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To the people who no longer want to live their life on repeat and who are ready to take responsibility for their own happiness. You are courageous.





‘Could the young but realize how soon they will become mere walking bundles of habits, they would give more heed to their conduct while in the plastic state. We are spinning our own fates, good or evil, and never to be undone. Every smallest stroke of virtue or of vice leaves its never so little scar.’

—WILLIAM JAMES






Introduction


‘Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results’

—ALBERT EINSTEIN



If Einstein was right, we are all insane.

Humans unwittingly repeat patterns day in, day out. We fall back into habits we so desperately try to kick. We engage in behaviours that actively get in the way of the things we want in life. We get stuck, living in a Groundhog Day of our own making but not necessarily of our own design.

There are reasons for this.

Sometimes we struggle to change our behaviour because change is hard and few of us have been taught about the psychology and neuroscience behind it, meaning we incorrectly believe change is driven by willpower and willpower alone.

Sometimes we repeat the same patterns intentionally, hoping for the best. You may be aware that you are doing something that needs to change – such as dating a person who doesn’t make you happy or working for a company that is draining all your energy – but you still don’t change. You tell yourself, I’ve been doing this for a long time, it’s too late to give up now. Maybe it will suddenly get better, you never know.

Sometimes we don’t believe change is possible, so we don’t even try. I know so many people who think, This is just who I am, I will always be like this, even though something really does need to change, like their habit of pushing friends away during their time of need.

News flash: no person is fixed. Our brains constantly adapt and remodel throughout our lives. Yes, this adaptation slows as we age – you and I will never be able to pick things up quite as fast as we did as toddlers or teenagers; that’s normal – but the latest science shows that even when the brain starts to naturally lose some of its youthful vigour, it reorganizes itself in order to make the most of the resources it has. External factors like diet, exercise and other healthy lifestyle choices can keep our brains younger, healthier and more flexible.1 You can indeed teach an old dog new tricks. Whoever you are, you can change… should you wish to.

More than 40 per cent of our actions are behaviours we engage in without conscious thought.2 This means we often function on autopilot, and so we run the risk of sleepwalking through our own lives. Often it isn’t until a good friend, mentor or therapist asks, ‘Hmm, does it feel like this has happened before?’ that the ‘Oh yeah! This is a pattern for me’ moments occur. Have you ever had that experience before? If not, I’m going to be that person for you, right now! Here are some questions to start us off.

Do you make yearly resolutions, start them with gusto, then find that a couple of weeks down the road you have slipped back into your old ways? You want to go to the gym – you even have the time set aside – but sitting on your sofa feels so damn good. Your brain is simply saying, I don’t want to, while another little voice chips in with: What’s wrong with you? You’re a lazy failure. A few days of this and it feels like your chance at change has gone for ever.

Or do you notice you continuously procrastinate when you have an extremely important task to complete, and the deadline is looming? Even when the work is something you want to do and actually care about?

Or maybe you always date unavailable people, craving the affection of those who tell you from the get-go that they aren’t really looking for anything serious?

Or perhaps you finally get a ‘break’ in life, like a pay rise or promotion, but instead of enjoying it, you start undermining yourself by acting in ways that would cause things to go wrong or finding ways to rain on your own parade.

Have you started to assume that this stuck feeling may just be part of who you are now? That you are destined to keep feeling tired and unmotivated to exercise or look after yourself better, to keep making bad decisions or argue with your partner? Do you beat yourself up, assuming most other people seem to live their lives like an arrow, shooting a straight line from intentional decision to action to outcome, while you feel like a river, meandering back and forth – or, worse, like a whirlpool going round and round in circles, teetering on the edge of being sucked under?

If you answered yes to any of these questions, relax; you are completely normal. Humans often go around in circles, even when we want to change. This isn’t to say, Don’t worry about it, there are loads of reasons why it’s okay to be stuck, so don’t bother doing anything about it. No! Knowledge is power, but action makes you powerful. This book will show you the ‘whys’ of stuckness and the ‘hows’ of getting unstuck. This book is about making change. In your life, your relationships, and potentially in the world, too.

As with all things psychology-related, this book is not a quick fix. Making meaningful change in your life is always a slow burn. I am offering you a roadmap to taking control of the direction of your life, but it is your job to put these ideas into practice on a daily basis.

