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    Book Abstract


    Habits can be changed if you understand how they work. At the core of every habit you have lies a reasonably simple neurological loop:


    Habits


    Cue ⇒ Routine ⇒ Reward


    If you want to change and reshape your habits for the better:


    
      	Identify the routines you currently follow – and figure out how you can change your routines so you swap vices for virtues.


      	Experiment with different rewards – until you can isolate what you're actually craving when you do something habitually. If you can figure out what you're genuinely craving, then you understand how to make a desired behavior automatic.


      	Isolate the cue that triggers your habit – what it is that signals it's time to do something. There are in practice only five types of cues:location, time, your emotional state, other people or an immediately preceding action. Figure out what sparks your habit to occur.


      	
        Then develop a new plan – for what you'll do differently the next time that cue arises. When you get right down to basics, habits are formulas your brain automatically follows:When you see a CUE, you do a ROUTINE in order to get the REWARD. To change your habit, keep the cue and the reward the same and insert a new routine.

        “Obviously, changing some habits can be more difficult. But this framework is the place to start. Sometimes change takes a long time. Sometimes it requires repeated experiments and failure. But once you understand how a habit operates – once you diagnose the cue, the routine and the reward – you gain power over it. Transforming a habit isn't necessarily easy or quick. It isn't always simple. But it is possible. And now we understand how.”


        -Charles Duhigg
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    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of The Power Of Habit (Charles Duhigg)


    1. How habits form in the lives of individuals


    It has been estimated that more than 40 percent of the actions you perform every day are the result of your habits rather than deliberate decisions you're making. With that in mind, it makes sense to get to understand how habits form and work. It's all due to the operation of the "Habit Loop" – you see a cue and you therefore follow a routine to get the reward you crave. To build new habits or change old ones, keep the cue and the reward the same and look for ways to swap out old routines for new and improved routines.


    What is a habit? Technically, it can be defined as the situation where you make a deliberate decision at some point to do something and then stop thinking about your choice as you continue to follow the same routine over and over. With habits, what you do becomes automatic rather than requiring you to decide what to do each time.


    Researchers at MIT started studying habits in earnest in the 1990s and since that time have been able to show the section of the brain which is involved in habit formation is known as the basal ganglia. If you visualize the brain as an onion, the outer layers (near the scalp) are the most recent additions from an evolutionary perspective. These outer layers handle creative thinking and social interactions. The basal ganglia is one of the innermost layers and is roughly the size of a golf ball in the center of the skull.


    “Habits, scientists say, emerge because the brain is constantly looking for ways to save effort. Left to its own devices, the brain will try to make almost any routine into a habit, because habits allow our minds to ramp down more often. This effort-saving instinct is a huge advantage. An efficient brain requires less room, which makes for a smaller head, which makes childbirth easier and therefore causes fewer infant and mother deaths. An efficient brain also allows us to stop thinking constantly about basic behaviors, such as walking and choosing what to eat, so we can devote mental energy to inventing spears, irrigation systems, and, eventually, airplanes and video games. But conserving mental effort is tricky, because if our brains power down at the wrong moment, we might fail to notice something important, such as a predator hiding in the bushes or a speeding car as we pull onto the street. So our basal ganglia have devised a clever system to determine when to let habits take over. It’s something that happens whenever a chunk of behavior starts or ends.”


    -Charles Duhigg


    [image: ]


    The Habit Loop lies at the heart of every habit which you will ever form. It can be broken down into three basic and essential components:


    
      	
        Cue – there is something which tells your brain it's safe to go into automatic mode rather than having to think intensively about every choice you face. Cues can be external or internal:

        
          	The time of day.


          	The company of certain other people.


          	Your location.


          	Your current emotional state.


          	A trigger action which happens externally.

        

      


      	Routine – what you do automatically whenever the habit is triggered. Routines are patterns of behavior and can be physical, mental or emotional. The brain expends a lot of energy at the beginning of a habit loop looking for a cue which signals which routine to use but then once you start on a routine, the brain shuts down and rests because your actions are predetermined and automatic.


      	Reward – what you get out of performing your habit. The reward helps your brain figure out whether what you did in this habit loop is worth remembering for the future or not. At the end of each habit loop, the brain always gets into action deciding whether that specific loop is worth remembering or not based on the reward derived.

