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A Note to the Reader

Better Than Before tackles the question: How do we change? One answer—­by using habits.

Habits are the invisible architecture of daily life. We repeat about 40 percent of our behavior almost daily, so our habits shape our existence, and our future. If we change our habits, we change our lives.

But that observation just raises another question: Okay, then, how do we change our habits? That’s what this book seeks to answer.

But while Better Than Before explores how to change your habits, it won’t tell you what particular habits to form. It won’t tell you to exercise first thing in the morning, or to eat dessert twice a week, or to clear out your office. (Well, actually, there is one area where I do say what habit I think is best. But only one.)

The fact is, no one-­size-­fits-­all solution exists. It’s easy to dream that if we copy the habits of productive, creative people, we’ll win similar success. But we each must cultivate the habits that work for us. Some people do better when they start small; others when they start big. Some people need to be held accountable; some defy accountability. Some thrive when they give themselves an occasional break from their good habits; others when they never break the chain. No wonder habit formation is so hard.

The most important thing is to know ourselves, and to choose the strategies that work for us.

Before you begin, identify a few habits that you’d like to adopt, or changes you’d like to make. Then, as you read, consider what steps you want to try. You may even want to note today’s date on your book’s flyleaf, so you’ll remember when you began the process of change.

To help you shape your habits, I regularly post suggestions on my blog, and I’ve also created many resources to help you make your life better than before. But I hope that the most compelling inspiration is the book you hold in your hands.

I see habits through the lens of my own experience, so this account is colored by my particular personality and interests. “Well,” you might think, “if everyone forms habits differently, why should I bother to read a book about what someone else did?”

During my study of habits and happiness, I’ve noticed something surprising: I often learn more from one person’s idiosyncratic experiences than I do from scientific studies or philosophical treatises. For this reason, Better Than Before is packed with individual examples of habit changes. You may not be tempted by Nutella, or travel too much for work, or struggle to keep a gratitude journal, but we can all learn from each other.

It’s simple to change habits, but it’s not easy.

I hope that reading Better Than Before will encourage you to harness the power of habits to make change in your own life. Whenever you read this, and wherever you are, you’re in the right place to begin.






BETTER THAN BEFORE


Change My Surroundings, Not Myself



Inconvenience

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.

—­Michel de Montaigne, “Of Custom, and Not Easily Changing an Accepted Law”

Just as I can strengthen good habits by making them more convenient, I can squash bad habits by making them less convenient. I didn’t need to spend much time exploring the Strategy of Inconvenience, because it’s the mirror image of Convenience—­but it’s too important not to have its own name.

Sometimes, the more I have to exert myself, the better. If I want to stop using the snooze button, I put the alarm clock across the room. A friend chose a resort based on the fact that he could get Internet service only in its business center. Another friend told me he has two computers. “One is for work, one for nonwork,” he explained, “so if I want to start messing around, I have to physically get up from my chair and go to my other computer. I don’t waste nearly as much time.” The irony of “convenience foods” is that for the most part, they’re exactly the foods that we should make less convenient. As author Michael Pollan advises, “Eat all the junk food you want1 as long as you cook it yourself.”

A key for understanding many bad habits?2 Impulsivity. Impulsive people have trouble delaying satisfaction and considering long-­term consequences; they find it difficult to plan ahead, and once they start a task, they struggle to stick with it. Also, when impulsive people feel anxious about performing a task, they often try to make themselves feel better by avoiding the task, by procrastinating. However, while some people are more impulsive than others, we all sometimes feel the urge to succumb to some immediate gratification—­and often, that means breaking a good habit.

The harder it is to do something, the harder it is to do it impulsively, so inconvenience helps us stick to good habits. There are six obvious ways to make an activity less convenient:

	•
	Increase the amount of physical or mental energy required (leave the cell phone in another room, ban smoking inside or near a building).







	•
	Hide any cues (put the video game controller on a high shelf).







	•
	Delay it (read email only after 11:00 a.m.).







	•
	Engage in an incompatible activity (to avoid snacking, do a puzzle). 







	•
	Raise the cost (one study showed that people at high risk for smoking3 were pleased by a rise in the cigarette tax; after London imposed a congestion charge to enter the center of the city, people’s driving habits changed, with fewer cars on the road and more use of public transportation).







	•
	Block it altogether (give away the TV set).







For instance, when spending is inconvenient, we’re less likely to make an impulse purchase. A friend controls his impulse spending by never carrying credit cards, so that he can’t buy anything that costs more than the cash in his wallet. A reader noted, “For many years, I’ve had my salary paid into a savings account, and then moved money into my current account to spend. As there’s usually a delay in the move, I have to plan ahead and perhaps delay/not purchase something until the cash is there. I’ve always attributed my ability to save to this system.”