This book will highlight the common areas of life where many of us are stuck on repeat, show you why these patterns occur and then help you to act in ways that will put a stop to these bad habits.

So, it’s bye bye, Groundhog Day, and hello to the life you choose.


About me

Before we begin getting unstuck, I should really introduce myself. I’m Dr Sophie Mort, a clinical psychologist. I work with people who want to understand and manage their mental health and I’m a passionate believer in getting psychology out of the therapy room and into people’s lives in ways that make sense to them. I wrote my first book, A Manual for Being Human, after an epiphany I had while driving away from a client appointment in 2018, when it suddenly dawned on me that people are rarely raised to understand themselves. Instead they are often taught to misunderstand the very normal experiences that make them human, which has serious consequences for their mental health. That moment led me to write the book that gave people the tools to understand and manage whatever stresses and strains they faced, without having to wait till they were in crisis or could see a professional in order to get this information.

My second book comes from a similar ‘oh my god’ moment during the first Covid-19 lockdown. On what felt like day 1,900 and something, but was probably only day 21, I read The Top Five Regrets of the Dying by Bronnie Ware (there’s nothing like a global pandemic to get you thinking about your existence and the potential end of it). The top regret was: ‘I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me.’ This regret felt like a kick in the guts. The thought that some people’s last words suggested that they felt they hadn’t really lived, or at least not in the way they wished to, is hard to bear, isn’t it? The next urgent thought was… how do I make sure I learn from this?

When I chatted to my clients, friends and family, I saw I wasn’t alone in asking questions regarding how to live. Everyone was. Existential threats shake people awake; they make them look up from the rat race of life and ask what is important. Have I spent my life doing the right thing? What will I do when we are eventually allowed back into the world?

It is one thing knowing that we want to live a life that is true to ourselves, but seriously… how does one do that? For most of us it isn’t as simple as saying, ‘I am going to do it, I am going to be happy.’ A bumper sticker or inspirational quote, no matter how nicely adorned or on trend the colour scheme, simply won’t suffice when the going gets tough.

I work with courageous people all day every day, and this is why I know that more than courage is required to make meaningful change. When people seek out therapy they are often in crisis, and after a period of support, most learn to manage whatever it is they are going through and suddenly gain a new lease of life. There is often an urgent feeling of Now I feel better I don’t want to squander my time. I want to live the most fulfilling life I can find.

When I first started practicing as a clinical psychologist, I assumed it would be as simple as supporting people to work out what they valued and helping them to carve out enough time in their day to do these things. But, as you will see in the examples littered throughout this book, and as I am sure you may have already recognized in your own life, it often isn’t as simple as this. There can be so many barriers. Barriers that block you from getting to the starting line of trying something new and barriers that cause you to stumble and potentially fall before the finish line. When I thought about what I was seeing in my clinic, I realized I shouldn’t have been surprised, as I too have navigated these seemingly circular paths.

This is what got me interested in researching all the ways we get stuck in our lives, and how to overcome them. It is what made me realize that there are five factors that people rarely fully understand that get in the way of us being able to take charge of our lives and stop going in circles. But it wasn’t until that fateful day in lockdown that I considered collecting all the information I had gathered, with the intention of pulling it together into one book.

Most people assume that to live a life in line with their values they simply need to tackle their habits, and, indeed, that is where we will start in this book. But that is not the whole picture.

I already know that you have the courage to make change, as you wouldn’t have picked up this book if you didn’t dare to believe that your life could be different – better in some way. This book will walk alongside you through the next steps. It will give you a chance to learn from the regrets of the people who came before you by helping you decide on the life that is yours, not just the one you act out day to day. I won’t say that this will protect you from having any regrets in your final hours – even if I put everything from this book into practice and successfully live a life I choose, I can think of at least one embarrassing drunken evening that I will still cringe at should I have the luxury of time to reflect on my life at the end – but I promise you this: this book will help you figure out what you want and what you are doing that gets in the way of achieving that. Then, it’s up to you to put it into practice.

Ready? Let’s begin.





