sense this turns out to be true. For creativity, the further away, the better the
view. At least it is at the start of the process, when new ideas and originality
are most important. Later on, different types of thinking come in to play.

In 1865, the German chemist August Kekulé made his greatest scientific
breakthrough, publishing a paper on the structure of benzene, a problem that
had frustrated early organic chemists for decades. He later described how
the insight had come when he had given up work and turned his chair to the
fire, falling into a reverie.17 As often happened to him in this state between
waking and sleeping, he began to visualize the atoms dancing before his
eyes. This time, though, the lines of atoms appeared like snakes, and
suddenly one of these snakes curled up to bite its own tail. When he awoke,
he realized the dream was telling him that benzene had a circular structure,
with six carbon atoms forming a hexagon. This was the founding discovery
in what is now an enormous field: the chemistry of ring compounds.



Although the idea that Kekulé drew inspiration from a dream has been
questioned,18 it is one story of creativity that praises the defocused mind and
highlights what psychologists have discovered in many studies: that a
wandering mind is often associated with increased creativity. This echoes
the benefits of abstract thinking and the notion that great ideas spring from
the combination of two previously disparate concepts. Since the mind
wandering away from habit is more likely to wander into new ideas, it has a
better chance of success when trying to combine them.

There’s no better example of the wandering, playful, creative mind than
that of a child. If you watch children play, they can pick up anything and
imagine it as something else. Boxes become houses, tunnels or trees, while
carrots are spaceships and your favorite shoes are plant pots. They haven’t
yet built up habits of thought that limit their imaginations, so things aren’t
yet stuck in one category or another. As a result, children operate free of
many of the constraints and worries which constantly trouble grown-ups and
they have a natural facility for counterfactuals or “what if” scenarios.19 It’s
no surprise, then, that they can be incredibly creative, without even knowing
the meaning of the word.

So what if, when people try to solve problems creatively, they are
encouraged to think like a 7-year-old child? This is exactly the logic
followed by researchers who primed half of their participants to think like 7-
year-olds, before giving them a creativity test.20 Priming is a technique
favored by psychologists when they want to unconsciously put people in a
different frame of mind, like when we smell fresh baked bread and our
minds turn automatically to lunch. In this case, though, participants were
asked to write about what they would do if they had the day off, but only
half of them were asked to do it as though they were 7 years old. The results
showed that adults who had been primed to think like a child scored higher
on a creativity test compared with those who had not. This study suggests
that something as simple as imagining yourself as a child has the power to
boost playfulness, openness to experience, and so, creativity.

But while playful, defocused attention stimulates creativity, controlling
attention is also important. This is simply because, as Thomas Edison once
memorably said: “Genius is 10% inspiration and 90% perspiration.”
Controlled attention is what children generally lack, and that’s why they’re
not in charge of our creative industries. Without analysis, evaluation, and
persistence, there’s little hope that creative tasks will ever get finished.



Backing up this idea, psychologists have found that being able to focus on a
problem is associated with high levels of creativity. We need to be able to
work out which solutions might have a chance of working and how ideas
can be translated into reality. Kekulé’s snake-dream and Einstein’s falling
man are attractive images, but they are nothing without the subsequent hours
of painstaking, focused work to back up the original flash of inspiration.

Psychologists, then, seemed to be faced with an apparent contradiction at
the heart of creativity. On one hand, those with wandering, defocused,
childlike minds seem to be the most creative; on the other, it seems to be
analysis and application that’s important. The answer to this conundrum is
that creative people need both the wandering and controlled mind; it all
depends on the stage. Studies of creativity in scientists show they playfully
explore a wide range of ideas at first, but once the problem is well-defined,
they focus in on the most useful concepts to the exclusion of others. The key
to creativity is being able to switch between a wide-open, playful mind and
a narrow analytical frame.

This ability to switch between different ways of analyzing a problem has
been examined in an experiment in which participants took tests of
creativity and flexible thinking.21 Those who scored higher on the creativity
test also displayed more flexible thinking. While those low in creativity
could still move from one type of thinking to another, they weren’t as quick
as those who measured high in creativity. While still a relatively new
finding, results pointing in the same direction have been obtained by
psychologists using different tasks in other laboratories. The same pattern
repeats: more creative people find it easier to switch between strategies.22

A creative habit for attention, then, means finding a balance between the
playful, wandering mind and the focused, highly analytical mind. Not all of
us are blessed with the ability to think flexibly. Some people are great at
buckling down and focusing on the nitty-gritty, while finding it difficult to
be playful. Others are playful all the time, but find it hard to evaluate and
implement their ideas. You probably know which category applies to you
and which needs work.

