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To start, we’re going to touch on habits—what they are, and why we care about them. In particular, we’re going to answer the question: what is their purpose, and what role do they serve in our day-to-day lives?

Before diving into all of that, let’s take a step back and talk about the kinds of problems we all encounter on a regular basis. Every day, humans face a variety of problems—some easy, some more challenging. The nature of these problems depends on what you’re doing on a day-to-day basis.

Many of these problems repeat themselves over and over again. For example, you need to get out of bed to go to work. You need to get yourself clean and presentable. You need to commute to the office or wherever you work—even if that’s just your computer downstairs. These are problems we all face regularly.

Now, as much as we’d like to believe we’re great multitaskers—like watching TV while scrolling through our phones, or answering emails while writing up a proposal—the truth is, humans are terrible at multitasking. That’s because our brains are only capable of solving one problem at a time.

You can think of your brain like a computer. If a computer has too many tabs open, the system slows down because its processing power is spread thin. Similarly, when we try to multitask, our brains grind to a halt because we’re attempting to solve too many problems at once. Humans are far better at focusing on and solving one problem at a time.

But that raises a question: if we can only focus on one thing at a time, how do we manage to accomplish so much throughout the day? How do we maintain the advanced, complex societies we’ve built?

The answer lies in our brain’s ability to create habits. For problems we encounter repeatedly—whether on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis—our brain develops mental shortcuts, or pathways, that allow us to act automatically or subconsciously. This is how habits are formed: they’re automatic solutions to recurring problems.

For example, when you need to get ready for work, you likely have a routine. You take a shower, wash in the same sequence, dry off, brush your teeth, and so on—probably in the same order every day. It happens automatically, almost without conscious thought.

The same goes for driving to work. Unless something unusual happens, like an accident or a major detour, you likely can’t recall the details of your commute. The routine is so ingrained that your brain handles it on autopilot, allowing you to focus on other things.

Habits, in essence, are your brain’s way of solving recurring problems efficiently and effortlessly, freeing you up to direct your attention elsewhere. This automation is why habits are so powerful—and why understanding them is crucial to improving your life.

Okay, great. So, we’ve now established that many of these problems are being solved automatically. But what does this actually mean? Essentially, when your brain handles these problems in the background, it reduces its cognitive load. The part of your brain responsible for thinking and problem-solving is suddenly relieved of the burden of repetitive tasks, as they’re handed off to your subconscious processes.

This frees up more cognitive space—or processing power—to tackle other problems, particularly new or more challenging ones that you encounter in your day-to-day life.

Now, here’s an interesting thought: if we didn’t have this ability to offload and automate certain tasks, I’d argue that we wouldn’t be able to solve complex problems at all. In fact, I don’t think we’d have reached the level of advancement we see in society today. Think about something as common as driving a car.

If you had to consciously think through every single step of driving—for example, turning on the blinker, adjusting the gas pedal by a precise percentage, letting off, turning the wheel by a certain degree—you’d be mentally exhausted before you even arrived at work. If something as routine as driving drained your mental resources entirely, how would you have the capacity to tackle any other challenges throughout your day?

This is why habits are so crucial. They allow us to offload repetitive, mundane tasks to our subconscious so that our brains don’t get bogged down by them. By reducing cognitive load, habits preserve our energy and mental capacity for solving more significant, complex problems.

So, that’s the purpose of habits. They solve recurring problems automatically, reduce our cognitive load, and make space for us to address more complex issues. 
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If you are like most people, there is a gap between the person you are and the person you wish to be. There are little things you think you should do and big things you want to achieve—like working out regularly, eating healthily, learning a language, working on your novel, reading more, or actually engaging in your hobby instead of endlessly browsing Reddit. But sometimes, it feels like achieving your goals requires you to become a completely different person—someone who is consistent, disciplined, and full of willpower.