Chapter 1 Habits

When working, civil rights activist and prolific writer Maya Angelou would wake up at 6 a.m. and head straight to a ‘tiny, mean’ hotel room she rented near her home. Her luggage consisted of a Bible, a deck of cards, a bottle of sherry and, of course, her writing materials. When she’d arrive at 6.30 a.m., she would lie across her bed, tucking her elbow into the fold of the sheets, and write until the first sherry break at 11 a.m. She’d then write again until lunch, when she would stop writing, go home and not look at the work again until 5 p.m. The next day, she’d start the same cycle over again. The room, at her request, was stripped of any decor before she arrived, and while she stayed, the sheets were never changed; only the bins could be emptied by the hotel staff, meaning that the environment was the same, day in, day out.

Some of the most important writers of our times have behaved in ways that might appear odd to us. Victor Hugo, author of Les Misérables, asked his valet to take all his clothes and not give them back to him until he had finished his manuscript, so that he couldn’t possibly do anything else until he finished his work. And Herman Melville, the author of Moby-Dick, supposedly asked his wife to chain him to his desk while he wrote. I tell you these stories as they all relate to the ways individuals get stuck/unstuck.

Have you ever wondered how some people have high levels of self-control? How some people say they will do something, start it and stick to it, whether it be a new hobby or business venture? These people do not have a special secret genetic ability that the rest of us mere mortals do not.I No; researchers have shown that they simply set up their environments to avoid temptation. They work in silence, or in drab and uninspiring rooms, and because they are not fighting off competing attempts for their attention, they are able to focus.

Angelou created an environment that eliminated distractions that could derail her concentration. On top of that, she set up a specific environment that became associated with the task she wished to accomplish (in this case writing), meaning that any time she went into that specific environment, her brain registered the cue to write. Hugo and Melville, while it could be said that they did the same thing, never quite got the hang of creating situations in which writing could go smoothly without having to take extreme measures in the final weeks in order to get their work done.

While we might not want to be writers and we may not have the luxury of hiring even tiny and mean hotel rooms, we could all learn something from Angelou, and even from Hugo and Melville. Why? It’s all down to our habits.


What are habits?

Humans are creatures of habit. We live our lives on repeat, carrying out the same activities every day. We brush our teeth, we make our morning coffee, we get dressed. We do these things so often that even when we think we are doing them by choice, we are actually simply engaging in habitual patterns of behaviour triggered by a craving or something in our environment. If you are awake for approximately sixteen hours per day, you will on average only choose your actions for just over eight of them. This means that if you live until you are eighty, you might, if you are not careful, sleepwalk through thirty-two years of your life.

We weren’t born with these habits, of course. As children, we had to be cajoled to brush our teeth before bedtime, even though we were no doubt way more interested in playing with our toys or our siblings for another ten minutes. It was enforced repetition that made this a daily routine that we didn’t have to think about, saving us the mental energy of having to remind ourselves to do it twice daily (and hopefully a few emergency dental appointments too).

Habits are a good thing. William James believed that without habits we would only get one or two things done per day. Without habits, we would have to think about every single thing that we do, every second of our waking life, which would be time-consuming and exhausting. You can perhaps think of examples of this, like how hard you had to concentrate when you learned how to drive or how exhausted you were after a few days of studying for an exam. Learning requires more time and energy than your brain wants to expend, and it involves constant trial and error; like I said, exhausting.

People often say that it is not what we think but what we do that makes us who we are. If this is the case, for better or for worse, we are our habits. Thankfully, most habits not only save energy, but they are factually helpful. They are solutions to the problems we face in life. How do I wake myself up in the morning? Caffeine fix. How do I tackle germs? Wash my hands. How do I show this person I care? Smile. Habits are also how we multitask, such as holding a conversation at the same time as driving a car. Imagine what the roads would be like if we didn’t manage to integrate all the necessary pieces of information required for driving – the rules of the road, how to perform manoeuvres, how to anticipate the behaviours and speed of others on the road – to the point where we know each of these things without conscious thought? It would be chaos.

Habits can also cause us to engage in dangerous behaviours. Have you ever reached for your phone while driving to quickly check a text, eyes on the words from your friend rather than on the road ahead? The habitual natures of driving and of looking at your phone make it seem like it isn’t a big deal… until one day, you look at your phone and the very worst thing happens.

Habits can be life-or-death-level important, but some habits get in the way of us living the life we want and leave us feeling stuck. For example, many of us are so practiced at hitting the snooze button on our alarm clock that our hands now reach out from under the covers to silence the sound as if under someone else’s control. We have no conscious awareness we are doing it, only realizing we have snoozed a million times when we wake with panic an hour later, pulling on our clothes and running out of the front door, extremely late for our first meeting of the day.

