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PART I


How We Really Are











1


Persistence and Change




Habit is, as it were, a second nature.


—Cicero





Every so often, my cousin goes on Facebook to proclaim that she’s going to change her life. In her case, that means losing weight. It always starts the same way: she has regrets, she weighs more than she wants, she has a bad back and the extra pounds are making it worse. Then she sums it up in language we can all appreciate. She says she feels stuck. She feels like she’s unable to change. Lastly, she asks for help from her social media friends.


The world of social media (or at least her small corner of it) is broadly encouraging: “You can do it! If anyone can, it’s you.”


“There’s nothing I know you can’t do.”


“You’re one of the strongest women I know.”


“This weight-loss thing will not defeat you.”


Her friends bolster her. They successfully play their parts in the sophisticated social process that my cousin is initiating: first, her commitments are shared with her peers, and therefore become stronger and more vivid for her. But there’s a second, less obvious step to it: she’s also raised the stakes of failing. Her public statements hold her accountable for succeeding. Compared with just a private resolution to lose some weight, her public performance makes disappointment costlier. That’s what gives the dramatic edge to these posts. She doesn’t just say she would like to lose some weight; she vows that this time she will make it happen. Her friends respond with advice appropriate for a hero starting her journey: “Never believe them when they say you can’t.” She isn’t going to just lose fifteen pounds; she’s going to start a new life. Her resolve is clear and strong, and she’s made that resolve public.


And yet . . . we all know where this is going.


Classical economics gives us a lens on my cousin’s dilemma. Homo economicus, or “the economic human,” refers to our supposedly immutable and rational self-interest, the kind that would make economic behavior as predictable as algebra. As good exemplars of Homo economicus, we are thought to be utility maximizers—essentially, we are expected to always be rationally in pursuit of beneficial goals. The notion of this excellent rational figure came into sharp focus about two hundred years ago, in the work of political theorist John Stuart Mill. But even back then, his idea attracted scorn and criticism. In fact, it was early critics of Mill’s overweening view of our collective rationality who coined the term Homo economicus, to caricature his analysis. Ever since, gradually, and in fits and starts, the field of economics has developed a more realistic and more labyrinthine understanding of human nature. Eventually, even the most fundamental tenets of our economics were amended in light of our stubborn irrationalities. Not even the godfather of modern economics was left alone. It may be true, as Adam Smith said, that we all act in “regard to [our] own interest,” but that interest can be defined with spectacular—that is, human—variety.


I couldn’t help but think of Homo economicus when I saw my cousin’s post. If she were a purely rational creature governed by clear intentions, then she could simply and quietly change her lifestyle. No announcement necessary.


How hard is it, really, to change ourselves?


Like most of us, my cousin intuitively knew the answer: it’s pretty hard.


So she came up with some proactive ways to commit to that change. She bound herself to her plans and raised the costs of failure. She went beyond simply choosing to change. She started to craft her own social environment into one that made it harder for her to not lose weight. This should have worked.1


It did. Two weeks after her first post, she updated: down two pounds. “That’s a great beginning.”


But then: silence.


A month later, she posted that she was still trying, but without much success. “No weight loss to tell you about yet.” And that was her last post for a while on the topic.


When I met up with her again six months later, she hadn’t lost any additional weight. In fact, the only change was that now she had an additional failure to feel bad about. A costly public one. The end result for her, as for so many people who try to change their behavior, is that it just didn’t happen. She had desire, she had determination, and she had some peer support. They’re supposed to be enough, but they’re not.


The beginning of a solution to this problem is to acknowledge that we aren’t fully rational. The reasons behind our actions can be obscure. The things that sustain us can be surprising. Scientists have only recently begun to unravel the multifaceted nature of our selves and to identify our resulting biases and preferences. With this understanding, we can never fully undo these influences, but we can account for them when we act. Our own behavior springs from some of the most mysterious, deeply hidden, and (until recently) unrecognized sources of irrationality.


What’s derailing my cousin’s attempts to change? What’s derailing all of us? The answer is that we don’t really understand what drives our behavior. The problem goes even deeper than that. We need to stop overestimating our rational selves and, instead, come to understand that we are made up of deeper parts, too. We can think of these other parts as whole other selves, just waiting to be recognized—and given the command to get to work.


Science is finally starting to reveal why we have been unable to change our own behavior. Better yet, it’s showing us how to take this new knowledge and formulate a plan to effect lasting change in our lives.


*


Perhaps you tried to save money by following a budget. Or you attempted to learn a new language through an online class. Maybe your goal was to get out more and meet new people. At the start, your intentions were strong, passionate, resolute. Over time, you couldn’t maintain that commitment. And the outcome you wanted just hasn’t happened.


This is a common enough human experience: we want to make a change, and we form strong intentions. Supposedly that’s all it takes. Just think about how univocal common wisdom is on this subject, from “She just didn’t want it enough” to “Are you giving it your best shot?” This facile reasoning begins in early childhood (“Reach for the stars!”) and doesn’t let up until the very end, that stage of life when many of us will (unfortunately) have to “fight” against diseases such as cancer. The ethos is that your willpower is everything. Self-change therefore becomes a kind of test of our personhood—or at least our conscious part. Nike’s famous slogan may have begun with some irony, but the resolute quality of the message—and our receptiveness—has instead made it into the secular commandment that it is today: Just Do It. The corollary is this: if we aren’t (just doing it, that is), then we must be just choosing not to.


I bet that’d be news to my cousin and to all of her friends. She clearly made a choice, and she clearly tried to make it happen. It just didn’t. Unfortunately, under these conditions, failure is especially disheartening. Comparison with more successful people becomes painful. It’s hard not to contrast our own failures to change with people who are highly successful at persisting in their commitments: professional athletes who train for hours every day; musicians who spend months preparing for a performance; successful writers who continually turn out page after page until they complete a project. We see these super-performers and can interpret their mysterious and enviable success only through the lens of willpower: they must be Just Doing It. But why, then, can’t we? Why do our life achievements look puny next to theirs?