Many people want to cut back on a shopping habit, and one effective strategy is to make shopping as inconvenient as possible.4 Don’t take a cart or a basket. Be quick, because the less time we give ourselves to shop, the less money we spend. For women, shop with a man (women spend less when they shop with men than they do when they shop alone, with another woman, or even with children). Don’t touch or taste, which triggers the desire to buy. Disable one-­click shopping on sites. Erase online bookmarks. Log out of shopping accounts after every visit, and use websites as a guest, so that information has to be entered every time. Little obstacles make a big difference, and it’s easier to erase a bookmark than to stifle the impulse to buy something. Change our surroundings, not ourselves.

As always, though, it’s true that different solutions work for different people. For many people, online shopping is a problem, but a reader noted: “I usually only buy things online. That way, I don’t make impulse purchases. I have more time to think about and research them.” (From that brief comment, I suspect that this reader is a Questioner.)

Going online is only too convenient, and getting more convenient all the time, so people who struggle to resist online shopping or “procrastisurfing” can benefit from apps such as Freedom or SelfControl, which make it inconvenient (or even impossible) for users to access email or visit websites for preset periods of time. One reader explained why this approach works: “I really only want to block one site—­the Daily Mail celebrity gossip section. I just reset the site-­block each day at a moment when I’m not particularly tempted, and I only need to summon the will-­power to do this one click, then the choice is made.”

Because the inconvenience of decision making makes us less likely to act, employers can use the Strategy of Inconvenience5 to prod employees to develop good financial habits. For instance, by setting helpful default options for retirement funds, employers “nudge” employees into participating. Employees could always change the default options, but it takes effort, so most people don’t bother—­which means that without any conscious decision or effort, they’ve got the hidden habit of saving for retirement.

In the areas of eating and drinking, people come up with all sorts of ingenious ways to exploit Inconvenience: “I eat with my nondominant hand.” “I use chopsticks whenever I eat at home.” “I keep the temperature of my freezer turned very low. When the ice cream is rock hard, I have to work to chip out a few spoonfuls.” “Instead of putting platters on the table, I keep them in the kitchen, so I have to get up to get more food.” “My wife insists on keeping cookies in the house, so I tie them up in a bag that’s a pain to open.” “Instead of taking wine, which I gulp down, I drink whiskey, which I have to sip.” Many colleges have eliminated cafeteria trays; when students can’t easily load up on food and must make multiple trips, they take less. One study found that going trayless cut food waste6 by as much as 25 to 30 percent, and I bet people eat less, too.

In one extreme example, when three armed men burst into the home7 of renowned socialite Anne Bass and demanded that she open her safe, they discovered a few hundred dollars, some jewelry—­and chocolate. She explained to the puzzled robbers that she kept the chocolate in her safe so that she wouldn’t eat it too quickly. She used the Strategy of Inconvenience.

Of course, sometimes we don’t make a habit inconvenient because we don’t really want to change. A friend said, “I have a bad habit of checking my phone while I’m driving. It’s sitting on the seat next to me, and I hear it buzzing, and I can’t resist. How do I increase my self-­control, so I don’t check it? How do I get more motivated by safety?”

“Forget about self-­control and motivation,” I suggested. “How about muting the phone and putting it on the floor of the backseat? You won’t know it’s buzzing, and you wouldn’t be able to reach it anyway.”

“Oh.” He looked disappointed. And I realized that he didn’t really want to stop the habit of checking his phone.

I’d been looking for ways to make aspects of my life more inconvenient as a way to help me stick to my good habits, when I was struck by the dreariness of this endeavor.

I called Elizabeth. “Do you think I’m a killjoy?” I demanded. “Am I turning into a humorless habits machine?”

She laughed, but paused before she spoke. “Well, yes and no. I really am interested in what you’re thinking about, so I like to hear about it.”

“But...?”

“But yes, sometimes it can be kind of grim.”

“Like when?”

“I mean, I find it amusing usually. But I remember when we were in Kansas City, we went to Winstead’s diner, and you didn’t let Eleanor get fries. I’m like, ‘You cannot tell a little girl she can’t have French fries. A burger and fries, that’s the American meal!’ But,” she added, “it’s true that Eleanor didn’t care.”

I was laughing. French fries! Always with Elizabeth, the French fries. We were both so predictable.

“But don’t you remember,” I protested, “I told Eleanor she could have French fries or a Frosty.” A “Frosty” is the signature Winstead’s chocolate milk shake. “And she picked the Frosty. I mean, fries and a Frosty?”

“Well anyway, sometimes your habits do seem—­judgmental.”

“You think I’m judgmental?” One of the nicest things about Elizabeth is that even though she has decided opinions and high standards of behavior, she somehow never seems judgmental.

“Actually, I think you’ve gotten less judgmental from doing this project. You have more appreciation of the fact that people are different from you.”

“I used to think I was pretty typical, but now I see that I’m extreme. I can’t judge people according to what works for me.”

“That’s good.”


