
With habits, the brain goes on autopilot
We don’t really think about brushing our teeth before bed or 
securing a seatbelt when we get into the car. Both have become 
such habits that we do them automatically.

Habits like these help us move through our day efficiently. About 
40 percent of our daily activities are habits, conserving energy so 
we have the resources to tackle tasks that require more brainpower.

How do habits form?
After we learn a behavior and keep repeating it, the actions move 
to part of the brain that has us do things on cue. Getting into the 
car, for example, cues us to reach for the seatbelt.

We might have to remind ourselves to repeat an action at first. 
Sometimes we get help, like a car’s “ding-ding” reminding us to 
buckle up. At other times, we might need to create our own cue, 
like a note on the mirror reminding us to floss.

Habits are also reinforced when an action triggers the release of 
feel-good chemicals in the brain, like the ones that make chips taste 
especially good after a stressful day. These habits can be tough to 
get rid of, as our brain craves more of this reward. 

We may need to break a habit and reinforce a new one for the good 
of our overall health. This can take effort, but understanding how 
habits are formed can help us create better ones. ♦

Willpower alone won’t end bad habits
Endlessly scrolling through social media, reaching for 
cookies in times of stress, streaming one more show 
and going to bed way too late — there are plenty of 
habits we’d like to get rid of. 

They’re tough to shake, however, as our body has 
learned to expect a pleasurable feeling from this 
behavior. This can make us want to keep doing 
something, like eating junk food or smoking, even 
when we know it’s not a good for us.

Unless we make a conscious effort to take a different 
action, the habit will be our go-to. 

Resisting it through willpower requires energy. 
However, bad habits often emerge when energy is low, 
such as when we’re feeling tired, stressed, or hungry. 

Our body is craving something that will make us feel 
good, and the bad habit easily provides that, if only 
temporarily.

Because of this, breaking a bad habit takes more than 
willpower. It requires a plan.

The strategy for breaking a bad habit involves:

Figuring out what triggers the bad habit, 

Finding a way to avoid the trigger and replace 
the habit with a healthier one, and 

Repeating the good behavior until it’s 
ingrained.

This can require motivation, a new routine, and support 
from family and friends.

It takes time, but a bad habit can be overcome. With 
patience and perseverance, habits can change for the 
better. ♦
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Four steps for replacing a bad habit  
with a good one

Step 1: Assess

Think about what triggers an unhealthy habit. What 
happened right before the most recent incident? Was it a 
stressful phone call? Did you catch sight of a bag of chips 
in the cupboard? Did hunger pangs hit when you drove past 
a fast food restaurant? To become aware of your triggers, 
write down when you engaged in the unhealthy habit and 
how you felt at that time.

Step 2: Address

Address the unhealthy habit and work on replacing it with 
a healthier one. When you feel stressed, for example, head 
out the door for a walk rather than to the kitchen for junk 
food. 

Step 3: Analyze and avoid

If you revert to an unhealthy habit, don’t despair. Look at 
what happened and consider what you could do differently 
next time. For example, keeping more healthy snack 
choices in the house could make it less likely that you’ll 
turn to junk food when you get home.

Step 4: Act and act again

Move forward by continuing to practice the healthy habit. 
It takes a few months for a new habit to become ingrained. 
Along the way, reward yourself. Perhaps you could get a 
new audiobook or find an intriguing podcast to listen to 
while walking. When you reach a milestone, have a healthy 
meal kit delivered, buy a new pair of walking shoes, or 
celebrate by going to a movie with some friends. ♦

Use cues as good habit reminders
Repeating a good behavior helps make it a habit. Cues like 
these can reinforce healthy habits:

Cue Habit
Making coffee Stretch while waiting for it to brew.

Drinking a cup of coffee Meditate for one minute.

Checking email Stand up.

Turning on your favorite show Do some push-ups or another 
exercise during the opening scene.

Waiting for the elevator Head for the stairs and use them 
instead. ♦

Use friction to hamper bad habits
Once a habit becomes ingrained, we’re probably not even 
aware we’re doing it.

Sometimes this is 
great, like when 
putting down our 
toothbrush cues us 
to pick up the dental 
floss. At other times 
this is terrible, such 
as when having a cup 
of coffee brings a cue 
to light up a cigarette. 

To break a bad habit, friction helps. This involves putting 
something in the way of the habit to make it more difficult. For 
example, banning indoor smoking helped people quit because 
it forced them to go outside to smoke.

Even a minor inconvenience can cause us to pause and rethink 
a bad habit, giving us the opportunity to question why we’re 
doing it. We can then make a healthier choice.

To break a bad habit, consider how you can make it more 
difficult to do it. Here are some ideas:

Bad habit Friction
Scrolling social media too 
often

Put the phone on silent and place 
it in a drawer or on the other side 
of the room.

Stopping for fast food while 
commuting

Take a different route.

Streaming too many episodes Turn off auto-play.

Eating junk food after work Make the food difficult to reach, or 
don’t have it in the house at all.

Eating doughnuts during a 
work meeting

Avoid walking past them and sit 
as far from them as possible. Also, 
curb hunger with a healthy snack 
before the meeting.

Checking too many phone 
apps

Delete the ones that take up too 
much of your time.

Vaping Get rid of vaping materials (vape 
pens, pods, juice, chargers). ♦

By the Numbers
It takes an average of 66 days to have a good 
habit stick.

Sources: European Journal of Social Psychology, 
Psychology Today

Next Month’s Topic:  
 Stress relief and well-being