We end up feeling small.


It’s easy for each of us to conclude that we just don’t measure up, that if we just made a strong enough commitment to change, we, too, could be thriving. But we didn’t have that willpower. We couldn’t Just Do It.


This has become a national phenomenon. When Americans are surveyed about the biggest barrier to weight loss for the obese, lack of willpower is cited most often.2 Three-quarters of us believe that obesity results from lack of control over eating.


Even obese people themselves report that their own lack of willpower is the biggest obstacle to losing weight. Eighty-one percent said that lack of self-control was their undoing.3 Not surprisingly, almost all of these respondents in the survey had tried to change. They had dieted and exercised, but to no avail. Some had tried to lose weight more than twenty times! Yet they still believed that they were deficient in willpower.


Three-quarters is a big majority. About three-quarters of Americans presently understand that the earth revolves around the sun. In other words, it’s established fact. Willpower deficiency is the problem.


And yet, my cousin’s story is hardly unique. I bet that every single one of us has had a similar experience. Every single one of us has failed to evidence willpower. Yet we continue to believe in it. We assign it astronomical authority when it delivers astrological results. What’s the missing ingredient that makes real, lasting change possible?


*


This is the puzzle that initially attracted me to the study of behavior change: Why is it easy to make that initial decision to change, and even to start to do some of the right things—but difficult to persist in the longer term? As a graduate student and young professor, I saw some of my most motivated and talented colleagues struggle with this dilemma. They wanted to achieve, and they started interesting projects, but they couldn’t meet the challenge of continually being productive in the highly unstructured university environment.


Early in my career, a bright graduate student who had a problem with procrastination joined my lab. He excelled in the classroom but seemed to get lost when working on self-directed research projects. I tried to help him by setting up regular work times and small milestones for completion. He ultimately came up against a hard university deadline. In order to continue, he had to submit his thesis proposal by a given date. On that morning, I showed up early to the office, hoping to read his work, and I was greeted by the picture of a tombstone he had hung on my door. I understood. He never met the deadline and abandoned his dreams of an academic career.


If you have ever spent time in a university setting, you quickly learn that intelligence and motivation have little to do with getting things done on a regular basis. So what does?


It seems to me that the willpower hypothesis comes from an initial error—but in many ways, a rational one. When my cousin decided to lose weight, or when you decide to switch careers, it feels like the most important component has been accomplished. The world is a noisy, chaotic place, inhibiting us from making critical decisions. Most of us avoid making those decisions until we have to. So when we do, it feels like a triumph. We lose a few pounds, we make the job switch . . . but then things slow down. Willpower isn’t the issue. If you’d asked my cousin whether or not she still wanted her goal a few weeks after that initial post, I’m sure she’d say yes (although probably with a bit more hesitation).


*


Science is showing that, regardless of Nike ads and conventional wisdom, we are not one single unified whole. In psychological terms, we do not have a single mind. Instead, our minds are composed of multiple separate but interconnected mechanisms that guide behavior. Some of these mechanisms, it turns out, are suited to handle change. These are the features we know—our decision-making ability and willpower. These are familiar because we consciously experience them. When we make decisions, we consciously attend to relevant information and generate solutions. When we exert willpower, we actively engage mental effort and energy. Decisions and willpower draw on what we call executive-control functions in the mind and brain, which are thoughtful cognitive processes, to select and monitor actions. We are mostly aware of these processes. They are our subjective reality, or the sense of agency that we recognize as “me.” Much as we experience the stress of exerting physical strength, we are aware of the heavy lift of exerting mental strength.


Executive control must be paid its due. Many of life’s challenges require nothing more than this. A decision to ask for a raise at work starts with setting an appointment with your boss. You carefully phrase your request and outline your reasons. Or, you decide to add some romance to your life by asking that attractive person at the gym to meet for coffee. After some deliberation, you find an appropriately casual way to do so. Decisiveness works in these one-off events. We make our decision, steel our resolve, and muster our strength to follow through.


Other parts of our lives, however, are stubbornly resistant to executive control. And thinking every time we act would, in any case, be a highly inefficient way of conducting our lives. I’ll return to this later, but can you imagine trying to “make the decision” to go to the gym every single time you went? You’d be condemning yourself to rekindling the ardor of Day One every single day. You’d be forcing your mind to go through that exhausting process of engaging with all the reasons that you felt you should be going to the gym in the first place—and, because our minds are wonderfully, irrationally adversarial, you’d have to run through the reasons not to go, too. Each time. Every day. That’s how decision-making works. You would constantly be in the throes of heavy mental lifting, with little time to think about anything else.


What we’re going to discover in this book is that there are other parts of our mind, parts that are specifically suited to establishing repeated patterns of behavior. These are our habits—better suited to working automatically than to engaging in the noisy, combative work of the debate chamber that usually accompanies our decision-making. What we’ll also see is that a whole lot of life is already contained in those automatic parts—the simple, assiduous parts of yourself that you can set to a task. What could be better than that for accomplishing important and long-term goals? Skip the debate chamber and get to work. That’s exactly what habits are for.


Science and our own experience have shown that our minds naturally form habits, both innocuous and consequential. I bet the first fifteen minutes you’re awake goes about exactly the same each morning. That’s natural. But it’s easy to conclude that our minds must be constantly creating and re-creating active, deliberate tendencies to persist. It’s easy to believe that persistence comes from our repeated, conscious efforts to shape our actions to meet our goals. If our patterns of behavior were the result of Just Doing It, as too many of us believe, then our conscious minds must be choosing to keep doing the things that it does every day . . . right?


They might if we forced them. But our conscious minds have little contact with all kinds of things we do—especially habitual things. Instead, a vast, semi-hidden nonconscious apparatus is at work, one that we can steer with signals and cues from our conscious mind, but one that ultimately runs on its own, without all that much meddling from executive control. These parts of us are vastly different from the conscious selves we know, and can be utilized in hugely different ways.