Many great creative geniuses over history have identified their weakness
and addressed it. Often, it’s distraction. Charles Darwin was notorious for
his requirement for solitude and had to work in complete seclusion. Novelist
Marcel Proust had his bedroom lined with cork, and the philosopher Arthur
Schopenhauer noted that he, like other great minds, required silence to avoid



having his thoughts interrupted. So if your mind wanders when you should
be analyzing the details of your problem, then, don’t worry, you’re in good
company. Just remember that all these great minds had to find a way to
balance their playful and analytical sides to develop truly creative habits.



13

Happy Habits

In one episode of “The Simpsons,” Bart has a sudden premonition about
what life has in store for him.1 He wakes up, sighs, and says: “Monday.
Here we go again.” At breakfast, his father Homer hogs the orange juice and
Bart looks bored. On the school bus, his sister Lisa plays her saxophone and
Bart looks bored. At school, he’s shot in the back of the head by a pea
shooter and he looks bored. On the way home, he’s chased by bullies while
looking bored. Then, at home, he settles down to watch TV, still with the
same bored expression on his face.

Bart is still contemplating a life of tedious repetition when he sees an ad
on TV for an exciting cruise. After talking his parents into it, the whole
family finds themselves having the time of their lives, enjoying new
surroundings and activities. Soon, though, Bart realizes the cruise will be
over and he’ll be back to his old dreary, repetitive life again with its routine,
emotionless activities. The show wraps up with a consoling message from
Lisa, Bart’s sister. She tells him that it’s true that life can be boring and
repetitive, and the moments of true joy are frequently few and far between,
but we’ve got to appreciate the good moments as best we can, when they do
come.

Lisa’s advice sounds clichéd because it’s as old as the hills. The Greek
philosopher Epicurus, who was much concerned with happiness, would
have enjoyed this episode of “The Simpsons” because it chimes with one of
his central teachings. As a so-called “hedonist” philosopher, Epicurus is
sometimes wrongly thought of as supporting over-indulgence, especially in



food. But far from endorsing a pleasure cruise, Epicurus would have known
Bart was setting himself up for disappointment. In fact, his philosophy was
about living sparingly and appreciating small pleasures wherever we can.
He once said: “Give me plain water and a loaf of barley-bread, and I will
dispute the prize of happiness with Zeus himself.” Even while dying
painfully of kidney stones, he was writing letters to friends telling them how
much he appreciated their friendship and how cheerful he was about his
philosophical contemplations. For Epicurus, the goal of living a happy life
was inseparable from living a virtuous life.

One of the goals of habit change is to make ourselves happier. We might
be trying to improve our work habits so we can get more done in less time
or our socializing habits so we can spend more time with friends and family.
Good habits can do all sorts of things for us, but will they make us happy?
Both Epicurus and Bart Simpson found that understanding what gives us
pleasure and how to live a happy life is no simple matter. The “how” of
happiness is the problem because it can be difficult to say exactly what
provides happiness. We have, however, found out much about how happy
habits operate that would have pleased Epicurus and we know more about
why, like Bart Simpson, we can find taking pleasure in our everyday
activities so difficult.

It’s one of the great paradoxes of life that we all want to be happy, yet
sometimes it’s hard to know exactly where happiness comes from. Part of
the reason is we have essentially no control over around half of our overall
levels of happiness.2 We certainly go up and down as the days and weeks
pass, but ultimately we tend to return to the same levels. Like many other
aspects of our bodies and minds, our overall happiness is partially set by our
genes.3 While these do interact to a certain extent with the environment, on
a day-to-day basis this 50% is difficult to budge.