Our habits can be the difference between a life of ease, in which we move seamlessly between activities that we enjoy and those we must carry out, and a life that makes us feel stuck, like we are going in circles, with someone else sitting in the driver’s seat. The problem is that creating new habits, and ditching bad habits, is challenging. It requires diligence and a deep understanding of how habits work.



Unsticking points

Have you ever had an ‘aha’ moment while reading a book but then struggled to summarize exactly what it was that you just read, even though you put the book down only moments ago? This is normal. If you imagine memory as having a bottle neck that only lets through the information that we either deeply value, have an emotional response to, or that we rehearse, it makes sense as to why we would lose information so rapidly. Even if we have an emotional response to what we read, there is often so much information that it is hard to pinpoint to your brain exactly which bits you should remember. Additionally, we often treat books as external hard drives, as we know we can return to look up a quote should we want it at a later date, meaning we don’t engage in the processes that aid learning. To aid your recall of the information in this book, I will present you with key points that you can return to at regular intervals any time you feel a little stuck. For double memory points, get your highlighter pen out or turn over the corner of the page to mark the points that you wish to remember; it will help. So, here are your first unsticking points.


	Most of us believe that we decide how to act each day. We think we are choosing what to eat, wear and do with fresh eyes, but most of the time we act without thinking at all.

	The first step to getting unstuck involves identifying the habits we engage in that take us away from – and the habits we would need to cultivate in order to take us closer to – the person we wish to be.





Help, I’m stuck


‘I didn’t tell you about this the last time we spoke, but I’ve been trying and failing to stop drinking for so long. I don’t think I’m dependent on alcohol, so I should just be able to cut it out, but I don’t. I know why I started to drink – it was to manage the life events you and I talked about so many times in the past – but I feel like I’ve conquered the pain of those experiences, so it’s not that that’s keeping the drinking going. I know that stress is a trigger for my drinking habits, and so I’ve tried to tackle my day-to-day stress using the breathing exercises and other coping strategies that usually work for me, but, like I said, I keep drinking. Thankfully I haven’t told anyone I am trying to quit drinking, otherwise they would know how pathetic I am. What should I do?’

—An email from an ex-client of mine, SAM, 30, who was wanting to restart therapy



Sam was a tech founder who lived in London. She was someone you would think was ‘killing it’ if their life achievements were listed in bullet points on this page. Lots of people told her this very thing the moment they met her, sometimes awe-struck, sometimes in voices tinged green with the envy they felt for her achievements. This kind of thinking made Sam miserable, as each new compliment only emphasized to her the mismatch between how she presented herself in the world and how she felt on the inside – the place where she felt a mess.

Sam had seen multiple therapists in her life: the first for anxiety; the second after a significant breakup; the third because she didn’t like the second therapist and had looked for a replacement to help her tackle her heartache; and then, when she was twenty-nine, we started working together as her mood was low. In our sessions, she would swing from seeing her history of therapy as proof of her commitment to looking after herself and her ability to overcome difficulties in life, to seeing it as proof that she was broken. She would often do this, switch between feeling good about herself to flagellating herself, so we spent the sessions discussing both her drive and the self-flagellation she engaged in. We realized that the parts of her upbringing that led her to constantly undermine herself were also the parts that had caused her to thrive in the workplace. She was driven by a deep insecurity that caused her to need to climb higher and higher peaks in search of an accolade that would finally make her feel like she was enough. We spent two years working on both understanding her and finding ways forward. Then one day she felt ready to go it alone. She felt braver in herself, understood her stresses and strains and how to cope alone. It was a proud moment.

A year later, I got the email asking to start work again to help her stop drinking. The quote above is taken directly from that email.

When we met for an assessment session, a number of things came to light. Firstly, she believed that most people turn to alcohol as a coping mechanism, and therefore if you wanted to stop drinking you needed to address the underlying issues, otherwise stopping drinking would either be impossible or would lead her to switch to a new coping mechanism, which could be even harder to stop. I agreed. Secondly, she knew that stress triggered her drinking, so she had worked on that, but the drinking continued. Why am I still drinking? she wondered. Was there still some underlying, unresolved pain that we hadn’t arrived at yet that was causing her to drink?

