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      Say you want to start going to the gym or practicing a musical instrument. How long should it take before you stop having to force it and start doing it automatically?


      The surprising answers are found in Making Habits, Breaking Habits, a psychologist’s popular examination of one of the most powerful and under-appreciated processes in the mind. Although people like to think that they are in control, much of human behavior occurs without any decision-making or conscious thought.


      Drawing on hundreds of fascinating studies, psychologist Jeremy Dean busts the myths to finally explain why seemingly easy habits, like eating an apple a day, can be surprisingly difficult to form, and how to take charge of your brain’s natural “autopilot” to make any change stick.


      Witty and intriguing, Making Habits, Breaking Habits shows how behavior is more than just a product of what you think. It is possible to bend your habits to your will—and be happier, more creative, and more productive.


      Review


      The Bookseller, “Editor’s Pick,” 10/12/12


      “Sensible and very readable…By far the most useful of this month’s New You offerings.”


      Kirkus Reviews, 1/1/13


      “Making changes does take longer than we may expect—no 30-day, 30-pounds-lighter quick fix—but by following the guidelines laid out by Dean, readers have a decent chance at establishing fulfilling, new patterns.”


      


      Publishers Weekly, 12/10/12*


      “An accessible and informative guide for readers to take control of their lives.”


      “Bookworm Sez” syndicated review


      “By helping us understand what makes us tick and why, author Jeremy Dean avoids platitudes and misty advice to give his readers the tools they need to stop being frustrated by change and lack thereof. He advocates patience and dispels a lot of myths about why we do the things we do (or don’t), explaining why our willpower fails us or why we find some habits easy to make. That’s helpful, and could make a fix that sticks…This book…would be advantageous to anyone who’s serious about changing behavior.”


      Curled Up with a Good Book, 1/6/13


      “Loaded with surprising information about the brain and human behavior, this book that lays out a strategy for taking charge of ourselves. We probably can’t beat all our habits forever, but Making Habits, Breaking Habits offers a battle plan that allows us to know the enemy and sometimes evade it.”


      Philadelphia Tribune, 1/6/13


      “Dean busts the myths to finally explain why seemingly easy habits, like eating an apple a day, can be surprisingly difficult to form, and how to take charge of your brain’s natural ‘autopilot’ to make any change stick…Witty and intriguing, Making Habits, Breaking Habits shows how behavior is more than just a product of what you think.”


      Spirituality & Practice, 1/15/13


      “[A] fascinating book…Dean demonstrates a knack for cutting through generalities and cutting to the heart of the matter. Making Habits, Breaking Habits will shed new light on your own private and public behavior and the many quests for change that you undertake in your everyday life.”


      VIVmag.com, 1/17/13


      “What really stands out in Dean’s book…is the insight behind habits and their unconscious nature and often, their benefits…Full of anecdotes and interesting studies, Making Habits, Breaking Habits is an engaging read.”


      InfoDad.com, 1/17/13


      “Dean argues convincingly that habits are essentially automatic pilots…The prescriptive part of self-help books is where many of them fall down. Dean’s is better than most…The book reads like one in which Dean primarily shares his own fascination with a variety of research projects of various kinds, pausing occasionally to relate this study or that back to the whole issue of forming and changing habits. And there is nothing wrong with being a bit discursive, especially when the underlying material is as interesting as much of it is here.”


      DaySpa, January 2013


      “Analyzes the phenomenon of habits, and breaks them down so they can be fully understood—and ultimately managed.”


      


      Truth, January 2013*


      “Dean helps you understand the psychology behind your habits—both good and bad—and gives you the information you need to kick a bad habit and finally keep your New Year’s resolution.”


      Bookviews.com, February 2013


      ”This is serious psychology and an often fascinating look at the way habits are formed, reinforced, and strengthened throughout our lives…Smoking, drinking, and comparable bad behaviors can be changed and this book can help anyone seeking to make that change.”


      ForeWord, Spring 2013


      “Dean teases out the factors contributing to our habit-forming tendencies with a careful analysis of the studies that have examined the impact of intentions, actions, and will-power…The author leads us through it all in a friendly style that makes the minutiae of science accessible.”


      


      Toronto Star, 2/3/13*


      “[Dean] looks at what we know about habit and offers tips on how we can all change destructive behaviour while adopting routines that will serve us better.”


      


      January Magazine, 2/1/13*


      “Though Dean is currently working towards a doctorate in psychology, his voice is casual, friendly and smart. More importantly for a book of this nature, he knows how to break his material down and present it in a way that is not only logical, it also stays interesting and connected…An entertaining and deeply interesting book. And a huge bonus for some readers: it actually has the potential to totally change your life.”


      WomanAroundTown.com, 1/29/13


      “Dean examines the formation and perpetuation of our habits, and offers tips on how we can avoid pitfalls to create new practices which are more beneficial to us, and which can last a lifetime.”


      SirReadaLot.org, February 2013


      “A psychologist’s popular examination of one of the most powerful and under-appreciated processes in the mind…Witty and intriguing, provocative and practical…The book provides unexpected and fascinating answers to the common problem of changing one’s habits.”


      PsychCentral.com, 2/24


      “Mixing roughly three parts information with one part practical technique for yoking habits to the service of self-improvement, Jeremy Dean’s Making Habits, Breaking Habits tours the last hundred years of psychological research on habit and synthesizes an impressive amount of insight into human habit formation and, for that matter, de-formation…He effects a direct, bloggerly style, mercifully unclouded by the stultified prose plaguing many psychology authors whose backgrounds are different from Dean’s (i.e., career academics). Nevertheless, the book is carefully—even densely—footnoted with a trove of research studies.”


      Blogcritics.org, 2/20


      “Quite interesting to read and it makes you realize that you’re not alone…After reading this book, it just affirms that if you really want to make a change, you can make it happen.”


      Midwest Book Review, March 2013


      “Provides a lively discussion for general-interest readers seeking to understand how habits are formed, promoted, or changed. A witty and informative approach makes this a survey all readers can readily digest…Any general collection strong in popular psychology will find this an appealing pick.”


      About the Author


      Psychologist Jeremy Dean is the founder and author of the popular website "PsyBlog" (http://www.psyblog.co.uk), which is viewed by upwards of 1 million readers monthly. The site analyses—with wit, clarity, and erudition—psychological studies that are relevant to everyday life. Dean launched PsyBlog in 2004, when he noticed a dearth of smart, readable news for those who like psychological insights backed up by science. Read the world over, the site has been featured in BBC News, The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, NPR, The Guardian, and The London Times.
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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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ANATOMY OF A HABIT


1
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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.
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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.
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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?
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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
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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.
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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.
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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
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EV­ERY­DAY HABITS
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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?

[image: ]

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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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:
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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.
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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

3 Months

6 Months

	Suc­cess

77%

66%

60%

55%

43%

40%






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.
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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.
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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.
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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.

[image: ]

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.
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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.
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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.
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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

[image: ]

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 …
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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.
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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?
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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