A Stumble May Prevent 

a Fall



Safeguards

When conviction is present, and temptation out of sight, we do not easily conceive how any reasonable being can deviate from his true interest. What ought to be done, while it yet hangs only on speculation, is so plain and certain, that there is no place for doubt; the whole soul yields itself to the predominance of truth, and readily determines to do what, when the time of action comes, will be at last omitted.

—­Samuel Johnson, The Idler, No. 27

One of the paradoxes of habits? Habits are surprisingly tough, and habits are surprisingly fragile.

For that reason, even though habits come fairly easily to me, I use safeguards to protect my good habits. Instead of resisting temptation, I try to anticipate and minimize temptation—­both in my environment and in my own mind—­and I plan for failure. I’ve got the habit of exercise, I’ve been exercising for years, and I feel physically uncomfortable if I go several days without exercise, and yet this habit always feels slightly at risk. There’s a downward pull toward bad habits that requires us to maintain an active, concrete effort to protect our good habits—­remarkably, even the good habits that we enjoy.

The Strategy of Safeguards keeps one lapse from turning into a full relapse.

The story of the wily Greek hero Odysseus1 is often invoked as an example of Safeguards. The goddess Circe warned Odysseus that as he and his men sailed near the land of the Sirens, they’d hear the beautiful singing that lured sailors to their deaths. So Odysseus, following Circe’s advice, plugged the sailors’ ears with wax and ordered himself bound to the mast so he couldn’t succumb to temptation. We must play the role of both Circe and Odysseus by warning ourselves of temptations and challenges, and establishing the safeguards that will protect us.

The fact is, we’re surrounded by temptation. One study estimated that people spend about one-­fourth of their waking time2 resisting some aspect of desire—­most commonly, the urge to eat, to sleep, to grab some leisure, and to pursue some kind of sexual urge.

To defeat a possible temptation, we must first recognize it. Catholicism includes a helpful concept, the “near occasion of sin”—­a person, thing, or other external circumstance that’s likely to entice us to go wrong. If we identify these near occasions of sin, we can take steps to avoid them. Therefore, the first step in the Strategy of Safeguards is the elimination of the cues that lead to those temptations. After we identify the siren calls that would prompt us to break our habits, we can figure out how to avoid them.

The simplest thing to do is to hide the reminder of temptation: the iPad, the bottle of wine, piles of clothes catalogs. Out of sight, out of mind—­it really works.

Sometimes we can avoid a cue altogether. Unbeknownst to me, Eliza had developed the habit of stopping to buy candy on her way home from school, as I discovered only when she told me that she wanted to break the habit. We talked it through, and she came up with an obvious safeguard: “I won’t walk home along Lex,” she decided. Lexington Avenue offers several candy-­buying opportunities on every block. “If I don’t walk by the stores, I won’t buy candy.”

Unfortunately, cues lurk everywhere, and often we can’t control or avoid them. A cue might be a place, a mood, a time of day, a transition, other people, or a pattern of behavior. Even a fleeting sight or sound or smell can be a trigger. In one study, people given sandwiches in nontransparent wrap3 ate less of the sandwich than people whose sandwiches came in transparent wrap. Television, with its relentless stream of ads, poses problems for those tempted by junk food; conversely, the absence of cigarette ads helps those trying to quit smoking. Hospitality expert Jacob Tomsky4 notes that, when checking into a hotel, some alcoholics ask for an empty minibar. Eliminating cues stops temptation before it starts, so it never overpowers us. As Montaigne observed, “The infancies of all things are feeble5 and weak. We must keep our eyes open at their beginnings; you cannot find the danger then because it is so small: once it has grown, you cannot find the cure.”

Because it’s impossible to eliminate all cues from our surroundings, we need additional safeguards. The next step, and a highly effective habit-­formation tool, is to make detailed plans of action for keeping good habits, with what researcher Peter Gollwitzer calls “implementation intentions,”6 also known as “action triggers” or “if-­then” planning. “If           happens, then I will do             .”

With “if-­then” planning, we try to plan for every habit challenge that might arise, so we don’t make decisions in the heat of the moment—­we’ve already decided how to behave.

Resolving ambivalence and indecision in advance, when we’re in a cool and detached frame of mind, serves as a safeguard, because it means we can act quickly and without internal debate when the need arises. People who use if-­then planning7 are much more likely to stick to their good habits than people who don’t. While it’s not possible to anticipate every situation that might arise, this mental preparedness is enormously helpful. As Dwight Eisenhower observed, “Plans are worthless, but planning is everything.”8

Over time, I created a list of some of my own if-­thens:

If I want to get a lot of original writing done, I go to the library, where I don’t have Internet.

If offered wine, I decline. (Almost always.)

If I’m writing, I shut down my email.

If I’m invited to dinner, I eat a snack before I go, so I won’t be too hungry.

If I’m writing and need to verify some information, I write “look up” in my text to remind me to deal with it later, rather than allow myself to be distracted by the fun of research.