Of the remaining 50%, about 10% of how happy (or not) we feel seems to
be down to our circumstances: this includes things like income, education,
age, being married, residence, and background. Considering how much
importance is usually attached to circumstances, this might sound like a
frighteningly small amount. People work long hours to improve their lot in



life and to give their children a better education, and so on. However, while
improved circumstances probably increase our satisfaction with life (how
we rationally evaluate it), the influence on how we feel is relatively small.
This helps explain why a doubling in US income in the last half-century has
not led to any increase in overall levels of happiness.4

One important reason for this is habituation. Human beings are
wonderfully adaptable and we adapt to our new circumstances, whether
better or worse, with frightening speed. Studies have shown that when we
rationalize events, it helps reduce their emotional impact.5 This process of
making meaning out of the things that happen to us is automatic and at least
partly unconscious. But along with these explanations is also the idea that as
our new circumstances produce habits, their performance becomes
unconscious. We stop noticing and taking pleasure from positive changes in
our circumstances because they’ve been incorporated into our automatic
routines.

An early study which hinted at this compared people who’d won up to
$1,000,000 in the lottery with their less fortunate neighbors.6 Six months
after their windfall, winners rated their happiness much the same as before
they’d won. They seemed to have adapted to their circumstances, and in
many ways the excitement of winning the lottery had taken the gloss off
other, more mundane activities. Just as we quickly get used to positive
changes in circumstances, we also show surprising psychological resilience
to negative changes in circumstances. This is both a blessing and a curse.
While we may be glad to recover from life’s tragedies, it’s irritating that
when we do succeed, the fruits of our labors are soon taken for granted. The
same effect is seen for money. When people get pay raises, they are happier
to start off with, but soon adapt to their improved circumstances, leaving
them not that much happier in the long-term.7 It’s also true of countries as a
whole, which don’t get much happier with increases in GDP.8

The idea of habituation can be intuitively hard to believe. When we
project ourselves forward into the future—say, dreaming that we win the
lottery next week—it seems difficult to imagine that we will get used to
these exciting new circumstances. Part of the problem seems to be a weird
glitch in how we estimate our future emotions. We’re very good at
predicting our emotional reactions to events in general: we know that
floating feels better than drowning and flying feels better than crashing.
What is harder is predicting just how good (or bad) things will make us feel



and for how long the feeling will last. On a recent flight, I sat near a group
of teenagers, most of whom were obviously flying for the first time. They
found everything exciting: take-off, looking down at the Alps, turbulence,
landing—even the safety instructions. Could those adolescents ever imagine
that in the future all these things will become boring? This is what
psychologists have called a failure in our “affective forecasting.” Although
we habituate quickly to the ups and downs of life, and it happens time and
time again, we don’t seem to learn from our experience.

Take one study led by Daniel Gilbert of Harvard University that asked
people to predict how all kinds of negative events would affect them.9
Participants were asked to imagine how they would feel about things like
the end of a romantic relationship, reading a story of a child’s death,
receiving a job rejection and so on. Time and again, the same pattern
emerged: people predicted they would feel worse than they actually did.
People make exactly the same errors when they try to predict how they will
react to positive events as well. Although a promotion, a new car, or a new
relationship might make us happier for a period, we soon get used to it.

If we keep overestimating the effect of these events and then we keep
adapting to the changes, why don’t we learn? The simple explanation is
probably the best: we forget. We don’t recall our past predictions of how
we’d feel, instead replacing them with how we actually feel now.10 Our
emotions are always anchored in the present, comparing everything that
might happen with how things are now.

When you think about it, the idea that changes in circumstance do
relatively little to affect our happiness is good news. This is because it’s
hard to make very significant changes to our jobs, families, income, and all
the rest. There’s certainly nothing we can do about our genetic set-point.
After we remove our genes and our circumstances, though, we’re left with
what we do every day, which includes our habits. For example, you have a
walk in the park, you feel better; you sit in traffic during your commute, you
feel worse; you put on your favorite music, you feel better . . . and so on. Put
crudely, if you add up all these little ups and downs, what emerges is your
level of happiness within the limits set by your genes and circumstances.

All this means that we have a certain level of control over our happiness
if we choose the right habits, but which habits should we cultivate? You will
have certain habits which routinely make you feel happy, perhaps it’s
origami, gardening, listening to blues music, or doing nothing at all. These



are fine, but psychologists have looked for more broadly acceptable habits:
things that will work for most people.