The self we know is concerned with raises and romance. Our nonconscious selves are forming habits that enable us to easily repeat what we have done in the past. We have little conscious experience of forming a habit or acting out of habit. We do not control our habits in the same way as we do our conscious decisions. This is the under-the-surface, hidden nature of habit. It explains how our casual conversation on the subject is marked by an odd sense of submission: “Ah, well, that’s just my habit”—as though habits almost exist separately from us, or run in parallel to the selves that we experience. And it’s true, habits have been a mystery, stuck for decades in the idea that breaking bad habits or forming beneficial new ones is simply about intentions and willpower.


Before we go further, it’s important to highlight that the same learning mechanisms are responsible for our good habits, meaning ones that are aligned with our goals, and for our bad habits, the ones that conflict with goals. Good or bad, habits have the same origins. They result in very different experiences, of course, but don’t let that color how you think of them. In this regard, going to the gym regularly and smoking a couple of cigarettes a day are the same. The exact same mechanisms are at work.


But for our health goals, exercising and smoking are polar opposites. The purpose of this book is to show how we can use our conscious understanding of our goals to orient our habitual selves. We can set the agenda; we can direct. If we know how habits work, then we can create points of contact between them and our goals so that they sync in astonishingly advantageous ways. They already do in some cases, as we’ll see.


*


I trained as a graduate student in one of the top attitude research labs in the world. We presented people with information on a specific topic and tested whether it influenced their judgments and opinions. We developed powerful models of how people go about changing their attitudes and behavior. Our focus was on the initial stages of change—how to influence people to adopt new views of the world. We studied, for example, the ways that persuasive appeals create support for environmental policies. It was important, valuable work. As I said earlier, many life decisions are primarily subject to executive control, the cockpit for initial changes in our lives.


But other things require more than initial decision-making and will: becoming a better parent, a more responsive spouse, a more productive employee, a more diligent student, or a more prudent spender. These changes don’t happen all at once. Instead, they play out over long periods of time—years—with actions that have to be constantly maintained. If your goal is to reduce your environmental footprint, it’s not enough to take the bus home from work tonight. You have to do so today, tomorrow, and into the future. To become solvent and pay off your debts, it is not enough to forgo buying those new shoes or that new phone. You have to resist making purchases repeatedly, at least until your accounts are in the black. To form new relationships, you have to persist even if the first person at the gym turns down your coffee invitation. You have to meet more people you might like and repeatedly make offers to connect with them. You have to somehow become committed to the consistent procedures of doing things.


I quickly realized, when starting my own research, that persistence was special. I didn’t actually set out to study habit; I wanted to understand how people persist. The conventional wisdom was that persistence required strong attitudes—strong enough to get people to make a change and then stick with it in the long term. I realized that it was possible to test this idea on a grand scale by reviewing all of the research that had measured what people wanted and intended to do—sign up for a class, get a flu shot, recycle, take the bus—and then tested what they actually did. Did they follow through on their intentions and sign up, get a shot, recycle, or take the bus? It seemed a simple, obvious question, and one that should have a straightforward answer.


I, along with one of my students, Judy Ouellette, systematically reviewed sixty-four studies including more than five thousand research participants. What we found was surprising. For some behaviors, people acted as expected. If they said that they intended to enroll in a class or get a flu shot, then they typically enrolled or got a vaccine. For these one-off, occasional behaviors, conscious decisions ruled, and people with strong attitudes just did them. The stronger their plans, the more likely they were to perform the action. But other behaviors were puzzling. With actions that could be repeated often, like recycling or taking the bus, intentions didn’t matter very much. Thus, people might want to recycle their trash or take the bus to work in the morning, but their behavior did not follow. If they typically threw everything in the landfill, then they continued to do that, regardless of their intentions to recycle. If they usually drove to work, then they carried on doing so, despite their intentions to take the bus. With some behaviors, people’s attitudes and plans had little impact on how they acted.


These results were unexpected. It should have been the case that once people made a decision to act and formed a strong intention, they just did it. When I went to publish the results, the journal editor asked me to redo the analyses, but I found the same thing again. So they asked for a whole new study validating the results. Again, we discovered that repeated actions were different. People could consciously report strong attitudes and plans, but they continued their past actions regardless. Finally the research got published, and it has since been replicated hundreds of times. Of course, not all scientists were convinced. Some argued vehemently against the findings, believing that conscious attitudes and intentions are sufficient to explain behavior.4


That early research proved pivotal in identifying the special nature of persistence. By special, I mean that persistence wasn’t connected to what we had previously thought. It didn’t seem to be connected to anything in accepted models, and it didn’t follow the formula suggested by conventional wisdom. Persistence seemed to be more than what we assumed it was, and somewhat stranger, too. It turned out that we couldn’t just conjure it up by asking people to state their intentions. Persistence mostly did not reflect strong attitudes and plans.


But the critics were correct in a way, because my initial research did not explain what does lead people to persist. We knew it was special. We didn’t know how to make it happen. It has taken decades, but that criticism has finally been addressed. We now know that it’s habit that creates persistence. This book explains what we have learned about how to create habits.


*


The myth that behavior change involves little more than strong intentions and the willpower to implement them has been operating successfully for a long time. So it’s useful to think about it critically. Exactly how would employing executive control work in implementing long-lasting change?


We know that when people are really decisive and committed to losing weight, it is possible for them to lose fifteen or twenty pounds. This is the amount of weight an obese person can expect to lose over a six-month weight-loss program.5 That counts for something.


But we know more. Eventually, most people in such programs fall back into their old eating and exercising patterns. Five years after taking part in a typical weight-loss program, only about 15 percent of participants have kept off even ten pounds.6 The vast majority are back to their original weight, or have even gained more. That counts for nothing.


Commercial weight-control programs are aware of these data. I talked with David Kirchhoff,7 former president and CEO of Weight Watchers, about the long-term success of their members. He admitted, “In the great majority of cases, when making change efforts, people just can’t stick with it. You know, anybody who does Weight Watchers long enough will ultimately be successful—if they’re actually doing the program. What we saw was that most people don’t. This is the other side of Weight Watchers.”