If-­then planning is one of the most important tools within Safeguards, because it arms us to face any high-­risk situation with a carefully considered plan. We can be prepared for the times when we go on vacation, travel, have a new baby, get a new job, move, go to a holiday party... the list goes on. Once we’ve put the effort into making an if-­then plan, it takes much less energy to put it into operation.

If-­then planning does demand mental energy, however, as well as a certain pessimism. This exercise is probably easiest for Upholders, who enjoy making and keeping rules. When Questioners become convinced that this approach is effective, they may embrace it as well. Obligers may find it difficult to stick to their if-­then plans—­“If I want to skip going to class, then I must email the teacher to explain my absence”—­if no external accountability enforces it. Rebels resist binding themselves, so they usually won’t make if-­then plans.

The Strategy of Safeguards can help us avoid breaking good habits—­and just as important, it provides a way to deal effectively with lapses, those times when we falter in maintaining a good habit. As the proverbs hold, “A stumble may prevent a fall” and “He that stumbles, and does not quite fall, gains a step.” I remind myself that a stumble doesn’t mean total failure. In fact, a stumble may be helpful, because it shows me where I need to concentrate my efforts in order to do better next time. Planning for a stumble during habit formation almost seems like giving ourselves permission to stumble—­but it’s not. It’s a way to protect a habit.

When we do stumble, it’s important not to judge ourselves harshly. Although some people assume that strong feelings of guilt or shame act as safeguards to help people stick to good habits, the opposite is true. People who feel less guilt9 and who show compassion toward themselves in the face of failure are better able to regain self-­control, while people who feel deeply guilty and full of self-­blame struggle more.

Instead of viewing our stumbles as evidence that we’re weak or undisciplined or lazy, we can see our stumbles as part of the habit-­formation process. Imagine a person who hasn’t been taking his medicine. If he feels ashamed, he might avoid visiting his doctor; or he could tell himself, “It happens,” “We’ve all done it,” “I’ll do it differently next time,” or “What I do most days matters more than what I do once in a while.” That kind of self-­encouragement is a greater safeguard than self-­blame.

Indeed, guilt and shame about breaking a good habit can make people feel so bad that they seek to make themselves feel better—­by indulging in the very habit that made them feel bad in the first place.

This accounts for the striking poetic justice of bad habits.

As I learned in my high school English class when we studied Dante’s Inferno, poetic justice dictates that the punishment be tailored to fit the crime. So in Dante’s vision of the Ninth Circle of Hell, a fiend punishes the sowers of discord and schism by continually splitting apart their bodies. The poetic justice of bad habits is relentless and cruel, because the punishment for a bad habit is... the bad habit. As a friend said to me, “I feel too anxious to tackle my bad habits, but my bad habits are what make me anxious.” One survey found that some women who worry about their finances use “retail therapy” to feel better10—­they shop in order to cope with their anxiety. Gamblers who worry about money distract themselves by gambling. When procrastinators fall behind, working on the task makes them so anxious that they have to stop working in order to feel better; as someone wrote on my blog, “I feel anxious because I’m not getting anything done, so I get a massage to feel better. But I don’t get anything done, because I’m busy with things like getting a massage.” People who feel listless and dull watch TV to make themselves feel better, then they feel listless and dull because they’ve been watching hours of TV. The character Fat Bastard in the Austin Powers movies makes the same point: “I eat because I’m unhappy, and I’m unhappy because I eat.”

The favorite medicine turns to poison, and temporary comfort becomes a source of more guilt, regret, and feelings of lack of control—­which can lead to more indulgence in bad habits. It’s a Secret of Adulthood: Make sure the things we do to make ourselves feel better don’t make us feel worse.

To form good habits, we want to stumble as rarely as possible. A stumble may prevent a fall, true, but all falls begin with a single stumble. So it’s very, very important not to stumble. That’s the paradox: a stumble is no big deal, and yet a stumble is a very big deal.

Also, the more faithfully I adhere to my new habits, the more likely they are to stick. A study showed that when people were trying to form habits,11 perfect compliance wasn’t necessary, but the earliest repetitions of the habit helped most to establish it. With time, the gains became smaller. The bottom line? I should start strong with my habits, and use safeguards to protect them, especially at the beginning.

Because stumbles occur more frequently as a new habit is being formed, it pays to be particularly vigilant in the early days, and in the context of well-­known stumbling blocks: tension with other people, social pressure, loneliness or boredom or anxiety, and—­perhaps surprisingly—­positive emotions, such as joy or excitement.

Counterintuitively, minor temptations can be more challenging than major temptations. A student might not say, “I’m going to spend the afternoon at the beach with my friends,” but he’d think, “I’ll check out sports highlights for fifteen minutes before I start working,” then fifteen more, then fifteen more, and pretty soon three hours have gone by. Little temptations sometimes slip past our guard.

