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The computer screen displayed a red figure that felt to Julian like a final verdict. He slammed his online banking tab shut, propped his elbows on the desk, and buried his face in his hands. Enough was enough. He could not go on living on the edge of the abyss, with his bank account trembling at the end of every month and anxiety clawing at his stomach. He needed a drastic course correction, a complete purge.

He opened a brand-new notebook and, with the rigid handwriting of someone signing a declaration of war, drafted the decree for his new life. The rules would take effect on the first of the month: Entertainment expenses: zero. Streaming subscriptions: canceled. Dining out: forbidden. Sundays would become a day of mystical confinement in the kitchen; he would prepare seven plastic containers with rice, chicken, and broccoli for the entire week. There would be no loopholes.

The first seven days were an epiphany. Julian walked through the office with his Tupperware under his arm, feeling secretly superior to his colleagues, who spent fifteen euros on the daily lunch menu. When he arrived home, the silence of his Netflix-free living room felt like an environment worthy of an ascetic monk. He would check his banking app, and the absence of recent transactions induced an intoxication of absolute control. “It is a matter of willpower,” he told himself, contemplating his containers lined up in the fridge. He was invincible.

On New Year’s Day, at 00:15 in the morning, Fernando had a mystical revelation while dodging the remnants of confetti on the living room floor: he was, nothing more and nothing less, a functional illiterate. Yes, he knew how to read subway signs and his boss’s emails, but when was the last time he had devoured real literature? A man of his standing—thirty-four years old and owning a cat that looked at him, as Baudelaire’s might, with utter disdain—needed to cultivate his intellect; it was an absolute urgency. How could he exist without the intellectual feasts provided by philosophy, science, and world literature? He pulled out his phone and, with the audacity that only cheap champagne can bestow, typed into his notes app: “Goal for the year: 50 books. I will be a beacon of erudition.”

On the afternoon of January 2nd, Fernando walked into the neighborhood bookstore like a Roman conqueror. He emerged with a tower of paper that defied the laws of gravity and one hundred and eighty-five euros less in his account. There was a bit of everything: dense treatises on Russian existentialist philosophy, biographies of Prussian statesmen, and a quantum physics manual for beginners that the bookseller had foisted upon him with a malicious smile.

That very night, Operation “Beacon of Erudition” commenced, as Operation “Shock and Awe” was already taken. The plan was highly precise: one hour of compulsory reading in bed before turning off the light.

On Sunday night, while devouring the last slice of an extra-large family pizza, Marcos experienced the classic existential regret of the weekend. He stared at the empty beer cans and made a heroic determination: his body would cease to be a municipal landfill and become a temple. He set his alarm for 6:00 a.m. He was going to be an athlete.

We have all experienced those great moments of rapture, those powerful waves of motivation, generally on significant dates—a birthday that seems to mark a threshold, turning 30, 40, etc., the beginning of the year after the excesses of the holiday revelry, or simply following an event to which we have attached a special emotional or symbolic weight. It is then that we solemnly promise ourselves major resolutions, radical transformations in our habits and way of life: from now on, we will attend the gym five days a week, eliminate sugar entirely from our diet, read no less than one book per week, or maintain a draconian discipline in our financial management. We are embarking on a phenomenon known in behavioral psychology as the “false hope syndrome,” which is based on the erroneous belief that to obtain an extraordinary, powerful result, an initial action of equal magnitude is required.

Let us pause for a moment on this term coined by psychologists Janet Polivy and C. Peter Herman, which describes a behavioral cycle during which individuals impose highly ambitious goals of personal change upon themselves, often unrealistic or set within an unreasonable, sometimes lightning-fast timeframe, harboring the mistaken belief that the process of transformation will be simple and that its effects will completely alter their lives. This psychological phenomenon unfolds through a cyclical process structured into four well-defined stages.