    


    Admittedly, habits aren't destiny. You can choose whether or not to ignore a habit at any time. The brain does, however, prefer to form habits because they are so much more efficient. Once a habit is in place, the brain can stop working so hard and instead focus on something else.


    The great thing about understanding the Habit Loop is once you do know the basic components, you can start fiddling with them and optimizing them. By varying the cues, your routines and your rewards, you can change your habits.


    “Without habit loops, our brains would shut down, overwhelmed by the minutiae of daily life. People whose basal ganglia are damaged by injury or disease often become mentally paralyzed. They have trouble performing basic activities, such as opening a door or deciding what to eat. They lose the ability to ignore insignificant details—one study, for example, found that patients with basal ganglia injuries couldn’t recognize facial expressions, including fear and disgust, because they were perpetually uncertain about which part of the face to focus on. Without our basal ganglia, we lose access to the hundreds of habits we rely on every day.”


    -Charles Duhigg


    Keep in mind habits can also be a curse at times. The brain's dependance on installing automatic routines into your life can be dangerous in some settings. Once habits are lodged within your brain, they will be influencing how you act without your own realization. That can be a double-edged sword, especially when habits are formed in an ad hoc fashion.


    “Habits, as much as memory and reason, are at the root of how we behave. We might not remember the experiences that create our habits, but once they are lodged within our brains they influence how we act – often without our realization.”


    -Charles Duhigg


    The science of habits has exploded since the 1990s into an important field of study. In addition to major universities, corporations (like Procter & Gamble, Microsoft, Google and others) and institutions like the US Army are studying the neurology and psychology of habits and how they can potentially be changed.


    “Habits are powerful, but delicate. They can emerge outside our consciousness, or can be deliberately designed. They often occur without our permission, but can be reshaped by fiddling with their parts. They shape our lives far more than we realize—they are so strong, in fact, that they cause our brains to cling to them at the exclusion of all else, including common sense.”


    -Larry Squire, professor of neurology, University of California, San Diego


    The Habit Loop helps explain how habits are formed but the real key to making a habit last is to instill a craving for the reward. To illustrate, take the example of advertising industry legend Claude Hopkins.


    In the early 1900s, Claude Hopkins had figured out the science of advertising. He took brands like Quaker Oats, Goodyear tires and Van Camp's pork and beans and transformed them from unknown products into household names. Hopkins had a friend who had discovered a new toothpaste called Pepsodent which he wanted help in marketing.


    At first, Hopkins was reluctant to get involved. While it was no secret the health of American's teeth was in steep decline as sugary foods became more popular, nobody really believed toothpaste was the solution. At that time, hardly anyone brushed their teeth and the toothpaste industry was dominated by door-to-door salesmen using dubious tactics. Hopkins finally agreed to help market Pepsodent when his friend offered him a six months' option on a block of stock.


    Within five years, Hopkins would turn around and call this the best financial decision of his career as Pepsodent would become one of the most well-known products on earth. Within ten years, tooth brushing would become a daily ritual for more than half the American population and across the globe in every country where Hopkins could buy ads. Pepsodent made Hopkins a fortune.


    So how did Claude Hopkins pull that off? He created a craving – a unique combination of cue and reward – that fueled the Pepsodent habit. Hopkins read a pile of dental textbooks and found out teeth have a naturally occurring and basically harmless layer called "the mucin plaque" which covers them. Hopkins decided to call it "the film" and started advertising Pepsodent as an aid to get rid of that film, even though most experts agreed toothpaste didn't actually do anything to remove the film.
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    Hopkins ran Pepsodent ads everywhere:"Just run your tongue across your teeth. You'll feel a film – that's what makes your teeth look 'off color' and invites decay. Pepsodent removes the film!" By linking to a cue which was universal and impossible to ignore, Hopkins found a great trigger for toothpaste's daily use. He also emphasized the reward – a pretty smile and more beauty. All that was required was a quick brush with Pepsodent.


    Within three weeks of the Pepsodent ads starting, demand was so strong the factories couldn't keep up. The product went international and inside a decade Pepsodent was one of the top-selling products in the world. In fact, Pepsodent remained America's best-selling toothpaste for more than thirty years and Claude Hopkins made more than a million dollars from his stock.