The key is to catch ourselves in a stumble right away. Because of the colorfully named “what the hell” phenomenon, a minor stumble often becomes a major fall. Once a good behavior is broken, we act as though it doesn’t matter whether it’s broken by a little or a lot. “I didn’t do any work this morning, so what the hell, I’ll take the rest of the week off and start on Monday.” “I missed my yoga class over spring break, so what the hell, I’ll wait to start in the fall.” A friend’s wife used if-­then planning to avoid this “what the hell” trap. As she made her plan to quit smoking, she told her husband, “After I give up smoking, if by some chance you see me having a cigarette, remind me that I’ve still ‘quit,’ I haven’t fallen off the wagon altogether.”

Dieters seem especially susceptible to this kind of pattern, where a minor misstep turns into a major binge, in what’s known as the “abstinence violation effect”: “I broke my diet by eating this one mini-­cupcake, so now I’m going to eat the whole box.” Also, when dieters figure that they’ve blown their diet,12 they tend to do a worse job of tracking their consumption, at the very time when the Strategy of Monitoring would be particularly helpful. By continuing to monitor consumption, a person gains a sense of awareness, and even more important, a sense of control. Counterintuitively, monitoring can even be reassuring. If I’m thinking, “Oh yikes, I just ate a ton of meatballs,” I feel out of control. By entering “6 meatballs” into my food tracker, I take control. Six meatballs is a lot of meatballs, but it’s just six meatballs.

A friend described how once she stumbles, she falls. “It’s like I rush to gobble down as much forbidden food as I can that day,” she told me, “because I know the next day I’ll have to start to eat right again.”

“People do tend to self-­regulate day by day,”13 I said.

“Or maybe I even wait until Monday, or the first of the month.”

“How about this,” I suggested. “Instead of feeling that you’ve blown the day and thinking, ‘I’ll get back on track tomorrow,’ try thinking of each day as a set of four quarters: morning, midday, afternoon, evening. If you blow one quarter, you get back on track for the next quarter. Fail small, not big.”

A friend explained how a colleague used the Strategy of Safeguards. “This older manager told me, ‘Lots of people at this company have affairs, and I’ve seen lots of marriages break up as a result.’ He’d kept his own marriage strong by following five habits, and he told me I should follow them, too.”

“What are they?” I asked.

“Never flirt, even as a joke. Never have more than one drink with people from work. Never confide details from my personal life to people from work, and don’t allow them to confide in me. Never allow myself to have a ‘special friend’ at work. Unless it’s an unmistakably professional context, don’t meet alone with a colleague or client. Like if a client calls with tickets for the U.S. Open, never go in a twosome.”

I don’t completely agree with all these suggested habits, but they’re worth considering as possible safeguards. People often assume, “I would never have an affair”—­that it’s just a matter of good character and solid values. But in practice, temptation can sometimes arise over a long period of time and look quite different from what we expect. Slowly, a relationship changes. Or by contrast, a stressful or intense moment creates a sudden energy that, in the right environment, leads to an affair. If-­then planning and habits can act as safeguards.

One thorny challenge within the Strategy of Safeguards is figuring out a way to allow ourselves to break a good habit occasionally, without losing the good habit altogether. After all, sometimes we do want to break a habit—­to take advantage of a rare opportunity, say, or to celebrate. A very effective safeguard for that situation is the planned exception, which protects us against impulsive decisions. We’re adults, we make the rules for ourselves, and we can mindfully choose to make an exception to a usual habit by planning that exception in advance. I generally work a full day, but on any day when I hand in a draft of a book, I spend the rest of the day reading in bed.

Say a person wants to learn Spanish, and to make progress as rapidly as possible, has created a habit of studying Spanish for an hour every morning. Then he goes on vacation, and he might think, when he wakes up on that first morning in a new hotel, “I’m supposed to study, but I’m on vacation, so I deserve a break.” This kind of spur-­of-­the-­moment decision to break a habit shows a lack of self-­control—­and we dislike feeling out of control of ourselves. By contrast, he could decide, in advance, “When I’m on vacation, I’m not going to study Spanish, then I’ll start again as soon as I’m home.” Very consciously, ahead of time, he makes a mindful exception, so that he’s in control.

A planned exception works best when it’s made for something memorable. A year from now, the Spanish student will think, “Oh, I remember all the fun I had on that great vacation.” That’s one reason consumption snobbery is a good strategy; it means we make exceptions only for the most worthwhile indulgences. A good test of a planned exception is “How will I feel about the exception later? Will I think, ‘I’m so happy that I broke my usual habit to take advantage of that opportunity,’ or ‘Well, looking back on it, I wish I’d made a different choice’?”

Exceptions also work best when they’re limited, or when they have a built-­in cutoff point. Skip the gym to have extra time to prepare for the annual retreat, not the weekly staff meeting. Make an exception for Christmas Day, not the Christmas season—­Christmas is a holiday, after all. I saw this approach’s effectiveness when Elizabeth told me, “We’re having Thanksgiving dinner with Adam’s family this year, and I’ve decided that I’m going to eat stuffing. Stuffing makes me feel like I’m really partaking of the holiday.”