As a therapist, I spend the majority of my life asking people to get curious about what might underlie certain behaviours that arise for (seemingly) no obvious reason. Sam had, across her lifetime, had four therapists ask her to do just this, and she was now a whiz at it. I was immediately up for the challenge. What could be going on? Was she secretly struggling with something that she was yet to be aware of? Was it social anxiety? The ideas flooded in.

Writing my client notes later that day, I considered these words of Abraham Maslow: ‘If the only tool you have is a hammer, it is tempting to treat everything as if it were a nail.’ I used to have this quote written on a Post-it note on my desktop computer when I worked in the NHS. It was there to remind me that sometimes, as a therapist, you may assume everything has a deep psychological meaning, when actually there is something quite different going on. Sam, like almost every person I meet who tells me they feel stuck, wanted to kick an old habit, and believed that, as long as she had addressed the underlying causes for a behaviour, she should be able to change that behaviour simply because she had decided to. Sam was a classic case of falling into the willpower trap.

Researchers are still unsure exactly how willpower works. Up until recently, it was considered to be a finite resource which, like petrol in a gas tank, will at some point run out, leaving you with nothing to use for the next task (i.e. if you concentrate on a difficult task for a few hours, then that evening you will find your willpower has run out and you can no longer resist temptation). More recent studies have shown that this theory is inaccurate, and that telling ourselves our willpower is finite means that we’re more likely to give up the moment we start to feel tired.1 Some researchers suggest it can be helpful to think of willpower the way we think about emotions, in that it ebbs and flows. We have willpower only some of the time, so when it is here, we should use it, but we cannot bank on it. Also, motivation tends to follow action – kicking in once we see the fruits of our labour – rather than preceding it.

How many times have you relied on willpower to get you out of a slump? To get off the sofa and get to the gym? To stop texting the ex that you know isn’t good for you? To ignore the other internet tabs that are infinitely more interesting than the Zoom call you are on? To pull away from the person who isn’t your partner, whose lips are hovering above yours, when it would be easy just to say, ‘Fuck it’? And how many times has this not quite worked out?

Sam hadn’t relied on willpower alone, though, had she? She had addressed the root cause of her drinking. She had also done something else that was very smart and should not be overlooked. She, like Angelou, had realized there were some situations (in Sam’s case, anything that triggered stress) that could stop her from attaining her desired goal and she had addressed them. However, she had not done a full Angelou and stripped away all the other cues that triggered her drinking habit… and this was the problem.

Not telling anyone about her plan meant that her housemates had no idea of the temptation they posed while they passed wine around the dinner table. Sam, like many people, didn’t realize that when a behaviour is habitual it is triggered automatically by visual cues from our environment as well as internal cues (physical sensations and experiences). She didn’t realize that stress was not the only cue for her drinking; cues were absolutely everywhere. Stress, the end of work, seeing certain friends, the route home, the kitchen, the dinner table – all made her want to drink. And that meant that, more often than not, the cravings won.

There was no deep and as-yet-unrealized psychological cause for the drinking. It wasn’t that she was weak-willed, which was her other theory for her current situation. The issue was that she had not changed her environment. She was like a gambler trying to kick their habit while still sitting in the casino.

The first thing Sam and I worked on involved learning about willpower and the science of habit formation. Let’s get into that science now so that you can avoid the traps Sam faced.



How habits are formed

I met Annie and John during my first days working as an assistant psychologist in a nursing home back in 2012. They were both in their eighties, and Annie had Alzheimer’s while John had cognitive impairment following a severe stroke. Annie was sweet, chatty and dishevelled; John, aloof and contained. Neither of them could tell me the names of their grandchildren or what they had eaten that day, and I naively thought that they had lost all sense of who they were.

Over the following weeks I started to notice that, at intervals throughout the day, Annie would check on other residents, asking if they were okay and fetching them things like mugs and towels. As for John, at 8.30 every morning, he would be smartly dressed, with a random assortment of papers in hand, walking purposefully to the door. I was too inexperienced to know what was going on


















	Get aware: a core skill that will help you identify and overcome all the factors discussed in this book is mindful awareness. The STOP technique is a quick and easy way to practice this. To do it: set an alarm on your phone at multiple intervals throughout the day. When it goes off, or if you notice a strong sensation or emotions, stop what you are doing, take three breaths, observe your emotions and ground yourself in the room, then choose how you want to proceed, having given yourself a moment to relax. Alternatively, you could ask yourself when the alarm goes off, ‘What am I doing right now? Why am I doing it? Is this what I want to be doing?’

