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Habits
Change The Way
You Live!
As humans, we have built our whole lives around habits. Habits are an
undeniably powerful part of our life that is deeply rooted in our
subconscious. These habits either help us in moving forward or hold us
back. Habits are born from certain life experiences and some particular
behaviours. Getting rid of bad habits and adopting good habits isn't an
easy task. Adapting to a lifestyle that we are involuntarily moving
towards, due to small situational rewards that we get, tends to deviate
us from the potential that our body can reach with small changes that
we classify as "out of my comfort zone" challenges., as we start
converting them into habits that we slowly inculcate and make them a
part of our routine, turns the challenge into a good and healthy habit.
Let us understand habit formation with a few examples. Classical
conditioning experiments performed with music have helped humans
understand how habits work. For any individual to develop habits, there
are 3 important factors which are required.
A Cue
A Routine
A Reward
when performed repeatedly help an individual develop a habit.
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A cue is something that immediately precedes a habit.
You see the McDonalds logo on the street, it may fill you with an urge to
eat a burger.

The clock would strike at 5 in the evening, and you would feel like wanting a
cup of coffee/tea. In both these situations, you looking at the McDonalds
Logo and the clock striking 5, were both cues to do a particular routine (eat
a burger and drink a cup of coffee/tea respectively).

Upon completion of this routine, your brain rewards you, making you feel
better and wiring you to keep repeating this habit.
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Changing Old Habits

Habits are often considered repetitive behaviour you perform over a period
of time. However, certain habits never occur with a predefined intention.
One such example is excessive snacking at work.
It is said that habits are acquired as we grow, but the truth is, they keep
changing depending on the surroundings. Once we figure out the pattern,
these adapted habits which tend to damage the body can be modified and
developed into healthy habits that increase the metabolism of the body.
Let’s dive into this small case study we have about Mr Rahul and identify
the challenges that he had to conquer to acquire these healthy habits.
Rahul is an employee working at a startup. He had developed a habit of
having coffee every day at 4:00 pm with his colleagues in the break room,
munching on delicious, but very unhealthy snacks. Rahul knows that such
snacking is bad for health, but still can’t control this daily urge to go to the
break room. Now let's try to dissect Rahul’s problem based on what we
know about habits.what we know about habits.
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Everyday at work, around 4 PM Rahul starts feeling sleepy, tired from doing
work the whole day, and having had lunch about a couple of hours back.
This is a very common behaviour observed in individuals working in office
spaces. So we can say that the cue here is the clock striking 4.
Now, Rahul goes to the break room, drinks coffee, eats snacks, and
interacts with his colleagues. This is the routine. Now lets breakdown the
possible rewards provided by each routine :

1
Coffee

2
Eating Snacks

Makes him feel alert,
fresh & energetic.

Highly palatable,
also provides calories
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3
Interaction with
Colleagues
Breaks the monotony
of work, enjoyable/fun
experience

Now if we carefully dissect this problem, we realize that the rewards provided by coffee and interaction with colleagues are the ones that his body
needs. He wants to break the monotony of work as well as to stave off the
feeling of drowsiness. He doesn’t need the calories provided by snacks, because he just had a good lunch a couple of hours back and he will anyway
be having his dinner about 4 hours later. Sadly though, this routine has
become a part of his habit, because of the ease of access to snacks in the
breakroom.

How do we solve this issue?
The first step is to always correctly identify the cue, routine and reward.
Which we have successfully done here.
Now the next step involves changing the routine a bit, but keeping the cue
and the reward the same (or very similar). This is a very important step.
In this case, if Rahul one day just decides to stop going to the break room
altogether, he might do this for a day or two, but without the reward he will
crave going to the breakroom and will most probably continue his normal
routine.
At this point, Rahul might start blaming himself for not having enough ‘Will
Power’, but it is very important to understand here that these habit routines
are very powerful neurological functions in the brain, and they are not as
easy to re-wire as one may think.
So coming back to the solution, the idea is to keep the cue the same, the
reward the same, and change the habit a bit.
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So here's what he should do.
Every day at 4 PM (which is the cue), Rahul should make himself a cup of
coffee (reward), and go to the desk of one of his friends (interaction
reward), and chat there instead of going to the break room. Post this, Rahul
will feel as satisfied/rewarded as he usually does after the break room
interactions.
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Upon continuing this for a couple of weeks, Rahul’s brain will rewire the
habit, changing the routine in this cue-routine-reward loop. After this, the
new routine will be etched into this loop. Even if one day he does go to
the breakroom now, he will not crave those snacks, and it will be much
easier for him to control the urge to eat them
However, at this point, he will also have to be careful to not develop those
same habits again.
With this strategy, Rahul can effectively change a bad habit by putting in
the proper scientific approach and dedication.
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Forming New Habits

Oftentimes, we also want to incorporate new habits into our daily routine.
For example, you may have a client
that you want to start exercising to
meet her fat loss goals, but she just
doesn’t.