“Great,” I said. “First, you’ve decided in advance to make an exception, so you feel in control. Second, stuffing is a symbol for Thanksgiving, so you’re not depriving yourself of the quintessential Thanksgiving experience—­and it’s very helpful to avoid feeling deprived. Third, stuffing is self-­limiting. How often can you eat stuffing? It’s not an exception that will become a habit.”

An impressive solution.

The Strategy of Safeguards requires us to take a very realistic—­perhaps even fatalistic—­look at ourselves. But while acknowledging the likelihood of temptation and failure may seem like a defeatist approach, it helps us identify, avoid, and surmount our likely stumbling blocks.


Choose My Bale of Hay



Clarity

People pay for what they do, and still more, for what they have allowed themselves to become. And they pay for it very simply: by the lives they lead.

—James Baldwin, No Name in the Street

One of the great puzzles of habit is the fact that some habits form too easily, while others don’t seem to stick. Why? There are many answers, but sometimes, I realized, the problem is a lack of clarity. I feel ambivalent: I want to do something, but I also don’t want to do it; or I want one thing, but I also want something that conflicts with it; or everyone seems to agree that some habit is important, but it’s not important to me.

It took me a long time to grasp the importance of the Strategy of Clarity; I’m always eager to focus on the concrete, and “clarity” seemed somewhat abstract. But it turns out that clarity is an extremely important element of habits, and extremely practical, too.

Two kinds of clarity support habit formation: clarity of values and clarity of action. The clearer I am about what I value, and what action I expect from myself—not what other people value, or expect from me—the more likely I am to stick to my habits.

Research suggests that when we have conflicting goals, we don’t manage ourselves well. We become anxious and paralyzed, and we often end up doing nothing. When I reflected on the habits that I’d struggled with over the years, I realized how often my hesitation and backsliding were due to the lack of clarity. Should I use free time on school-day mornings to work on my emails or to read aloud to Eleanor? Should I work every Saturday afternoon, or should I devote that time to leisure? Should I encourage Eliza to do her homework in the kitchen, in the company of the family, or should she study in her room, away from noise and distractions? I feel ambivalent, and my uncertainty about these competing claims depletes my energy. Like Buridan’s Ass, the donkey that starves because it can’t decide between two bales of hay, I become paralyzed by indecision.

As I talked to people about habits and happiness, certain pairs of conflicting values kept cropping up:





	I want to give 110 percent to work. 


	I want to give 110 percent to my family.





	I want to work on my novel.


	I want to exercise.





	I want to get more sleep.


	I want some time each day to talk to my sweetheart, watch TV, and have fun.





	I want to spend less time in the car.


	I want my children to participate in many after-­school activities.





	I want to be very accessible to other people.


	I want time alone to think and work.





	I want to be frugal.


	I want to join a gym.





	I want some time to relax when 

I get home from work.


	I want to live in a house that’s clean and orderly.





	I want to meet new people and see my friends.


	I want more solitude.





	I want to plan for the future by saving for retirement.


	I want to enjoy the present by traveling.





	I want to drink less.


	I want to be the life of the party.










As these pairs illustrate, often when we experience a lack of clarity, it’s because two important values conflict. They’re both important, so we agonize about which value to honor in the habits we pursue.

When I face values that seem to conflict, I first remind myself to consider whether this conflict might be a false choice. Can I choose both?

A mother in Eleanor’s class told me, “I couldn’t go to my exercise class because my son wanted me to read to him.” She seemed pleased with herself, and I imagine she thought, “I’m willing to sacrifice my own desires to be attentive to my son.” (I suspect that she’s an Obliger.)

Though I gave a noncommittal response, to me that seemed like a false choice. I wanted to say, “Being a good parent is a very high value, but what value should be served in that particular situation? Maybe you can exercise and read to your son, by reading to him during a non-exercise time.”

When we push ourselves to get clarity, when we identify the problem, sometimes we spot new solutions. I heard about a couple who went to marriage counseling because they were fighting constantly about chores, and whether a clean house or ample leisure time was more important. They kept arguing—until they decided to quit marriage counseling and spend the money on a weekly cleaning service. A friend loves taking long bike rides on the weekends, but he also wants to spend time with his family. For a long time, whatever he did with his day, he wished he’d done something else. When he pushed himself to state plainly the nature of the conflict, he saw a solution. On Saturdays and Sundays, he gets up at 5:00 a.m., rides for six hours, and spends the rest of the day at home.

It’s easier to stick to a habit when we see, with clarity, the connection between the habit and the value it serves. I make my bed, because I know that the habit makes me feel calmer. I give my daughters hello and good-bye kisses, because that habit makes me feel more loving.