Many different activities have been tested by psychologists and some
have been consistently shown to improve how we feel day-to-day. These
include things like boosting positive thinking and social connections,
dealing with stress, being present in the moment, committing to goals, and
practicing gratitude. The psychologist Sonja Lyubomirsky describes them in
detail in her excellent book The How of Happiness.11 Let’s take practicing
gratitude as an example, though, as it illustrates a problem with happy
habits, and indeed, with the pursuit of pleasure in general.

The idea of practicing gratitude is now a relatively well-known exercise
and is also much researched. As with many of the studies described in this
book, the effects of a particular thought or behavior are compared with a
control group. For example, a typical study of gratefulness has participants
assigned to one of three groups:

1. The first group are asked to write down five things they are grateful
for that have happened in the last week.
2. The second group are asked to write down five daily hassles from
the previous week.
3. The third group simply list five events that had occurred in the last
week, but are not told to focus on positive or negative aspects.

All three groups carry out their assigned activity for ten weeks. In a study
using this design, the types of things people listed in the grateful condition
included sunset through the clouds, the chance to be alive, and the
generosity of friends.12 In the hassles condition, people listed things like
taxes, difficulties finding parking, and burning their macaroni and cheese.

The results of the study suggested the gratitude condition was surprising
powerful. People who’d focused on their weekly uplifts felt happier and
appeared happier to their friends than those in the other two groups. They
were also more optimistic about the future, felt better about their lives, and
even did almost 1.5 hours more exercise a week than those in the hassles or
events conditions.

There are all sorts of reasons why practicing gratitude works. Just a few
of these are that it encourages us to think about our social connectedness,
helps us savor and enjoy everyday life, and makes us more habitual positive



thinkers. Lyubomirsky advises that people should use whatever method for
practicing gratitude works best for them: some people find that keeping a
gratitude journal is useful; others prefer to just think about the things for
which they are grateful.

Unfortunately, there’s rather a large and ugly fly in the ointment. That fly
is habituation. Any activity we carry out to try and increase our happiness, if
it eventually becomes completely routine, can soon be unconscious and
unnoticed. Imagine hearing yourself droning in a bored monotone the
mantra: “I’m grateful to my partner for their love, to my employer for the
job . . .” All the while, part of you is wondering what’s for lunch and how
much longer all this gratitude malarkey is going to take. With repetition over
the years, this is not going to increase happiness much. And yet it is a
natural consequence of developing a habit. It’s the same reason that seeing
your one-hundredth superhero movie is unlikely to be as captivating as that
first one. For some habits the fact that they become automated and
unconscious doesn’t matter; indeed, it’s a bonus. While I’m flossing, I’m
happy to spend the mental time elsewhere. But there are plenty of other
routine activities that, while we want to keep doing them regularly, we don’t
want the spark to go out.

That’s not all the bad news: here’s why the fly is so big and hairy. I
mentioned before that people adapt to changed life circumstances, whether
good or bad. There’s another little wrinkle: it seems we adapt to positive
experiences more quickly than negative ones.13 In other words, we lose the
pleasure from good habits more quickly than the pain from bad habits. This
is extremely irritating, but not impossible to overcome. According to the
research in positive psychology, one way we can fight back against
automatic adaptation to pleasurable experiences is by adhering to that old
saying that variety is the spice of life. If we can vary our happy habits
enough, rather than repeating them in the same way over-and-over again, we
can continue to reap the rewards. This does require a little conscious thought
and creativity. For example, I’m a big fan of cycling, and although I cycle
regularly, I try to vary the routine as much as possible. One day, I go
clockwise around the park; the next, anti-clockwise; the next, I travel in a
figure eight; the next, I avoid the park completely. When the weather (and
sunlight) allows, I ride at different times of day. I also try to vary the music I
listen to and stop for breaks in different places. In other words, I do
everything to create little variations in the regular routine.



Introducing these sorts of variations into your habits, including those
designed to increase happiness, can be effective in reducing the effects of
habituation. This has been tested in a study that had participants make small
changes to their lives, like joining a club or sports team, and report how
much variety this introduced.14 When their happiness levels were measured
afterwards, those who performed activities with high levels of variety and
high awareness showed the largest increases in happiness.