    Unwittingly, Hopkins' Pepsodent ads had also obeyed the three laws of forming habits:


    
      	Find a simple and obvious cue


      	Clearly define the reward


      	Create a craving for the reward

    


    All of the other toothpastes which were on the market at the same time also boasted they removed the film so Pepsodent wasn't unique in that regard. What was different, however, was that Pepsodent contained citric acid, mint oil and some other minor irritant chemicals. As a result, when people used Pepsodent, they got a cool, tingling sensation on the tongue and gums. Before long, people were saying their mouths didn't feel clean until they got the tingling sensation only Pepsodent was delivering.


    In other words, Claude Hopkins made Pepsodent successful because he built a craving for the product more than anything else. He wasn't selling beautiful teeth at all. He was selling the sensation of a mild tingle, and once people craved that tingling and equated it with cleanliness, tooth brushing became a habit.


    “Consumers need some kind of signal that a product is working. We can make toothpaste taste like anything – blueberries, green tea – and as long as it has a cool tingle, people feel like their mouth is clean. The tingling doesn't make the toothpaste work any better. It just convinces people it's doing the job.”


    -Tracey Sinclair, brand manager, Oral-B and Crest


    The great thing about understanding how habits form is you can then use the basic formula to create habits of your own choosing, the process is simple – you just need to align what you do with the formula. For example, say you're trying to build a habit of going to the gym regularly. To do so, the three steps involved are:


    
      	Choose a cue – like leaving your gym shoes by the door where you will see them each day.


      	Define an alluring reward – like enjoying a fruit smoothie you love or perhaps the great feeling generated by endorphins as you exercise.


      	
        Create a craving – perhaps have a set time each day where you deliberately anticipate the reward and look forward to how it will feel to earn it. If you spend a few minutes when you wake each day visualizing your reward, you will fuel a craving which will propel you to get to the gym each day.

        “Cravings are what drive habits. And figuring out how to spark a craving makes creating a new habit easier. It’s as true now as it was almost a century ago. Every night, millions of people scrub their teeth in order to get a tingling feeling; every morning, millions put on their jogging shoes to capture an endorphin rush they’ve learned to crave.”


        -Charles Duhigg

      

    


    The three laws of habit formation are all well and good but when it comes to changing a habit, a different rule applies. The "Golden Rule of Habit Change" states that to change a habit, you have to keep the cue and the reward the same while inserting a new routine into the habit loop.
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    Put another way, the Golden Rule of Habit Change notes you can never really extinguish a bad habit altogether. All you can ever do is swap out a routine you don't like and replace it with one you do like. Keep the cue, provide the same reward but insert a new routine.


    The perfect illustration of this is Alcoholics Anonymous. Founded in 1934 by thirty-nine-year-old Bill Wilson, AA has a famous twelve-step program which has helped millions of people achieve sobriety. What's interesting is AA doesn't attack the underlying reasons why people drink. Instead, AA provides a method for changing the habits which surround alcohol use.


    “Researchers say that AA works because the program forces people to identify the cues and rewards that encourage their alcoholic habits, and then helps them find new behaviors. In order to offer alcoholics the same rewards they get at a bar, AA has built a system of meetings and companionship—the “sponsor”each member works with—that strives to offer as much escape, distraction, and catharsis as a Friday night bender. If someone needs relief, they can get it from talking to their sponsor or attending a group gathering, rather than toasting a drinking buddy.”


    -Charles Duhigg


    “It's not obvious from the way they're written, but to complete those Twelve Steps, someone has to create a list of all the triggers for their alcoholic urges. When you make a self-inventory, you're figuring out all the things that make you drink. And admitting to someone else all the bad things you've done is a pretty good way of figuring out the moments things spiraled out of control. AA forces you to create new routines for what to do each night instead of drinking. You can relax and talk through your anxieties at the meetings. The triggers and payoffs stay the same, it’s just the behavior that changes.”


    J. Scott Tonigan, researcher, University of New Mexico


    AA's approach to habit change through inserting new routines has been applied to a wide range of other habits with impressive success. This field of study has evolved into a formal treatment method called "habit reversal training."


    “It seems ridiculously simple, but once you’re aware of how your habit works, once you recognize the cues and rewards, you’re halfway to changing it. It seems like it should be more complex. The truth is, the brain can be reprogrammed. You just have to be deliberate about it.”