To stay on a program like Weight Watchers involves constant struggle. “I think about it sort of like this,” Kirchhoff said. “If you have a weight-loss problem, you will always have a weight-loss problem. If you’re wired to overconsume, if you use food in a certain way, if you struggle with food because your metabolism is set a certain way, it is a chronic condition that never goes away. There’s no cure for obesity. Which means, periodically, you’re going to fall off the wagon. Then you need to get back on track. It’s not like you go through Weight Watchers, lose your weight, and it stays off—you’re done.”


This is a difficult way to go through life. As Kirchhoff reported, “In so many Weight Watchers meetings, you saw the struggle and the pain. You saw people who would lose a hundred pounds. Then they would gain it all back. You saw the impact that it had on them. They feel horrible. They feel like a complete failure. Their confidence is just shaken to the bone.”


Weight control is a particularly useful example only because it can easily be quantified and because it has been widely studied. But the same dynamics are at play if you’re trying to spend more quality time with your kids, or to save money, or to stay focused at work.


The problem is that the strong-intentions-and-willpower theory of self-change drastically underestimates the likelihood of backsliding. Let’s consider how my cousin would try to persist in losing weight through the sheer force of her decisions, without developing new habits.


She will be making that decision in a hostile environment. She regularly buys a lot of junk food for her teenage kids. The result is a kitchen full of crackers, chips, cookies, soda, ice cream. Food is everywhere—sitting on counters, in the cupboards, and packed into the fridge and freezer. In this environment, joined by constantly snacking kids, she eats while watching TV, talking on the phone, and entertaining family. She likes to go to the mall and always makes time for a fast-food break. Her life seems to revolve around eating while doing.


It’s worth noting here that the natural environment is not inherently hostile. Our ancient ancestors would surely be amused by the idea that food was anything but scarce, and that one day we would be bedeviled by its superabundance. But the problem isn’t just abundance. According to David Kessler, the former FDA commissioner, the food industry is not just aiming to satisfy its customers.8 The industry, including the growers, concocters, testers, packagers, marketers, distributors, and retailers, is investing in hyperstimulating foods—creations with the power to keep us eating. There are scientists hard at work right now devising ways to get you to eat more than you naturally desire. It’s important to know this, not to develop a sense of powerlessness, but to preserve our sense of self despite repeated failures. Today’s environment poses a big challenge, and we’ll meet it and win only if we are able to take its full measure.


Compounding this challenge, my cousin lives in a suburb that does not make it easy to exercise. Her town was built for driving, not walking. She has three cars in the driveway, only a few short steps from her front door. And her house is cozy, without room for bulky exercise equipment.


To follow through on her intentions in this environment, she would have to continually resist the lure of overconsuming and under-moving. Her life would become one difficult decision after another. Every day would feel like Day One, like Groundhog Day: repeatedly resisting the same conveniences and comforts, repeatedly addressing herself to her underlying weakness, repeatedly testing herself.


Decision and will simply aren’t the tools to use for making continued sacrifices in order to persist at our new goals. It’s too taxing, and would leave us with no time to think about anything else! Even more, the melodrama of this continued self-denial is counterproductive.


Psychologist Daniel Wegner and his colleagues devised an experiment to demonstrate the ironic effect of inhibiting our desires. Participants were instructed in a simple task—not thinking of a white bear. Who spends much time thinking of white bears, anyway? Participants sat alone in a lab room for five minutes and rang a bell every time they failed to suppress this thought. On average, they rang the bell about five times, almost once per minute.9 No surprise that our thoughts wander, even to forbidden topics, when we are alone and bored. What is interesting is what happened when the same participants later sat for five minutes trying to think of a white bear. After the suppression task, they rang the bell almost eight times. In contrast, participants instructed to try to think of a white bear for five minutes, but without the initial task of not doing so, rang the bell fewer than five times. It was as if the act of trying to suppress a thought gave it a special energy to emerge later. After the participants tried not to think about white bears, thoughts of them returned again and again. When rating their experience, participants who had initially suppressed thoughts of white bears reported feeling preoccupied with them.


This is desire’s ironic twist. Trying to suppress it undermines our best intentions and makes our goals harder to achieve. It confounds our good behavior by turning it into torture. As Wegner explained, “We stay awake worrying that we cannot sleep, and we spend all day mentally in the refrigerator when we are hoping to diet.”10 Exerting control has an “oppositional quality that always seems to haunt attempts to direct our minds.”


At this point, when our unmet desires loom large and our motivation is at a low ebb, our conscious, thinking selves jump in. Consciousness is facile and easily comes up with justifications for quitting. Excuse making is a talent at which our conscious minds excel. In the moment, you can rationalize eating last night’s pizza (you missed lunch) or skipping the gym today (your knees hurt). This talent allows us eventually to stop fighting ourselves and our environment. We are back to where we started.


*


Our lives could be very different if we took advantage of the emerging science on how, when, and why habits work. For something so integral to the human condition, our habits are paradoxically counterintuitive. As you will see, this unknowability is a defining feature of habits that helps make them successful at what they do: persist despite our conscious intentions to do otherwise.


Our conscious, aware self—the part of us we experience moment by moment when we make decisions, express emotions, and exert willpower—is the part we encounter every day. We have the ability to introspect, but we run into the philosophical conundrum of applying our own perceptual and cognitive apparatus to understand itself. We can only know the knowable parts of our experience.


Habits work so smoothly that we hardly ever think about them. The world of habit is so self-contained, it makes sense to think of it as a kind of second self—a side of you that lives in the shadow cast by the thinking mind you know so well. Understanding how this works requires the full resources of psychology and neuroscience.


Every once in a while, of course, our habits attract conscious thought. After making a resolution to talk and not message with coworkers, we trash that angry email we automatically started writing. When we remember to conserve water, we turn off the shower. We remind ourselves to put down our phones when having dinner with our kids. We are engaging in executive control, or top-down processing, by controlling our unwanted habits with our better intentions.


This is the way many of us live. Our conscious decision-making self is pitted against our habitual, automatic responses. We are wrenched over and over by bad habits, in a sort of internal war.