It’s probably true that the worldly values of pleasure, vanity, and fastidiousness are just as persuasive as higher values. I bet more people brush their teeth to prevent bad breath than to prevent cavities. A fitness trainer told me, “Men tend to come in because they want to improve a skill, like their tennis game, or regain something they’ve lost, like being able to walk up stairs without puffing. Women want to look better. Everyone adds health justifications later.”

When it’s not apparent that a habit has value, people are less likely to follow it. People often stop taking their medication when they don’t see an obvious connection between the medicine and their condition—as sometimes happens with people taking medication for high blood pressure. Although I’d always vaguely intended to get the flu vaccine as a family, we never did until Elizabeth learned that her diabetes might have been triggered by a bad case of the flu. A few days of the flu? Flu vaccines didn’t seem worth the bother. Risk of diabetes? We get the vaccine every year.

Clarity is one reason that the Strategy of Scheduling is so helpful. It’s important to have time to write; to have time with my family; to read. Instead of spending my day in a chaos of warring priorities, and feeling as though whatever I do I’m leaving important things undone, I can use the clarity of Scheduling to guarantee that I have time and energy to devote to each activity that matters.

Clarity also helps shine a spotlight on aspects of ourselves that we may wish to conceal. We should pay special attention to any habit that we try to hide. The desire to prevent family or coworkers from acting as witnesses—from seeing what’s on the computer screen or knowing how much time or money we’re spending on a habit—is a clue that in some way, our actions don’t reflect our values. One reader wrote, “I go on secret shopping sprees, and hide the bags in the storage room. I don’t want anyone to know what I spent.”

One way to attack a hidden bad habit—secret smoking, secret shopping, secret monitoring of an ex-sweetheart on Facebook—is to force it out into public view. We may choose to give up the habit if we can’t keep it secret. Or we may be reassured to realize that others share our habit. One reader wrote, “My secret habit was watching the Hallmark Channel. I confessed, laughing but embarrassed, to a friend, and she said, ‘Me, too!’”

True, we might hide a habit for other reasons. A reader posted: “I’m a closet writer. Whenever anyone asks me what I’ve been up to, I never tell them that writing a novel is occupying half my time. I somehow feel dishonest, but there’s something about telling people I’m writing that makes me feel overly exposed.” Many people keep secret blogs.

We should also pay special attention to anything we feel compelled to explain. Paradoxically, unnecessary self-justification can be a feature of denial. Once I found myself telling Jamie about the many reasons that I hadn’t gotten any work done that day—though he didn’t care how much or how little work I’d completed. When I stopped talking, I realized that my desire to explain myself to him stemmed from a need to hide something from myself. I didn’t want to admit that I’d violated my work habits.

A friend told me a poignant story. “I got in line at the grocery store,” he recounted, “and I realized that I knew the woman ahead of me. She didn’t notice me, and before I could say anything, she started a conversation with the cashier. She pointed to the food she was buying—really junky food, like chips, frozen blintzes, cookies—and said, ‘My kids make me buy all this stuff, they love it.’ But she doesn’t have any kids! She doesn’t even have a cat. I felt so bad about overhearing it that I switched lines.”

In Tory Johnson’s memoir The Shift, she writes, “From the day I got my driver’s license,1 I developed a habit of pigging out at drive-throughs. When I rolled up alone to the window, I would pretend I was ordering for a few people by saying out loud, ‘What was it they wanted?’ As if the clerk at the window cared.”

Clarity requires us to acknowledge what we’re doing.


Clarity of values also makes it possible to identify red-herring habits. A red-herring habit is a habit that we loudly claim to want to adopt, when we don’t actually intend to do so. Often, red-herring habits reflect other people’s values or priorities. “I’m going to start cooking every night.” “I’m going to quit buying lottery tickets.” Like tomorrow logic, red-herring habits are dangerous, because they allow us to fool ourselves about our actual intentions.

As an Upholder who takes all announced aims very seriously—perhaps too seriously—I get concerned when I suspect that I’m hearing someone declare a red-herring habit.

I became aware of red-herring habits when I sat next to a man at a dinner party. “I’m going to start exercising,” he said in an unconvincing tone. “I really need to.”

“Why don’t you exercise?” I asked gingerly.

“I don’t have time, and I travel so much. Also my knee bothersme.”

“It sounds like maybe you don’t really want to exercise.”

“Oh, I have to,” he answered. “Periodically my wife and kids try to get me started. I’m going to start soon.”

I understood. He didn’t want to exercise, but he was using a red-herring habit to pretend—to his family and himself—that he was going to start exercising. One of these days. Ironically, if my dinner partner had said, “My family is pressuring me, but I have no intention of exercising,” the act of acknowledging his choice, and its consequences, might have led him to decide that he did want to exercise. By repeating a red herring, he avoided admitting his true intention, which allowed him to deny what he was doing.