The same is true of all the happiness-enhancing activities that research
has found to be effective. Another example of a happy habit is visualizing
your best possible self. Carrying out this exercise typically involves
imagining your life in the future, but a future where everything that could go
well, has gone well. This may sound like an exercise in pure fantasy, but,
crucially, it does have to be realistic. You imagine having reached those
realistic goals that you have set for yourself. Then, to help cement your
visualization, you commit your best possible future self to paper. This
exercise draws on the proven benefits of writing expressively about your
innermost thoughts and feelings.15

A study which tested this activity had participants write about their best
possible future selves for twenty minutes over four consecutive days.16 This
group was compared with three others: one writing on a neutral topic, one
writing about traumatic life events, and another writing about both traumatic
events and their best possible future selves. The results showed that those
who had only written about their best possible selves showed greater
improvements in subjective well-being compared to all the other groups.
The benefits of the exercise could even be measured fully five months later.
Other studies have also shown benefits over longer periods.17

Once again, though, to maintain the gains in well-being from this happy
habit, variation is required. Write on different days, at different times, about
different subjects, sometimes for a short period, sometimes for longer. Sit in
a different chair or in the park or on the train. Or don’t sit at all. Only, make
sure you fight the habituation.

Another happy habit which has been shown to increase well-being is
savoring. A bad habit we get into is thinking that all the good things in life
are to come in the future. Smart, industrious, conscientious, successful
people often tell themselves they are working hard for what is to come. In
some respects, this is an excellent habit because it encourages us to commit
to long-term plans and to avoid dangerous temptations in the moment. But



your focus can easily switch too strongly to the future. In other words, you
can end up sacrificing your pleasure in the moment for some imagined
future that never arrives. Or worse: it has arrived and you haven’t noticed.

The happy habit of savoring is simply reining your mind back in and
forcing it to focus on the good things in life, “to stop and smell the roses.”
People do this naturally, but four methods have empirical support; these are:
showing your emotions, being present in the moment, celebrating positive
events with others, and positive mental time travel. They are really ways of
focusing the mind on thoughts that are likely to produce positive emotions.
Unfortunately, people also naturally practice four opposing, dark, unhappy
habits. Instead of showing our emotions, sometimes people don’t like to
show they’re happy. Whether it’s because of fear, shyness, or modesty,
people do hide their positive emotions. Instead of being present, or enjoying
what’s happening now, our minds have the habit of wandering off.
Unfortunately, we quite often wander off to our worries. This dampens
down the positive emotion we feel. Instead of celebrating success,
sometimes people have a habit of looking for faults. Yes, they say to
themselves, this was good, but it could have been better. This tends to
reduce life satisfaction, optimism, self-esteem, and happiness. Finally, the
other side of mental time travel is that our minds can just as easily take us
back to past embarrassments or forward to future irritations.

All eight strategies, four positive and four negative, have been compared
by asking people to imagine how they would react to pleasurable
experiences like having a romantic weekend away and finding an incredible
waterfall while out hiking.18 The results showed that positive mental time
travel and being present were most strongly associated with heightened
pleasure. As for satisfaction with life—our evaluation of how we’re doing—
the best savoring strategy was celebrating wins; according to this research,
there’s nothing better than this for helping us feel our lives are going well.
On the other hand, fault-finding and letting the mind wander to negative
events are most likely to reduce our satisfaction with life.

This research can’t tell us when to use these happy habits, although it
seems variety is important. Indeed, two of the “good” strategies are
opposites: one involves focusing on the here-and-now, while another
involves drifting off somewhere else. What they did find was that the people
who were most flexible about which strategy to use experienced the most
pleasure. It’s likely that if you typically use one of these strategies already,



habitually practicing a different one will increase your flexibility, and so
both your well-being and life satisfaction.

These are just a few examples of the types of habits that can help cultivate
greater well-being. Other happy habits with evidence to support them
include “committing” acts of kindness19 and working out how to use
personal strengths.20 In common with any new habit, a happy habit also
needs to fit with your personality and circumstances to be effective. If it
feels wrong or you don’t find it useful, then change it. The research is just
suggesting which activities are best, on average, across many people—for
you, it’s likely some things will work much better than others.

The study of happy habits has something very important to teach us. It is a
reminder that good habits we already have—and new habits we choose to
break in—can easily become forgotten parts of our routines. Things we used
to take pleasure from, like making a cup of tea or walking around the block,
with time, can become bland and emotionless. As automaticity increases,
our experience of being in the moment recedes; we feel less alive, fail to
notice the world around us, and become disconnected from our experience.
Our minds travel off elsewhere, away from what we’re doing and towards
ruminating about the past and worrying about the future.