	Use this to get aware of your habits and cues. Spend the next forty-eight hours paying careful attention to the actions you engage in repeatedly. What happened just before you did that thing? What did the urge to complete the task feel like? Were you even aware of the trigger, or did you find yourself doing the task? How did you feel afterwards? Can you spot the habit loop we learned about above? No need to write anything down; we will do that later. Simply pay attention to your actions.







Unsticking point


	The life-long endurance of habits is both a strength and a curse. It means that when we develop new habits, we are not wiping out the old ones and replacing them. We are creating new pathways that we need to build environments to support.





Good vs bad habits




















	Ask yourself: are you feeling stuck because you are struggling to start good habits, or because bad habits are getting in the way of you being able to be who you want to be? It’s likely to be a little bit of both, as it is often the bad habits (such as putting things off to tomorrow or overfilling your schedule) that make creating better habits impossible.

	Consider the kind of person you wish to be in the future. If you don’t already have a clear sense of this, turn to the values exercise on page 93 in Chapter 2. Head to Appendix 1 and answer the initial questions and fill in the first two columns. Do not skip this. This exercise is extremely important for creating good habits, because motivation arises from our identity. I am motivated to write this book as I am a psychologist who shares information. I am not motivated to chase people down in the street for their misdemeanours as I am not a police officer. Write down what values the person you wish to be has and would like to live by.







Not all habits are created equal













Unsticking point


	You need to know what you find personally rewarding. You and I likely don’t have all the same habits, as we won’t always find the same things rewarding. A good rule of thumb for all habits is that they will arise most quickly when the reward feels significant and instantaneous.





Big hitters















	Return to Appendix 1 and complete column three, the cues that cause your bad habits to arise. Is it boredom causing you to reach for your phone? Loneliness? The fact that it’s in front of you? Is it a physical sensation of fatigue that causes you to stay sitting on the sofa instead of getting to your next activity? Or the fact that once your episode is over, Netflix automatically starts the next? List all the cues you can think of. Go through the list and circle any cues you can remove from your environment and make a note of how you will do this (e.g. if you keep texting the ex you know is bad for you, is it time to delete their number?).

	In column four, write down what reward or resolution may be keeping each habit alive. Is it the relief you experience after giving in to the urge to do that thing? Is it the removal of another emotional state?

	In column five, list activities you could engage in that would meet that resolution. These may end up being your new replacement habits. People who go to Alcoholics Anonymous are assigned a sponsor so that they have a new behaviour to engage in the moment a craving starts, which is someone to call. What will you do to meet your new needs? Do not skip this! Writing down our planned actions increases the likelihood of reaching our goals by 42 per cent.6 And, perhaps more importantly, when we try to remove a habit without replacing it, we set up a situation in which 1) we are most likely to get stuck in a Will I do it? Wont I do it? battle in our heads, which often leads us back to the bad habit simply because we want to quieten the mental noise; 2) we remove potential safety nets without offering alternatives (remember, many bad habits are there to alleviate an emotional state such as loneliness, grief and fear), causing us to be tempted to reach for something stronger to manage the mood later on; 3) we miss out on the opportunity of leveraging an already present habit loop (i.e. a behavioural pattern that has a cue and an outcome). So, please, give the exercise a go.

	In column six, write any additional ‘good habits’ you wish to develop going forward, and in column eight, how you are going to reward these new behaviours. Consider extrinsic and intrinsic rewards. For example, as well as rewarding yourself with coffee with friends after exercise, focus on how the behaviour is going to make you feel after the event. Will going for a run make you feel smug? Will it mean you can have a lie-in tomorrow? Before each repetition of your new behaviour, say to yourself: ‘I am going to do [insert the activity] and afterwards I will feel [insert either the reward you gain from this activity, the feeling it will give you, or how it will contribute to your future self]’. In fact, when you add the activity to your diary, add the way you will feel to the title of the event.

	After you have been doing your activity for a while, plan intermittent rewards. For example, if you are running with a friend, take it in turns to decide what the after-run activity is, and on occasion agree that it will be nothing, but that you (the person who doesn’t know) won’t be told until that event happens.