The first of these, termed the high expectation or initial illusion stage, begins when the individual decides to undertake a major, substantial change—such as a strict diet, a drastic savings plan, or an intense study routine. At this point, the subject experiences a peak of optimism that yields instant gratification simply by planning the project. A false belief sets in that its success will resolve not only the specific problem that prompted it but will also correct other unsatisfactory aspects of their existence, such as self-esteem or social status. In this phase, everyday obstacles and the energy expenditure required by the prefrontal cortex to modify deeply ingrained habits are severely underestimated.

The prefrontal cortex is the region of the brain located at the front of the frontal lobe, right behind the forehead. Evolutionarily, it is one of the most modern areas of the human brain and is responsible for what neuroscientists call executive functions: planning, decision-making, impulse control, abstract thinking, and willpower. Unlike automatic behaviors, which are managed in deeper and more primitive structures of the brain (such as the basal ganglia), the prefrontal cortex is the conscious "orchestra conductor." Every time a decision is made to do something that requires voluntary effort or goes against natural tendencies, this is the area that activates.

To understand how it operates, one must imagine the brain as a dense forest. An ingrained habit is a wide, paved, and perfectly signposted path. Walking along it is equivalent to an airplane flying on autopilot; the brain navigates that path without thinking and consuming barely any energy. Modifying that habit implies cutting a completely new path through the undergrowth. The technical process through which the prefrontal cortex achieves this is divided into three steps: the first is activated when the automatic behavior is interrupted and conscious vigilance comes into play. Ingrained habits are triggered by an environmental stimulus (for example, arriving home and turning on the television). The basal ganglia execute the action unconsciously. The prefrontal cortex has the capacity to veto that automatic response. It interposes itself between the stimulus and the reaction, allowing you to become aware of the impulse and decide not to follow the paved path.

Now, if we have agreed to curb that habit, we trigger another process: the prefrontal cortex must design and execute the new behavior (for example, opening a book instead of turning on the television). Since it is not an automated action, it requires extreme focused attention. This is where energy expenditure comes into play: the prefrontal cortex consumes a large amount of glucose and oxygen to maintain concentration and resist the temptation to return to what is easy. If you are tired, stressed, or have made many decisions throughout the day (a phenomenon called decision fatigue), this region weakens and relinquishes control back to the automatic mechanisms of the basal ganglia. The third step occurs when, through repetition, neuroplasticity is forced; every time the prefrontal cortex compels the body to execute the new behavior, the neurons involved fire together, beginning to forge a new synaptic connection.

If the prefrontal cortex manages to maintain this discipline consistently, the new path in the forest gradually widens and clears. Over time, the brain detects that this new action is repeated frequently and decides it is more efficient to automate it. At that point, the information is transferred from the prefrontal cortex to the basal ganglia. The behavior thus cleared becomes the new "autopilot" and ceases to consume conscious energy.

But of course, if we enter this second phase by activating the prefrontal cortex with too much virulence, we must face the clash with reality that occurs upon beginning execution. When the individual confronts the actual materialization of the plan and assumes the real effort, fatigue, and time allocation required by the new routine—which must likely be deducted from other more pleasurable activities—the initial motivation wanes. This decline is further compounded by the fact that results do not manifest as promptly as expected. The reason is that modifying a habit requires the prefrontal cortex to work at full capacity. If it is asked to clear a five-lane highway all at once (a radical change), it will burn out within a few days due to the massive energy consumption. If it is only asked to move a small branch off the ground for







	The baseline state: One starts from a state of equilibrium, even if it is disastrous. Current habits, no matter how harmful (sedentary lifestyle, procrastination), constitute an economic equilibrium because the brain already knows how to manage them with minimal effort.

	The disruption: We introduce a change, which represents a disruption. The status quo is broken with an ambitious resolution (“From now on, I will wake up at five in the morning to go running”).

	The alarm: The mind detects a massive deviation from its comfortable routine. It senses discomfort, cold, fatigue, or resistance.

	The corrective action (homeostatic mechanism): To restore the lost equilibrium, the mind generates an unconscious boycott, employing rationalizations (“You are too tired today,” “Missing one day doesn't matter”). The result is extreme laziness or anxiety.

	The return to equilibrium: You end up turning off the alarm and staying in bed. The mind breathes a sigh of relief; equilibrium has been restored.
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