But there is another way.


We can change unwanted habits and form good ones that are consistent with our goals. When our automatic response is the desired one, our habits and goals are in harmony. We no longer have to rely on will. This is the payoff to this book: understanding how to form good habits amid the pitfalls of daily life. We can learn to form habits that efficiently work with us, not against us.


The truth is that many of your virtues are already habitual. Perhaps you automatically lock the front door when you leave the house? Use the turn signal in your car when you are about to change lanes or make a turn? Kiss your kids every day before they go to school? You might think that you do these things because you intend to do so. More likely, such regularly repeated responses are habits. Habits proceed so efficiently and quietly, we think we must have consciously decided to perform them.


When habits and goals are in line, they smoothly integrate to guide our actions. Most of the time, we aren’t even aware that it’s happening. We act out of habit without having to make a decision to do so.


As we will see, the habitual mind is in many ways less impressive than our conscious, thinking self. It certainly attracts less attention. But it works with great efficiency. We mindlessly respond to environmental cues, in a kind of bottom-up processing of the world as we find it. Walking into your office—check your schedule for the day. Holding an empty bottle—throw it in the trash. Hearing the doorbell ring—open the door. This is the effortless, habitual way of persisting to meet our goals.


What behaviors do you want to change? Maybe you want to have regular family dinners? Establish channels of communication that are more open with your employees at work? Save money for retirement or your kids’ college? Indulge more often in cultural offerings available to you? All these can be integrated into that part of your life guided by habitual behavior. They can become what you automatically do. Habits work for us in ways that our conscious decisions never can.


 chapter 
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The Depths Beneath




The diminutive chains of habit are seldom heavy enough to be felt, till they are too strong to be broken.


—Samuel Johnson





But what actually are habits?


Much of my work has addressed exactly this question. Before learning how to promote good habits and break bad ones, we have to understand how they function in our lives.


I became interested in habits after establishing the special nature of persistence. But they are tricky to study because they are inherently unknowable to the person performing them. How could we be sure we’d receive clear, cogent information from participants about something whose utility was wrapped up in its being hidden from our conscious mind?


After a lot of starts and stops, I heard of a research technique called experience sampling, in which participants report on what they are doing as they are doing it. It was a novel way to collect data. The in-the-moment quality of this approach suggested that it could capture the experience of acting out of habit, assuming that such a thing really did exist.


We started with a small group of students at Texas A&M University.1 Each received a stack of pocket-size booklets plus pens to carry with them. They also got a wristwatch that was programmed to beep every hour. At the signal, they were to stop and write down what they were doing and thinking. One student reported, for example, “I am watching game shows, so I am thinking about the answers.” Another reported they were attending class while thinking, “I’m really tired.” They also rated on a scale how often they had performed that behavior in the past in that context—in the same time and place.


With today’s technology, we would just program participants’ phones to pose questions. Our crude watch alarms created unique challenges, like what to do with the watches while sleeping. Many participants ended up burying them in a dresser drawer, so as not to be disturbed by the hourly beeping.


After two days, participants turned in the booklets.


Thirty-five percent of the reported behaviors were performed almost daily and in the same location. These actions were routine, but did it make sense to call them “habits”? Could we say that eating, exercising, or working on the computer was habitual? Our premise was that a true habit needed to be performed automatically, without conscious direction. To assess this, we asked participants to record their thoughts while acting. Much of what participants reported was mundane. Someone in the act of “cooking” was thinking, “Did I already add the pepper?” or “I am so hungry.” These thoughts corresponded to actions. Participants were monitoring their actions as they performed them or explaining to themselves why they were doing them in the first place. On the other hand, if they noted thinking something like “Hey, Seinfeld comes on in thirty minutes” while they were cooking, we confidently coded that action as being performed automatically, without conscious direction.


This combination approach—capturing routine behaviors as well as thoughts concurrent with those behaviors—revealed how participants went about performing the behaviors they were repeating routinely. The results were surprising. For a full 60 percent of actions, participants were not thinking about what they were doing. They were daydreaming, ruminating, planning. For example, when exercising, one  student wrote down the thought “Where would I like to go for spring break?” Perhaps imagining the sunshine and poolside mojito was a kind of analgesic to the pain of exercise. But the lack of thought about the exercise itself revealed no conscious link there. The mechanics of action were not taking up space in the conscious mind. This is not the repressed, Freudian version of the unconscious, but it is another way that our minds function outside of our awareness.


That’s not to suggest that people never thought about their habitual behaviors. Although few of us think much about brushing our teeth, sometimes we definitely do (before going to a big meeting or when we run out of toothpaste). And we found one particularly interesting common trigger for people to become self-conscious of their habits: being with others. Just being around people is enough to turn the spotlight inward and to start to monitor what you would normally do without much scrutiny at all. This is potentially useful if you ever feel like you just aren’t very aware of your habitual self (and would like to be): Go public. You’ll have a better sense of self in no time.


Back to the study: as you’d expect, the most common habits were showering, brushing teeth, dressing, going to bed, and waking up. Those were the events that took place most often while the participant was thinking about other things. That hardly adjusted scientific understanding. But other findings certainly did. We expected that people would differ when it came to how much of their behavior was ruled by habits. Some might have lots of habits, their days structured around working, eating, socializing, and exercising. Others, we thought, would be free spirits with less structure. This wasn’t just born of our own experience; it’s a well-established cultural belief and a foundation of classic stories. You find the poles in Jules Verne’s Phileas Fogg, whose clockwork daily regimen is structured down to the footstep, and Margaret Mitchell’s Scarlett O’Hara, whose improvisational savoir faire keeps her just buoyed on the crest of wave after wave of catastrophe. We expected to find Foggs, O’Haras, and a spectrum in between.


We did not. No personality differences explained how much of participants’ lives were guided by habit. Individual character didn’t matter. Everyone seemed to rely on habit to about the same degree. It was time to retire that particular expectation.