A friend used the Strategy of Clarity to avoid this trap. “I know it would be good to exercise,” she told me, “but I have two kids, I work full-time, and if I tried to exercise, it would be one more thing to worry about. When my kids are older, I’ll deal with it.”

“Great!” I said.

She looked relieved but also suspicious. “I thought you would try to convince me.”

“To me, it seems better to say, ‘At this point, I’m not going to worry about exercising’ than to keep saying ‘I should exercise’ but then never do it. Either way, you’re not exercising, but because you have clarity about what you’re doing, you feel in control. And you won’t drain yourself feeling bad about it.” Also, I predict, her feeling of self-control will help her do better if she does decide to start exercising, because she won’t tell herself, “I’ve been trying and failing for years to do this.”

What red-herring habits do I have? I should entertain more. My mother loves to entertain, and does it beautifully. I keep telling myself, “I will entertain!” But then I don’t. I keep saying, “I should put my dishes in the dishwasher instead of the sink.” But I just put my dishes in the sink.

Some red-herring habits I’ve already abandoned: “I’m going to make my daughters write thank-you notes.” “I’m going to read a poem every night.” “I’m going to keep a record of everything I read on Goodreads.” “I’m going to use my good china.” Someday, I vow, I will use my good china. But in the meantime, it’s such a relief to give up this and other red-herring habits.

People in the Four Tendencies show different patterns with red-herring habits. Upholders form fairly few red-herring habits, because they tend to take expectations very seriously, and act on them unless they’re clearly optional (like reading a poem every night). Questioners sometimes espouse red-herring habits when they’re not actually convinced that the proposed habit is sufficiently justified to deserve follow-through. Obligers claim red-herring habits when they feel the pressure of others’ expectations, but with no framework of accountability to push them into action. Rebels have no trouble saying, “Nope, I’m not going to do that,” so red-herring habits don’t trouble them much.


By providing clarity—or not—our words can make it easier or harder to keep a habit. People who use language that emphasizes2 that they’re acting by their own choice and exercising control (“I don’t,” “I choose to,” “I’m going to,” or “I don’t want to”) stick to their habits better than people who use language that undermines their self-efficacy (“I can’t,” “I’m not allowed to,” or “I’m supposed to”). There’s a real difference between “I don’t” and “I can’t.”

The very words we choose to characterize our habits can make them seem more or less appealing. “Engagement time” sounds more interesting than “email time”; “playing the piano
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A Note to the Reader

A “happiness project” is an approach to the practice of everyday life. First is the preparation stage, when you identify what brings you joy, satisfaction, and engagement, and also what brings you guilt, anger, boredom, and remorse. Second is the making of resolutions, when you identify the concrete actions that will boost your happiness. Then comes the interesting part: keeping your resolutions.

Happier at Home is the story of my second happiness project—what I tried, what I learned.

In the five years since my first happiness project, people have pressed, “But did your project really make a difference? Your life didn’t change much. How much happier can you be?”

It’s true, my life has remained the same: the same husband and two daughters, the same work, the same apartment, the same daily routine. Nevertheless, my happiness project really did heighten my happiness; when I made the changes I knew I ought to make, and followed my personal commandment to “Be Gretchen,” I was able to change my life without changing my life.

“I can’t start a happiness project,” you might protest. “I don’t have any extra time, or extra money, or extra energy. I can’t add one more item to my to-do list.” But for the most part, my happiness project doesn’t require much time, or much money, or even much energy. It takes work to be happier, but it’s gratifying work; the real challenge is to decide purposely what to do—and then to do it.

Why, I often wonder, is it difficult to push myself to do the things that bring happiness? So often, I know what resolutions would make me happier, but still I have to prod myself to do them. Every day, I struggle to give a kiss, to get enough sleep, to stop checking my email, to give gold stars. Every day, I remind myself to accept myself, and expect more from myself.

My first happiness project was broad; Happier at Home is narrower, and deeper. Because I realized that of the many elements that influenced my happiness, my home—in all its aspects—was most important, I decided to take some time to concentrate my efforts there. This is the account of the strategies I used to feel more at home, at home.

Of course, because this is my happiness project, it reflects my particular circumstances, values, interests, and temperament. Everyone’s idea of home, or happiness, is unique, but it’s the rare person who can’t benefit from a happiness project.

“Well,” you might think, “if everyone’s happiness project is unique, why should I bother to read about her project?” My study of happiness taught me that, perhaps surprisingly, I tend to learn more from one person’s highly idiosyncratic experiences than I do from sweeping philosophies or wide-ranging research. It’s from the experience of a particular individual that I learn most about myself—even if we two seem to have nothing in common. Some of my own best guides, it happens, continue to be an argumentative, procrastinating lexicographer, a nun who spent more than a third of her short life in a cloistered convent, and one of the signatories of the Declaration of Independence.

This book is the story of an education.

I hope that reading about my happiness project will encourage you to start your own. Whenever you read this, and wherever you are, you are in the right place to begin.
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