The Science of Habits
What are habits?
Let us define habits. Habits are the small decisions you make and actions you
perform every day. According to researchers at Duke University, habits account
for about 40 percent of our behaviours on any given day.
Your life today is essentially the sum of your habits. How in shape or out of
shape you are? A result of your habits. How happy or unhappy you are? A result
of your habits. How successful or unsuccessful you are? A result of your habits.
What you repeatedly do ultimately forms the person you are, the things you
believe, and the personality that you portray. Everything we do
from procrastination and productivity to strength and nutrition starts with
better habits. When you learn to transform your habits, you can transform your
life.

The Science of Habits
The science of how habits work
The process of building a habit can be divided into four stages. This is known as
The Habit Loop made up of a Cue, Craving, Response, and Reward. Breaking it
down into these fundamental parts can help us understand what a habit is, how
it works, and how to improve it.

The Science of Habits
The Cue

The cue triggers your brain to initiate a behaviour. It is a bit of information that
predicts a reward. Our prehistoric ancestors were paying attention to cues that
signalled the location of primary rewards like food, water and sex. Today, we
spend most of our time learning cues that predict secondary rewards like
money and fame, power and status, praise and approval, love and friendship,
or a sense of personal satisfaction. These pursuits also indirectly improve our
odds of survival and reproduction, which is the deeper motive behind
everything we do.
Your mind is continuously analysing your internal and external environment for
hints of where rewards are located. Because the cue is the first indication that
we are close to a reward, it naturally leads to a craving.
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The Craving

Cravings are the second step of the habit loop, and they are the motivational
force behind every habit. Without some level of motivation or desire, without
craving a change, we have no reason to act. What you crave is not the habit
itself but the change in state it delivers. You do not crave smoking a cigarette,
you crave the feeling of relief it provides. You are not motivated by brushing
your teeth but rather by the feeling of a clean mouth. You do not want to turn
on the television, you want to be entertained. Every craving is linked to a desire
to change your internal state.
Cravings differ from person to person. In theory, any piece of information could
trigger a craving, but in practice, people are not motivated by the same cues.
For a gambler, the sound of slot machines can be a potent trigger that sparks
an intense wave of desire. For someone who rarely gambles, the jingles and
chimes of the casino are just background noise. Cues are meaningless until they
are interpreted. The thoughts, feelings and emotions of the observer are what
transform a cue into a craving.
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The Response

The response is the actual habit you perform, which can take the form of a
thought or an action. Whether a response occurs depends on how motivated
you are and how much friction is associated with the behaviour. If a particular
action requires more physical or mental effort than you are willing to expend,
then you will not do it. Your response also depends on your ability. It sounds
simple, but a habit can only occur if you can do it. If you want to dunk a
basketball but cannot jump high enough to reach the hoop, well, you are out
of luck.
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The Reward

Rewards are the end goal of every habit. The cue is about noticing the reward.
The craving is about wanting the reward. The response is about obtaining the
reward. We chase rewards because they serve two purposes (1) they satisfy us
and (2) they teach us.
The first purpose of rewards is to satisfy your craving. Yes, rewards provide
benefits on their own. Food and water deliver the energy you need to survive.
Getting a promotion brings more money and respect. Getting in shape
improves your health and your dating prospects. But the more immediate
benefit is that rewards satisfy your craving to eat, gain status or win approval.
At least for a moment, rewards deliver contentment and relief from craving.
Second, rewards teach us which actions are worth remembering in the future.
Your brain is a reward detector. As you go about your life, your sensory nervous
system is continuously monitoring which actions satisfy your desires and
deliver pleasure. Feelings of pleasure and disappointment are part of the
feedback mechanism that helps your brain distinguish useful actions from
useless ones. Rewards close the feedback loop and complete the habit cycle.
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All behaviour is driven by the desire to solve a problem. Sometimes the problem
is that you notice something good and you want to obtain it. Sometimes the
problem is that you are experiencing pain and you want to relieve it. Either way,
the purpose of every habit is to solve the problems you face.
If a behaviour is insufficient in any of the four stages, it will not become a habit.
Eliminate the cue and your habit will never start. Reduce the craving and you
will not experience enough motivation to act. Make the behaviour difficult and
you will not be able to do it. And if the reward fails to satisfy your desire, then
you will have no reason to do it again in the future.

Building new habits

Building new habits
How to build a new habit…
As mentioned earlier researchers at Duke University found habits account for
about 40 percent of our behaviours on any given day. Understanding how to
build new habits (and how your current one’s work) is essential for making
progress in your health, your happiness and your life in general.
But there can be a lot of information out there and most of it can be difficult to
digest. To solve this problem, we have created this 5-step guide for how to build
new habits that stick.

Building new habits
1. Start with an incredibly small habit

When most people struggle to build new habits, they say something like, “I just
need more motivation” or “I wish I had as much willpower as you do.”
This is the wrong approach. Research shows that willpower is like a muscle. It
gets fatigued as you use it throughout the day. Another way to think of this is
that your motivation ebbs and flows. It rises and falls. Stanford professor BJ
Fogg calls this the “motivation wave.”
Solve this problem by picking a new habit that is easy enough that you do not
need motivation to do it. Rather than starting with 50 push ups per day, start
with 5 push ups per day. Rather than trying to meditate for 10 minutes per day,
start by meditating for one minute per day. Make it easy enough that you can
get it done without motivation.
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2. Increase your habit in small ways

Rather than trying to do something amazing from the beginning, start small and
gradually improve. Along the way, your willpower and motivation will increase,
which will make it easier to stick to your habit for good.
Think of two ships cruising side by side. One ship makes a 1-degree change. For
many if not hundreds of km’s the two ships seem to be travelling in the same
direction. However, over time the two ships will be many if not hundreds of
km’s apart.
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3. As you build up, break habits into chunks

If you continue adding one percent each day, then you will find yourself
increasing very quickly within two or three months. It is important to keep each
habit reasonable, so that you can maintain momentum and make the
behaviour as easy as possible to accomplish.
Building up to 20 minutes of meditation? Split it into two segments of 10
minutes at first.
Trying to do 50 push ups per day? Five sets of 10 might be much easier as you
make your way there.