Another interesting finding was that pretty much everything was subject to habit: 88 percent of daily hygiene, like showering and getting dressed, was done habitually. Fifty-five percent of tasks at work were habitual. Lifting weights, running, playing sports—about 44 percent of those were performed habitually. Resting, relaxing, sitting on the couch—about 48 percent were habits.


Even entertainment could be consumed on autopilot: when participants watched TV repeatedly in the same context, they were likely to be thinking about something other than the show. It seems that we don’t have to pay attention to something in order to be entertained. For repeated TV shows and music, only sporadic attention was required. This might sound obvious or familiar, but I realized it hinted at a quality of habit that hadn’t yet been well studied: habits are relentless. Television shows are highly formal conglomerations of professional writers, actors, and advertisers, all of whom have done everything they can to capture and keep your attention. Modern television represents the cutting edge of human creative diversion. And yet even this artful enticement will get submerged, eventually, by the force of habit, freeing your conscious mind to think about that meeting on Wednesday afternoon that you’re dreading.


For a second study, we asked participants to list not just a single action and thought, but everything they were doing and thinking at each beep. They might have reported, for example, talking on the phone while working on the computer and listening to music. With these more complete reports, the estimate of habit was slightly higher, with 43 percent of behaviors performed out of habit.


This was the first research on the daily experience of habit, and we wanted it to be correct. We worried that these findings reflected something about our participants, given that college students’ days are tightly organized by class schedules. That structure, we supposed, could artificially create habitual patterns. We decided to conduct the study yet again with people of all ages. We could then see whether people rely on habits more or less across the life cycle. For this final study, we went to a local gym and recruited from fitness classes.2 We enrolled people from seventeen to seventy-nine years old. Everyone went through the same procedure: booklets, watches beeping every hour, and two days of reporting. We tested for age differences, but we did not find any. We tested for personality differences, but again, personality did not influence habit.


A few new insights did emerge from this additional study. People who had full-time jobs lived slightly more structured days. A greater percentage of their actions were habitual. Working long hours created more repetition in recurring contexts. People who lived with others, especially children, had slightly fewer habits. The influence of others kept people flexible, it seemed. This makes sense. Other people in our life simply amplify the rate of chaos. They get sick, get promoted, go on vacation, make a mess, and generally disrupt our routines. However, when people with all of these different lifestyles were included in the estimate, the total percentage of actions ruled by habit was slightly over 43 percent, which essentially replicated the college student research.


The media, blogs, and popular books reported this research widely. In fact, they homed in on a feature of the work that we hadn’t really expected to be the most exciting part: it became widely reported that we had estimated the simple frequency of habit performance in daily life. And that number was extraordinary. Fully 43 percent of the time, our actions are habitual, performed without conscious thought. We had provided the first scientific estimate of how often people act out of habit. It turned out to be a lot higher than science at the time had assumed.


But I was left with a nagging feeling that my work hadn’t yet delivered. We had hoped to pull back the curtain of consciousness to reveal the mechanics behind repeated actions. But, really, we had learned more about what habits aren’t than what they are. We traced around the habits in people’s lives, and produced a very large section on our map of self-knowledge—but an empty section nevertheless. We now knew that a large part of people’s lives is dictated by habit, but we still had no idea how habits actually formed.


Further insight would have to wait. However, I did leave that research project with one important clue to what would come next: we learned that you can make pretty much any behavior more habitual, as long as you do it the same way each time. When we speak casually of habits, we are most likely referring to a specific category of behaviors that we popularly agree are habits, such as brushing teeth, sending a follow-up email, or pulling out our credit card at the cash register. But the category of habits is much broader than we imagine. In fact, it has no real boundaries.


What I began to realize was that habit refers to how you perform an action, not what the action is. This insight would have consequences.


*


What we don’t know about habits has already filled books: history books, economic texts, health guides, marriage manuals, and many of the personal diaries sitting in our drawers—all full of our historical, scientific, and personal misunderstandings of why we keep doing the things we do. Online blog posts and bestselling books offer seemingly plausible but mostly scientifically uninformed advice about how to develop effective work habits, healthy eating habits, happy marriage habits, good parenting habits, and prudent financial habits. They rarely note the key feature of habit: it works outside of our conscious awareness.


Only occasionally do we realize that we acted out of habit. Usually, we notice the habits we don’t want—overspending (yet again) at the mall, biting our nails, or binge-watching shows late at night when we have to be up early. We also notice others’ irritating habits, and we wish that they were more aware of what they are doing. Perhaps a coworker is routinely late to meetings, eats loudly at his desk, or fails to pick up her trash in common areas. We notice such unwelcome habits in ourselves and others because they get in the way of our current goals. Perhaps reflecting this greater attention to unwanted habits, the Google search engine to date has logged about 291 million searches for “bad habits” but only about 265 million for “good habits.” Bad habits get noticed.


But the habits you know, especially the unwelcome ones, aren’t the most important habits in your life. The habits that are really driving your behavior go largely unrecognized. Remember 43 percent? If I asked you right now to list all of your habits, would they add up to anywhere near that percentage of your daily behavior? There’s no chance.


That’s not just because we fail to see some of our buried habits; it’s also because our conscious self often takes credit for habits we’ve noticed and deemed good. We assume that, out of love for our children, we read to them each night before they go to bed. We believe that, out of the desire to save money, we check the specials each time we enter the grocery store. We think that, out of safety concerns, we buckle our seat belts whenever we get in the car.


Psychologists call this overriding confidence in our own thoughts, feelings, and intentions the introspection illusion.3 With this cognitive bias, we overestimate the extent to which our actions depend on our internal states. We are immersed in our own sensations, emotions, and thoughts. These compelling internal experiences drown out our ability to recognize other possible influences on our behavior, especially nonconscious influences such as our own habits. As a result, we are overconfident that we are acting on our intentions and desires. It seems likely that this phenomenon underlies the mystery of our habits. Our curiosity about ourselves has already been satisfied by the belief that we do the things we do because we “will” them. It’s flattering and empowering, but it’s also false.