    -Nathan Azin, one of the developers of habit reversal training


    Alcoholics Anonymous also provides one other important clue about the dynamics of successfully changing habits. It's not unusual for alcoholics to suffer a relapse – to get on the wagon and then for some stressful event to happen which makes them revert to their old habits. Even when you build new habits, those old habits are still in the background and always ready to get back
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      	Firstly, no one wanted to argue. Unions and management became aligned behind the same goal.


      	To understand how and why accidents happened, Alcoa bought in people who could educate workers and installed the most efficient work processes. Alcoa became streamlined and modernized.


      	Since head office insisted on hearing about injuries immediately, a new communications system was installed. That same system would later be used to communicate information about the marketplace as well, enabling Alcoa to respond faster to changes in the marketplace.


      	As everyone looked at new routines to keep workers safe, costs came down, quality went up and productivity skyrocketed. In addition to reducing injuries, all of those efforts increased Alcoa's profits.

    


    

    

    
      	Keystone habits produce small wins at first – and those small wins invariably generate momentum for larger changes which come later on. Small wins establish patterns of success – or put another way small wins convert cumulative success into routines everyone can apply.


      	Keystone habits always encourage change – usually by creating structures which help people to thrive. For example, Alcoa's enhanced communication system for reporting worker injuries just happened to be helpful in enhancing market responsiveness as well. That's how keystone habits tend to work.


      	
        Keystone habits create a corresponding culture change as well – they create new cultures where better values become ingrained. Keystone habits make very clear the values that would otherwise be forgotten in times of stress, difficulty or adversity.
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      	NASA administrators had tried for years to improve the agency's safety practices only for their efforts to be derailed again and again. When the space shuttle Challenger exploded in 1986, all those internal concerns went out the window and NASA went though a dramatic overhaul of how it went about enforcing quality standards.


      	When a fire broke out in London's Kings Cross Station in 1987 and killed thirty-one people with dozens more injured, there was a huge public outcry for accountability. The British secretary of state appointed a special investigator who held public hearings where all kinds of internal roadblocks to an appropriate response came to light. The entire operational organization which ran the Underground was eventually overhauled and modernized as a result.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    
      	The first thing you will see will be fruit and vegetables. Marketers know if you load up on healthy stuff at the start of your shopping spree, you'll be more likely to buy expensive treats later on because you feel like you've earned them.


      	You'll then turn right after entering the store – so this is where the retailer will put their most profitable products they hope you will buy on impulse.


      	Cereals will be shelved out of alphabetical order and in a random sequence in order to get you to linger longer and look at a wider selection.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	When Rosa Parks was arrested, she had a large and diverse group of friends. On the basis of their strong ties with Rosa, they suggested staging a one day boycott of the buses to show their support.


      	The city's African-American community didn't know Rosa personally but they were subject to the weak ties that hold neighborhoods and groups of people together. Out of a sense of respect for Rosa Parks, they agreed to stop using the buses as well. Peer pressure encouraged their participation.


      	The combination of the strong ties of friendship and the weak ties of a community were sufficient to generate momentum for change. In the process, a charismatic leader and spokesman for civil rights emerged in the form of Martin Luther King. The leaders gave the civil rights movement new habits which created a new sense of identity and a feeling of ownership.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Identify the components of your current habit loop – the cues, the routines and the rewards you crave. Become familiar with what makes you do what you're doing at present and clarify what's going on at the present time.


      	Experiment with some different rewards – until you know precisely what craving you're trying to satisfy with your current habits. Road test four or five different rewards and look for patterns. Bring to the surface what you are actually craving.


      	
        Identify and isolate what cues your habit at present – cut through the background noise and clarify what triggers your routine. There are in practice only five possibilities:

        
          	Location – Where are you when you feel the urge to start your routine?


          	Time – Does your habit kick in at much the same time every day? Why is that?


          	Emotional state – Are you bored or something else when that habit kicks in?


          	Other people – Who else is around when you feel the urge to do what you do?


          	Another action – Does doing something else feed the urge and act as a trigger?

        

      


      	
        Once you've figured out your habit loop you can reengineer it – you can change to a better routine whenever that cue comes along. You can come up with a routine which delivers the reward you crave in a more productive way. Remember the formula for a habit:When I see a CUE, I will do a ROUTINE in order to get the REWARD I crave. Keep the cue and the reward the same but swap out the old routine for a new and improved routine.
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