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INTRODUCTION






Why write about habits? After over three
decades working in the fields of nursing, social work and
psychology with mental health and substance abuse clients, I came
to understand that our habits comprise the essence of our everyday
lives, and are the prime determinant of our quality of life. I
realized that much of my life had been spent helping individuals
change and/or replace habits that caused much interference and
difficulty in their lives ranging from physical and psychological
health issues to relationship, financial, vocational and a myriad
of other significant problems. Therefore, it struck me as
worthwhile to attempt to share what experience has taught me about
habits in the hope someone will benefit.

In this book we will define, exemplify and
explore habits. We will look at the range of habits from the simple
and mundane to the super habits that have lasting profound effects
on our lives, such as the various addictions. We will look at how
habits are maintained and strengthened. We will discuss not only
the negative habits that influence our lives, but how we can
implement new positive habits that can have profound life-changing
consequences.

As a final caveat to readers it should be
known that this book is not intended as a substitute for the
appropriate medical care or therapy needed for illnesses or severe
problems that are beyond the scope of this book. Always seek the
right type of help you need for the problem you have. Psychosis or
deep depression with suicidal thoughts would be examples of
problems beyond the scope of this book. This book also does not
encompass all possible means for replacing, modifying or changing
habits or behaviors. However, this book does offer numerous useful
strategies derived from many years of practical experience in
helping others. I have also sought to make this book easy to read
and understand, and as free from jargon as I could manage. This
book serves as a useful adjunct to other resources you may use in
your journey towards productive life-changing habits. May your
journey be rewarding!
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1 WHAT ARE HABITS?






What is habit? Habit may be defined as
behavior that is repeated until it becomes a natural part of the
behavioral repertoire of the organism. In other words, the
particular action or behavior is repeated until it becomes a
typical pattern for the person or animal producing the behavior.
Habits make up the content and time of our lives. Habits are the
ingredients of our personalities. Habits range from the simple
and/or mundane action to complex chains of behaviors. Simple habits
can include which side of the bed you prefer to sleep on, which
shoe you put on first in the morning, which wrist you wear your
watch on, where you sit at the dinner table, and a host of other
everyday actions we spend little time deliberating about. Yet,
these simple habits are more powerful than we realize! Just try
putting your clothes on in reverse order and note how awkward it
seems. On the other end of the range of habits we have complex
habits such as the various addictions. Some of these complex
habits, such as alcohol and drug addiction, are comprised of chains
of behaviors that are so powerful and so important they may be
referred to as “super habits.” In upcoming chapters we will
delve into the nuances of habits, particularly those behavioral
entities we refer to as “super habits.” Next, however, we
will explore examples of habits to illustrate the variety, power
and importance of habits in our lives.












2 WHY ARE HABITS IMPORTANT?






Habits are important because they
determine who we are, what we do, when we do it, where we do it and
how often we do it. Habits determine how we use the time in our
life, the quality of life, and that part of self we call character
or personality. Indeed, one’s sense of humor may be attributed
to habit. From the time we’re born to the time we end life we are
creatures of habit. Let me elaborate.

In learning to walk, talk and play we develop
behavior patterns. You may recall a child using a particular word
more frequently than other words. The child may come to prefer a
particular word for any number of reasons; maybe someone laughed or
gave attention when the word was used. Maybe the child got what he
or she wanted by using the word. Regardless of the reason, a word
habit begins to develop. Later on, some individuals may learn to
use more colorful language that gains approval in a limited peer
group and disapproval in the public at large. Curse words would be
an example. Why does this matter? Because one’s language and other
social behaviors determine which social groups the person will
belong to and which groups will reject the individual. How we play
or interact with others is another determinant of social position
and choices, as we shall see.

Do you remember your first day of school? How
did you react?

Were you fearful? Were you shy? Or, were you
outgoing? Did you approach other kids or cower and whimper in the
corner? Were you afraid of your teacher, or did your new teacher
become the new adult hero in your life? These early experiences
will shape your future interactions with others and your learning
experiences.

If we flash forward in time, we will find
that the early experiences and habits one has developed will
determine our path in life. Do we drop out of school and hit the
streets? Do we opt for graduate education and become a community
leader? Our hobbies, interests, choice in life partners and friends
are all determined by our life habits and choices. These
consistent choices and habits become the fabric of our
character. Furthermore, they also direct our life results and
the consequences we experience.

The critical importance of our habits and
choices is that they are the determinants of our life style,
quality and experiences. For example, does one become a farmer
with a large happy family and strong religious faith? Or, does one
become angry, antisocial and end up doing prison time on the
installment plan? To go to college or not? To marry or not? To have
children or not? To do drugs or not? To break the law or not? To
join a political party or not? These are but a minute sample of the
forks in the road or choices we make that determine what happens to
us in our lives, and who we become.

Eventually our decisions and habits become
so ingrained in our life pattern that others identify us by what we
do. In other words, one’s very identity is associated with our
characteristic behaviors and choices. We are known by what we do.
Who we are and who we become is determined by our habits.
That is why habits are important.








3 HABIT STRENGTH & AWARENESS


As previously defined, a habit is a behavior
that is repeated or practiced until it becomes natural to the
organism, an integral part of the behavioral repertoire. As we
practice a particular behavior the habit strength of the behavior
increases, which means that the behavior becomes more ingrained and
resistant to extinction. As the habit strength increases, the
degree of conscious awareness required to execute the behavior
decreases. In other words, the stronger the habit, the less aware
one needs to be to perform the behavior. Some examples may be
helpful in illustrating this point.

Do you remember learning to drive a car? The
first time you got behind the wheel you were aware of the various
details and tasks required to drive the vehicle, such as what gear
the car was in, position of the seat and mirror, what lane you are
in, obstacles around you, turn signals, your speed, etc. After
driving for several years the habits required to drive are so
strong that the awareness or conscious level required to drive has
decreased significantly. For another example, let us suppose you
take the same route home from work every day. However, on this
particular day you are supposed to stop by the grocery to pick up
some bread and milk, but you find yourself pulling into your
driveway before you realize old habit took over and led you down
your usual path instead of to the store. A simpler example of this
phenomenon is biting one’s
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