The introspection illusion is measurable. In one study, researchers asked people passing through a retail store to identify the best-quality item from four identical pairs of nylon stockings.4 Given that the stockings were identical, the task should have been impossible. Nonetheless, consumers went through the items, comparing each to the other. In the end, they preferred the rightmost stocking four times more often than the leftmost one, on average. They gave many different reasons for their selections, but no one spontaneously mentioned the position of the stockings. When asked directly, virtually all shoppers denied that they were influenced by item position. According to the researchers, many accompanied their denials with “a worried glance at the interviewer suggesting that they felt either that they had misunderstood the question or were dealing with a madman.”5 The researchers speculated that the choices were influenced by “the consumer’s habit of ‘shopping around,’ holding off on choice of early-seen garments on the left in favor of later-seen garments on the right.”6 Despite showing no awareness of this habit, shoppers still acted on it. In so doing, they were left without a clear explanation of their choices. To the conscious self, it makes sense that we choose based on other things, such as the appearance and texture of each item.


Habits are not the only nonconscious influences we overlook when explaining our behavior. College students, it turns out, even overlook the desire to earn money when it is not at the forefront of consciousness. In an experiment, some students read a description of another student’s plans to earn money. In a later part of the study, participants chose between two trivia games, one with the title “American Politics” and the other “American Government.” One of the games had pictures of money in the description. After reading the initial story of earning cash, students tended to choose whichever trivia game included the picture of money. It was as if the initial reminder of money was guiding their later game choices. Rationally, this doesn’t make sense. No money could be earned, regardless of the game chosen. But, as we saw in Daniel Wegner’s white bear study, we can be primed to fixate on almost anything—and money is surely a more seductive concept than bears. Most interesting is that students seemed largely unaware of this influence. After reading the initial story, they did not report a heightened concern about money. Also, when rating a list of possible reasons for their game choice, participants gave least importance on average to their desire to earn money and to the picture of money in one of the game descriptions. They claimed the most important factor was their interest in the game topic, politics vs. government. Once again, the conscious self overreached and discounted nonconscious influences on actions. We make assumptions about what, plausibly and flatteringly, is responsible for our actions.


Our overly generous attributions to our conscious experience make sense in some ways. Many of our habits are useful, and we might have acted similarly if we were thinking carefully about what to do. A sequential-comparison-purchase habit, for example, is efficient. There is no reason to reevaluate items in a display when they are all equally good. It makes sense to just choose the final item we consider. The illusion arises when we fail to recognize the nonconscious habits we are following and instead introspect and unwittingly confabulate explanations for our actions.


There is another way in which over-attribution to conscious intentions can be explained. In doing so, we reconcile ourselves to our choices. They make sense to us. We imagine a better color, texture, or quality in the last item we consider, and we do not question our choice. Or we are attracted by irrelevant features of a task (politics vs. government), and then we are content with our preference.


But there’s a huge downside. If our noisy, egotistical consciousness takes all the credit for the actions of our silent habitual self, we’ll never learn how to properly exploit this hidden resource. Habits will be a silent partner, full of potential energy but never asked to perform to their fullest. Our conscious self’s intrusion is keeping us from taking advantage of our habits.


*


In one of the first studies testing whether voting could be a habit, I worked with the political scientists John Aldrich and Jacob Montgomery to analyze eight national elections between 1958 and 1994.7 We were looking not at habits of voting for a political party or any given candidate, but simply at the act of going to the polls and casting a vote. People don’t vote all that often, so it’s not an obvious habit, but even this behavior shows habit-like tendencies.


In a democracy, a lot rests on who casts a ballot. It can literally determine a country’s health, wealth, and happiness. Political scientists have developed sophisticated models to explain why some people turn out to vote and others do not. The models follow our intuitions: voters go to the polls when they are highly motivated to do so, perhaps because they are concerned about the election outcome, feel that they can make a difference, identify with a party, or have been contacted by a party. Without these motivations, voters stay home.


The election data revealed whether citizens voted in a particular election, their feelings about the election, and how often they had voted in the past. But only some people, we found, voted when they cared about an election. The political science models (and our intuitions) did not hold for citizens who had voted a few times in the past. These people continued to vote even in elections that they didn’t care about. It seemed like they were forming habits that kept them automatically going to the polls. The simple frequency with which people had voted in the past was thus an initial indicator of whether they were acting on habits or conscious decisions. Stronger habits emerged with more frequent voting.


Voting behaviors are useful for studying habits because we vote regularly in controlled ways, and there are robust records of our actions. They’re good data. But the hidden operation of habit in voting is intriguing. Voting, in a representative democracy, is one of the three moments when each of us gets counted. The others—the census and taxation—are passive. Things are taken from you (information, money). Voting is different. Your self comes into the picture, and you assert your own preferences and vision for the country. In a democracy, voting is a moment of unification. You and the rest of the nation are briefly connected, during which time you are invited to express your wishes for how the nation will continue to function. Whether we vote, along with whom we vote for, should be the perfect example of motivated reasoning, as our decisions are guided by our political values. Accordingly, research shows that thinking about politics engages neural areas involved in emotion and decision-making.8


And yet, even in this moment, habits can rule. There simply is no scene where habits cannot enter.


There was another part to the voting study. It may seem obvious at first, but the implications were huge: by moving house, people disrupted repeated, habitual voting. It seemed to make them think more consciously about the act of voting. After a move, regular voters acted in the way most of us intuit and voted only if they were highly motivated. This makes sense, because moving turns voting into a hassle again. When you move, you have to reregister to vote in your new location. You also have to learn new ways to go about voting, such as finding a new polling place or maybe bringing your driver’s license. You are no longer automatically repeating what you have done in the past.


Context pervades our understanding of habit. If the context remains stable—you keep living in the same place, you keep driving the same route to work, you keep sitting on your couch every evening—then you repeat past actions automatically. These are rich environments for the cultivation and perpetuation of habits.