This was demonstrated in a study by Matthew Killingsworth and Daniel
Gilbert.21 They had thousands of participants track their happiness on a
mobile phone app. The app randomly interrupted them every now and then
throughout the day and asked them three simple questions: (1) How are you
feeling right now?; (2) What are you doing right now?; and (3) Are you
thinking about something other than what you’re currently doing? Almost
half the time people were asked, at that moment their minds were wandering
from whatever they were doing—43% to pleasant topics, 27% to unpleasant
topics, and the rest to neutral topics. The only time their minds weren’t
wandering was when they were having sex. The interesting thing was that
both neutral and unpleasant topics, which comprised 57% of mind
wandering, made people considerably less happy than their current activity,
whatever it was. Even when thinking happy thoughts, they were no happier
than when fully engaged with their current activity. The most pleasurable



was having sex, after which came exercising, then socializing, playing,
listening to music, walking, and eating. At the other end of the scale, the
least happy habits were working, using the computer, commuting, and
grooming.

This clearly shows us one of the dangers of habits. People’s emotions are
frequently detached from their habitual activities. The mobile phone study is
demonstrating the same thing. During the performance of habits like
commuting, doing housework, shopping, and eating, the mind tends to
wander away. Although it could potentially wander away to a happier place,
this doesn’t seem to be what happens in practice. Instead, on average,
people’s minds wander away to thoughts that make them less happy. This
means that the pleasure we get from an activity generally comes from being
engaged with it, whatever it is.

Making or breaking a habit is really just the start. To develop a truly
fulfilling and satisfying happy habit, it’s about more than just repetition and
maintenance; it’s about finding ways to continually adjust and tweak habits
to keep them new; to avoid mind wandering and the less pleasurable
emotional states that accompany it. There is great enjoyment to be had in
these small changes to routines. When life is the same every day, it gets
boring. We have to acknowledge and try to understand our habits, but also
rise above them, to continue working on how they can be changed,
improved, or just tweaked.

Here, we’re peering into an area that is only partly habitual. We might
regularly perform activities in certain circumstances as a result of particular
environmental cues, but then we should carry out the activity slightly
differently each time. Imagine an opera singer about to sing the same aria
she’s practiced for years and years. The cues to her singing are all the same:
she is in the opera house, the audience is sitting quietly, listening, the
orchestra is reaching the same point in the score, she opens her mouth to
sing . . . . and yet what emerges is subtly different from before. She finds a
new tone or rhythm, a slight nuance of meaning or shade that wasn’t in
previous performances. Something happens to pull the audience out of their
own habits of thought, into the moment, and suddenly they hear this piece
they’ve heard many times before anew. It’s the reason audiences attend live
performances and it’s the reason singers go on singing: they’re looking for
something new in the familiar.



These ideas are stretching the formal definition of a habit: which involves
the same behavior or thought in the same situation. For happy habits, we
need slightly different behaviors in slightly different circumstances. We
need the habit to rise above itself. Breaking and making new habits is just
the first step. The ideal situation is an automatic initiation of the behavior,
but then a mindful, continuously varying way of carrying it out. A new type
of hybrid habit: a mindful habit.

Of course, we have already developed many of these types of mindful
habits naturally. When we get home, we might habitually look in the fridge
for something to eat, but who knows what new concoction we might cook
up? When we see a friend in the street, we habitually say hello and ask after
their health, but who knows where the conversation will lead? Automatic,
unconscious habits only set us off in the right direction; it is up to our
conscious, willed, creative selves to decide where we are going and how we
will get there. Habits can be a force for personal conservatism: if they take
complete control, they can lock us into the same boring grooves. Habits can
also set us free from the routine aspects of everyday life and allow us to
realize our full potential. The challenge is to work out which habits keep
leading to dead ends and which habits lead to interesting new experiences,
happiness, and a sense of personal satisfaction.

Where will you start?



. . . NOW READ ON AT MY WEBSITE, PSYBLOG

Some of the ideas discussed in this book had their first airing online on my
website “PsyBlog” (www.psyblog.co.uk). I continue to write there regularly,
as I have done for many years, about scientific research into how the mind
works.

http://www.psyblog.co.uk/
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