She can’t incorporate exercise routines into her day and doesn’t feel the
urge to exercise. Many people keep the resolution of undertaking exercise from each January 1, but this resolution often fizzles out by the last
week of January.
The easy way out is to again blame the low
‘Will Power’ of the client, but the better solution
is to again use the scientific approach of habit
formation and use that to incorporate exercise
into her day.
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Now naturally, the routine here is the actual exercise.
A ‘Cue’ needs to be finalized, which can be easily done by choosing
a particular time of the day to exercise. If the client wants to workout in the morning, then things like lacing up your sneakers just
before breakfast, or having a cup of coffee right before leaving for
the workout, can be incorporated as effective cues.

If the client wants to exercise after work, then leaving the workout
clothes on the bed before leaving for work can serve as an effective
cue which the client can see upon returning home

Next up, is to decide on a reward.
Without the reward, no activity can be incorporated into a routine.
For some individuals, the sheer endorphins rush post-workout is
rewarding enough to form this habit. However, for others,
there are effective strategies that can be used.

This can be consumption of food items (in a proper amount) that
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the person enjoys recording the daily distance run every day to
feel the reward of self-accomplishment or posting the run data
on a social media group of runners (Whatsapp, Facebook, Strava,
etc) to feel the reward of accomplishment from a group of people
you respect/ look up to. Once these strategies are incorporated,
forming an exercise routine becomes very easy.
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Ending a Bad Habit

Aniket is an employee at an MNC. He has been smoking cigarettes since
his college days. Everyday, he smokes about 3-4 cigarettes. Needless to
say, smoking is a deadly habit. Therefore, let's look into what would be the
most optimal strategy for Aniket to leave smoking.
The fundamental thing to do is to identify the cue. Aniket smokes two cigarettes during the two smoke breaks at work, along with his colleagues at a
nearby tea stall. One could think that the cue here is the break with colleagues, however he also smokes one cigarette while coming to work in
the morning, and one cigarette when he leaves the office. Therefore, just
interacting with colleagues can’t be the cue here. The only option that
remains is his access to cigarettes at the nearby tea stall. Whenever he
passes the tea stall while going to and fro from work, and whenever he
goes to that tea stall with his colleagues during the break, he smokes a cigarette.
What started years ago as a mild convenience to have cigarettes so readily available in the nearby tea stall, turned into a
strong habit (aided by the addictive effects
of nicotine), with the tea stall acting as a
strong cue.
Routine naturally here is the act of smoking, and the reward was also clearly the effects of nicotine on the body.
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Therefore Aniket decides to throw out the cue altogether. He decides to not
go to the tea stall during the breaks, and have a cup of tea in the office
break room. While traveling to and fro from work, he decides to take an
alternative, though a slightly longer route that doesn’t pass through the tea
stall. Now his steps may sound a little childish, but the removal of a cue
altogether is a very strong tool to put an end to a habit.
Now he may have decided to avoid the cue, but his body still craves the
reward. Therefore, during the time of the day when Aniket used to go to the
tea stall, he instead eats a small tablet/lozenge/gum of nicotine, which
provides some amount of nicotine to the body, without the harmful effects
of smoke. Nevertheless, nicotine is also harmful to the body, and the dose
of nicotine is reduced with time till the point that the person can completely go off the nicotine intake.
Hence, there is a big change in the routine, but the reward is kept similar
(though admittedly not as strong as the earlier reward, and therefore the
initial struggle).
Over a few weeks, Aniket can go completely off the nicotine supplement
and also put an end to his urge to smoke.

This method is much more effective than quitting cigarettes cold turkey, or
weaning off of cigarettes in a staggered manner without analyzing the cue,
routine and reward properly.
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Conclusion
To conclude this discussion, the algorithm to change any habit includes

01

Understand the cue. Try hit and trial to eliminate incorrect options,
till you find the cue that just precedes your habit that needs to be
changed. If possible, eliminating the cue can be a good strategy.
However, eliminating the cue is not always feasible (eg. An emotional
trigger cue during emotional eating)

02

Understand the actual reward that you get out of this habit.
Then traceback to your routine to figure out what aspects of your
routine makes it rewarding.

03

Tweak the routine, or change it entirely (as needed)

04

Ensure that you get a similar reward post the tweaking.

05

Endure through the initial discomfort of gelling into a new routine
and rewiring the old one. Understand that the approach that you are
following is scientific, and will work if you trust it completely.
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That’s it! You’re done. After that, ensure that you don’t easily fall back
to the old routine. While you may not crave the old routine anymore,
you may still plunge into the rabbit hole if you start doing those
routines again regularly. Classic example is of gamblers, who would
leave gambling after a lot of struggle, only to fall back into the habit
years later after starting to gamble again thinking that they are in
complete control over their addiction.
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The algorithm to inculcate a new habit is as follows -

01

Setup a cue. Without a constant cue, no habit can be inculcated.
Understand what cue works best in the given situation.

02

Make sure there is a reward post the routine. Rewards can be varied,
this can include anything that the person finds gratifying.

03

For example, If you want someone to start eating veggies, you can ask
them to journal the foods they eat (sense of accomplishment), watch
an episode of their favourite tv show (entertainment as a reward), take
a small bite of their favourite sweet (tasty food as a reward) and many
other ideas.

04

Once the habit is developed, you can reduce the intensity of the reward
if the situation demands.

Bad habits tend to get in the way of your progress and quitting them is a
hard task. The thing that matters is momentum. If we just keep on moving
and take small steps day by day, changing and improving our habits would
ensure we'll have a good and healthy lifestyle.
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