	Do not reward yourself before you start your new activity. I know it is tempting to do this – I sometimes look at puppies on Instagram before I sit down to write, or I take myself for a nice coffee beforehand to get me in the mood. The issue here is that starting a task already hopped up on dopamine means that even if your new activity feels rewarding, the hit won’t be significantly different to how you already feel, meaning it won’t get you hooked. Remember, cocaine gets people hooked because the reward is stronger than anything we can create ourselves. Don’t starve yourself of joy, but give your activity a chance to give you a boost first.







Repetition and getting it wrong















	Ask yourself: what has got in the way of being able to repeat activities to the point of them becoming habitual in the past? Write the reasons down. What can you do to overcome these barriers in future?





	You did not create a plan. Luckily, this won’t be you going forward! If you have been doing the exercises I have given you, you are well on your way to overcoming this common pitfall.

	You did not make time for the changes you need to make in your diary. How many times do I meet people who plan to go to the gym five times a week when they already barely have time to sleep? Or who say, ‘I will do it today’, and then find that by the end of the day they still haven’t done it? We have to clearly schedule our new activities into our diaries (but before you do this, wait until you have read to the end of this chapter to find out when it is best to schedule certain activities).

	You were not specific enough about what you wanted to do. Break down your activity into small chunks. For example, if you are creating new habits around work, state what you will do each day. Rather than ‘work on my business’, say you will ‘complete blog post on X’ or ‘send outstanding invoices’. Then say exactly when you will do it, e.g. ‘I will send outstanding invoices when I first sit down at my desk. After that, I will complete my blog post on X.

	You did not start small enough or started so small that it was boring to you. Do you floss one tooth or floss the whole mouth? Do you start with a five-minute run or go straight in for thirty minutes? The science tells us that we learn fastest when we engage in tasks we can accurately complete 85 per cent of the time.9 And the science tells us that we are more likely to succeed at doing something if we have already succeeded at something. If a mouse wins a competition, it is more likely to win the next, too, and in our case, the boost of completing something on our to-do list can motivate us to do another thing.

	You did not bring other people in on the action. Don’t do it alone. Find people who share your vision, or who are quitting the same bad habit or taking up the same activity. Not only will attending a group like this increase accountability, but it will also bolster the sense of identity you are working towards and make the habit more enjoyable and likely to be sustained. Head to Appendix 1 now and complete column ten.

	You didn’t pick a keystone habit – a single action or rule that has wide reaching effects – and instead chose multiple small habits that were harder to action. Remember our friend who couldn’t prepare her invoices, even when she tried to create an accounting habit? She overcame this problem by creating two keystone habits. 1) setting herself this rule: ‘I will always do the hardest thing first’ and 2) setting up a weekly meeting with a friend where they discussed their plans for the week, how they would action these plans and what they had achieved in the preceding week. If you are struggling with changing a specific behaviour, consider what keystone habit you could set up that would help your valued actions occur. For example, if you want to be more focused at work and better able to sleep at night, keystone habits proven to help are journaling, meditating and exercising in the morning. If this has got you interested in keystone habits, go through your list of hoped-for habits and circle the ones with a trickle-down effect and decide to start there.

	You fell foul of the ‘what the hell effect’, the experience that often occurs when we make one bad decision, such as having the glass of wine we said we wouldn’t have, and subsequently thinking “what the hell, I already broke my promise to myself, I may as well polish off the bottle now”. The antidote to the ‘what the hell effect’ is 3-fold. Firstly, forgive yourself for slip ups and remind yourself everyone has them from time to time. Do this as shame and guilt only drives us to reach for more of whatever it is we said we would avoid, either as a way to soothe ourselves or to punish ourselves for our action. Secondly, remember that every single moment of your day is an opportunity to turn your habits around. If you slip up, whether it be in the morning, after lunch, or later on, it doesn’t mean you have ruined it for the day and have to wait to start again tomorrow. You can choose to turn your habits around the moment you notice you are in the old habit. Thirdly, and this will be addressed properly later in the chapter, plan what you will do when you catch yourself in an old habit.

	You were self-sabotaging. This will be fully addressed in Chapter 3.