Maybe you’ve tried your hardest to be that person, and for a while, it worked. But then you found yourself slipping back into your old habits. In the end, it feels like you always fail, and with every failed attempt, you grow more frustrated and annoyed with yourself. If you believe the internet’s hustle culture, success is all about wanting it enough, and failure is entirely your fault.

But here’s the truth: change is actually hard. And like most things in life, understanding why makes it a lot easier.

The Jungle

Imagine your brain as a lush, dense jungle. Moving through it—say, to make a decision or take action—is like navigating an actual jungle: it's hard and requires energy. Your brain hates spending energy, so it came up with a trick. All your actions and behaviors carve paths in this jungle.

When you start doing something new, you trample down plants and create rough, improvised trails through the undergrowth. The more often you do it, the more pronounced the trail becomes. Over time, it turns into a path, making it easier to tread. As you repeat the action, the path becomes a street, and after years of repetition, it transforms into a highway. Traversing it becomes effortless, familiar, and comfortable.

The more pronounced these highways in your brain, the more you rely on their comfort, reinforcing the tendency to stick to what you’ve always done. This is why change is so hard—especially as an adult, when your jungle is already crisscrossed by countless established paths and highways.

To understand how these highways are built, we need to know the difference between two things: routines and habits—the actions you take.

Routines and Habits

A routine is a series of actions you carry out the same way every time because it works for you. For example, you might use the same ingredients for your favorite dish and follow a specific order because you enjoy the taste. Or, before going to bed, you might set an alarm for 6:30.

Imagine routines as being executed by a wise planner—a slow, analytical part of your brain responsible for strategizing and making mental calculations. The planner is aware of the future and carefully considers the outcomes you want, even if the actions are uncomfortable (like taking a shower immediately after waking up).

Over time, routines can evolve into habits, which feel much easier because they’re sequences of actions carried out without conscious thought. You’ve done them so often that your brain associates them with rewards and considers them the best response to certain situations. Habits feel like autopilot—you don’t have to convince yourself to do them; you just do.

Triggers: The Starting Point for Habits

Habits are triggered by context cues—specific things or situations that signal your brain to start the behavior. You already have many triggers in your life. For example:


●  Seeing your phone almost always leads you to unlock the screen.

●  Sitting in a car prompts you to reach for the seatbelt.

●  Buying coffee in the morning might also include grabbing a cookie—even if you’re not actually hungry.



Habits are governed by an impulsive toddler part of your brain. Unlike the planner, the toddler focuses only on immediate desires and what’s right in front of you, ignoring long-term goals. For the toddler, the future doesn’t exist, and hard work is unappealing. So when it notices a trigger, it steers you toward the easiest, most rewarding path—the well-worn road in your brain. If you get coffee, the toddler insists on the cookie too, simply because that’s what you do every morning.

How Habits Form

The rewarding feeling associated with an action is what reinforces it. For example, chocolate tastes good, and browsing Reddit can be mildly entertaining. These rewards demand repetition, which is how bad habits are born.

While the toddler part of your brain might seem like a built-in sabotage mechanism, it usually works in harmony with the planner. Together, they shape your actions and behaviors, for better or worse.

You need your wise planner for big tasks like thinking deeply, parallel parking, or doing your taxes. However, relying on your wise planner for everything would drain too much energy. That’s why your brain outsources mundane and repetitive tasks to habits, which are managed by the toddler. This system allows your brain to efficiently handle daily life while leaving energy for complex mental challenges.

If you want to introduce a new behavior into your life, you can use this energy-saving mechanism to make the process easier. Focus on small changes, not big ones. Improving your life a little is far better than aiming too high and achieving nothing. Small changes, compounded over months and years, can lead to significant results.

How to Build a Habit

If you want to make a change, the best approach may not be to force it with sheer willpower. Instead, convince your brain that it’s no big deal by creating new routines and gradually turning them into habits. Think of your wise planner as the one who carves out the initial trail, while the toddler steps in to automate the action over time.

For example, let’s say your goal is to work out and get fit—a common aspiration. Start by breaking this vague goal into specific, manageable actions. The idea is to make the action so easy
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