Building new habits
4. When you slip, get back on track quickly

Top performers make mistakes, commit errors, and get off track just like
everyone else. The difference is that they get back on track as quickly as
possible.
Research has shown that missing your habit once, no matter when it occurs,
has no measurable impact on your long-term progress. Rather than trying to
be perfect, abandon your all-or-nothing mentality.
You should not expect to fail, but you should plan for failure. Take some time
to consider what will prevent your habit from happening. What are some things
that are likely to get in your way? What are some daily emergencies that are
likely to pull you off course? How can you plan to work around these issues?
Or, at least, how you can bounce back quickly from them and get back on track?
You just need to be consistent, not perfect. Focus on building the identity of
someone who never misses a habit twice.
Good rule of thumb: “never miss twice”

Building new habits
5. Be patient! Stick to a pace you can sustain

Learning to be patient is perhaps the most critical skill of all. You can make
incredible progress if you are consistent and patient.
If you are adding weight in the gym, you should probably go slower than you
think. If you are adding daily sales calls to your business strategy, you should
probably start with fewer than you expect to handle. Patience is everything. Do
things you can sustain.
New habits should feel easy, especially in the beginning. If you stay consistent
and continue increasing your habit it will get hard enough, fast enough

Breaking bad habits
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How to break a bad habit…
Breaking bad habits takes time and effort, but mostly it takes perseverance.
Most people who end up breaking bad habits try and fail multiple times before
they make it work. You might not have success right away, but that does not
mean you cannot achieve it.
In the beginning your goal is not to judge yourself or feel guilty about doing
something unhealthy or unproductive. The only goal is to be aware of when it
happens and how often it happens. Wrap your head around the problem by
being aware of it.
If breaking a bad habit is on your “to do” list, we suggest starting with selfawareness. It is common to be caught up with how you feel about your bad
habits. Making yourself guilty or daydreaming about how you wish things could
be, but this is what distracts you from what is currently happening.
Ask yourself these questions:
1. When does your bad habit happen?
2. Where are you when it happens?
3. Who are you with?
4. What cues are causing this behaviour?
Simply tracking these responses makes you aware of your behaviours and can
provide dozens of ideas to stop those bad habits.

Breaking bad habits
What can cause a bad habit?

Most of the time, bad habits are simply a way of dealing with stress and
boredom. Everything from biting your nails to overspending on a shopping
spree to drinking every weekend to wasting time on the internet can be a
simple response to stress and boredom.
But it does not have to be that way. You can teach yourself new and healthy
ways to deal with stress and boredom, which you can then substitute in place
of your bad habits.
Of course, sometimes the stress or boredom that is on the surface is caused by
deeper issues. These issues can be tough to think about, but if you are serious
about making changes then you must be honest with yourself.
Are there certain beliefs or reasons that are behind the bad habits? Is there a
deeper fear, an event, or a limiting belief that is causing you to hold on to
something that is bad for you?
Recognizing the cause of your bad habits is crucial to overcoming them.

Breaking bad habits
1. Find a substitute for your bad habit

You need to plan ahead for how you will respond when you face the stress or
boredom that prompts your bad habit. What are you going to do when you get
the urge to smoke? Maybe breathing exercises instead. What are you going to
do when Facebook is calling you to procrastinate? Maybe write a paragraph for
your uni assessment instead. Whatever it is and whatever you are dealing with,
you need to have a plan for what you will do instead of your bad habit.

Breaking bad habits
2. Join forces with someone

How often do you try to diet in private? Or maybe you “quit drinking” but you
kept it to yourself? That way no one will see you fail, right?
Instead, pair up with someone and quit together. The two of you can hold each
other accountable and celebrate your victories together. Knowing that
someone else expects you to be better is a powerful motivator.

Breaking bad habits
3. Use the word “but” to overcome negative self-talk

One thing about battling bad habits is that it is easy to judge yourself for not
acting better. Every time you slip up or make a mistake, it is easy to tell yourself
how much you suck.
Whenever that happens, finish the sentence with “but”
•

“I’m fat and out of shape, but I could be in shape a few months from
now.”

•

“I’m stupid and nobody respects me, but I'm working to develop a
valuable skill.”

•

“I'm a failure, but everybody fails sometimes.

Breaking bad habits
4. Plan for failure

We all slip up every now and then.
As our main man James Clear says, “When you screw up, skip a workout, eat
bad foods, or sleep in, it doesn't make you a bad person. It makes you human.
Welcome to the club.”
So rather than beating yourself up over a mistake, plan for it. We all get off
track, what separates top performers from everyone else is that they get back
on track very quickly.

Good luck!!!
Building new or breaking bad habits is not easy, it can be a tough and long
process. But it is worth every effort and minute spent.
Do not forget… if you find yourself struggling with the process, your Athlete
Wellbeing Advisor is just an Appointlet click away.