Unsticking point


	Expect old habits to return. When stress or certain cues come knocking, habit loops you thought were a thing of the past may be reactivated. Whenever I work with someone who wants to change their habits, I say that the first step is learning to forgive yourself, as there are going to be points where you slip back into old ways. It is what you do next that matters. If you beat yourself up and see it as a sign that you will never make changes, you are unintentionally setting yourself up for that exact thing to happen. If, however, you forgive yourself and know this is part of the cycle of creating a lasting habit, you are on the path to success.





The best time for new habits


















Unsticking point


	You need to plan, plan and plan some more if you want to make real change. What are you going to do? When?





Help, I’m stuck




















	Repeat after me: Slipping back into an old habit or temporarily dropping a new habit is not a sign of failure. It is a common but uncomfortable part of habit change. When it happens, I will forgive myself. And I will start working on my habits afresh as soon as I am able to.

	Plan what you will do when you catch yourself in an old habit and write it in column ten of your table in Appendix 1. For example, if you are trying to create focused working habits but find yourself scrolling on the phone, you could use this as a cue to hide your phone from view and turn back to the task at hand. Or, your replacement behaviour could be something totally different that addresses why you might be checking your phone in the first place. I now see checking my phone as a sign I am getting bored and immediately use it as a cue to stand up and stretch before returning back to the task at hand. If you notice you keep texting your ex during times of loneliness or sadness, you could use the moment you reach for the phone as a cue to practice the STOP technique, as this will not only help you get back in control of the moment, but also help you identify and soothe whatever emotional state cued you to reach for the phone in the first place. Or, you could use it as a cue to text a friend who will meet your needs instead. Whatever you choose, repeat this action every time you catch yourself slipping into bad habits. Over time this new behaviour will be associated with your old cues, and in the end the old habit will start to disappear as the new one kicks in.

	Replace visualizing success with visualizing failure. When we start a new activity, positive visualization can help motivate us to start. However, continuously visualizing success can drain our motivation, by triggering a relaxation response.12 When you think about failure, your brain becomes alert, sensing a potential threat may be on the horizon, and a spike of fear or disappointment can usefully motivate you into action. Not only that, but it also gives you an opportunity to mentally overcome whatever failure scenario you envision. Important note: this is not the same as beating yourself up. Use positive imagery when you feel anxious and like you can’t try, and negative when you need a kick up the bum. Not the other way round. Punishing yourself makes you much less likely to try as well. We are always trying to find the midline, which simply says ‘try again’ and gives you the energy to do this.

	Think about that mouse making it under the heat lamp! While writing this book there were so many moments where my new daily writing routine nearly fell apart during the learning phase of the habit. Writing a whole book involves such a huge period of writing utter crap that is boring and unreadable, which didn’t make me feel good. Yet when I imagined that mouse, simply pushing and pushing over and over for that warm spot, I trusted that if I repeated the action of sitting down to write enough times, it would suddenly and one day be finished – and, well, you have the proof of that in your hands.







Unsticking point


	The habit is going to get harder to engage in before it gets better. Aim for average. Have a plan for managing the hard times.





Making change stick




1. Precontemplation stage




2. Contemplation stage









	I. Unless you have ADHD or another neurodiversity that makes focus more of a challenge, without the right support.




e9781471197550/fonts/Cormorant-Bold.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/Roboto-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781471197550/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Introduction



		Chapter 1: Habits



		Chapter 2: Heuristics



		Chapter 3: Sabotage



		Chapter 4: Drama



		Chapter 5: History



		Further Reading



		Appendix 1: Choose Your Habits



		Appendix 2: Solve Your Problems



		Appendix 3: Challenge Your Fears



		Appendix 4: Flip Your Scripts



		About the Author



		Notes



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Introduction



		Appendix 1: Choose Your Habits



		About the Author



		Notes



		Copyright













		I



		II



		III



		V



		VI



		VII



		VIII



		IX



		X



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274











e9781471197550/fonts/RobotoCondensed-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/Cormorant-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/Roboto-Light.ttf


e9781471197550/images/9781471197550.jpg
Dr Sophie






e9781471197550/images/title.jpg
Dr Sophie
Mort

(Un)Stuck

Five steps Lo break
bad habits and get out
of your own way

GALLERY BOOKS UK





e9781471197550/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


e9781471197550/fonts/Roboto-LightItalic.ttf