*


The invisibility of habit hides a huge amount of power over our behavior. Not just huge—also hugely important: the kinds of behavior that habit governs are matters of life and sudden death. Consider how habit benefits us on a weekly trip to the supermarket. You’ve probably gone hundreds of times. Same car, same road, same destination, maybe even the same grocery list. This environment is a perfect opportunity for habit to take over. In that ten-minute drive, we easily pilot a four-thousand-pound amalgamation of carbon, steel, and plastic, and then put complicated geometry into practice as we ease into that last parking spot. All done on autopilot, with skills learned through repetition.


But sometimes the unexpected happens in the familiar territory between supermarket and home, exactly where our minds might be wandering. Maybe a kid’s ball rolls into the street, and she runs after it. Or an elderly couple takes longer than expected to navigate the crosswalk. Or another driver misjudges the light and speeds through the intersection.


A delayed reaction to one of these events can make for tragedy. More than half of all auto accidents occur within five miles of home, during a local trip—going to the grocery store, the laundromat, or any of the countless stops in our own neighborhoods.9 Of course, we have accidents mostly close to home, because that’s also the locale where we do most of our driving. Still, we should be most familiar with the blind corners and challenging intersections in our own neighborhoods—we should be safest there. But in familiar surroundings, habit takes over. We stop paying attention and start ruminating about today’s events or planning tomorrow’s. Most of the time, we get to the grocery store and back with nothing more eventful than a restocked pantry. Habits make the wildly challenging and difficult seem easy and safe. But driving a car is probably the riskiest thing most of us do on a daily basis.10


About 40,000 fatalities occur each year on U.S. roads, along with 4.6 million injuries, whereas driving in Europe is safer, with fewer traffic deaths per capita.11 The U.S. numbers have been climbing lately, partly due to what is called “distracted driving.” We have all been behind the wheel and heard the familiar ping of a text. Do we ignore it? It’s tempting to pick up the phone and read it. Rationally, we know the dangers. But driving, especially close to home, feels like second nature. So, many of us pick up our phones, read the message, and maybe even answer it. Five out of ten U.S. drivers in a survey reported reading phone messages behind the wheel, and a third reported writing messages.12 Even if we withstand the pull of the phone, many other driving distractions capture attention as we select a radio channel, set a destination on our GPS, eat and drink, or reach for an object in the passenger seat.


These are all extraordinarily dumb behaviors. They also showcase the extraordinary potential inherent in habit. It can take one of the most dangerous things we do every day and seamlessly transform it into the background of our lives. Only new drivers, relying on their conscious decisions, feel the adrenaline and rush of fear that all of us rationally should experience on the road. As driving habits form, the wide range of skills required to operate an incredibly complex machine become a background hum behind what we are thinking about—and texting about—each day. Good or bad, habits emerge with practice, and conscious decision-making recedes.


*


So far, we’ve explored voting habits and driving habits. These are concrete, tangible actions that we can see and understand. It makes some sense that these can be repeated into habits that persist. But what about more elusive, obscure outcomes, like artistic creations? Can they benefit from habit persistence?


An insightful study recruited forty-five professional comedy performers from SketchFest, a large comedy festival.13 Each was given the setup to a comedic scene and four minutes to generate as many endings as they could. As an example: “Four people are laughing hysterically on stage. Two of them high-five and everyone stops laughing immediately and someone says ——.”


The comedians each generated about six funny endings in the four-minute period. (One example: “And that is how the Glue brothers became joined at the palm.”) All participants then predicted how many more funny endings they would be able to generate if they had four additional minutes. Their conscious selves expected diminishing returns. The average estimate of new endings was about five, which was fewer than they had produced in the initial four minutes.


They were then given an additional four minutes to work. The actual number of new endings they generated was 20 percent higher than they estimated. They didn’t give persistence enough credit.


If they had had a habit of persisting at such creativity tasks, then they would have stuck with the task and produced more ideas than they predicted. Their expectations and desires would not have mattered. With a strong habit of persevering, they would have continued to try to produce ideas, and would have done so successfully, despite their pessimistic predictions.


This same pattern held in other studies involving creative tasks. Like the comedy performers, when college students worked on a task for a few minutes and then estimated their productivity if they continued for a few more, they underestimated the benefits of persistence. They expected decreasing returns for their continued efforts. Amazingly, when specifically instructed to persist, students generated not only more solutions than they anticipated, but also solutions that were more creative. When independent evaluators read the output, the ideas generated at the end of the session were judged to be of higher quality—more creative—than the ones produced initially. Persistence, put to the test, didn’t wear down. It just kept on producing. Our misapprehension is understandable. We know that our executive efforts wear down over time. We simply get tired of thoughtfully trying to control our behavior and make decisions. Our attention ebbs and our motivation wanes. But our habitual selves—where persistence sits—are made of totally different stuff. And it’s stuff we can put to work.


All of us can make better use of our 43 percent. We can sync up the deep and workmanlike pull of habit with our conscious intentions and long-term goals.










3


Introducing Your Second Self




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.


—William James





A central assumption in my graduate training was that by changing people’s attitudes you can change their behavior. After being convinced to favor an environmental policy, people should act accordingly by signing ballots and petitions and speaking up in support. This was state-of-the-science thinking at that time, but I quickly learned it was not generally shared—at least not by my colleagues at my first job.


Many of my new colleagues were radical behaviorists, and I soon learned they disagreed with my logic: they called my approach explanatory fiction. The first time they said this about my research, I had no idea what they meant, except that of course to a scientist, anything that smacks of “fiction” must be bad. It was clearly no compliment. I went back to my new office and read up on the works of the eminent behaviorist B. F. Skinner. I learned that the fiction, to a radical behaviorist, was that our attitudes and beliefs work top down to direct our actions. My coworkers rejected the seemingly obvious truth that concepts in our minds drive our sensations and responses. Their philosophy was very different.


Behaviorism’s heyday was in the middle of the previous century. Skinner put pigeons in specially constructed boxes to observe and measure their responses to stimuli. He postulated that humans (and pigeons) learn by responding to stimuli in the environment in order to obtain rewards and avoid punishments. This philosophy quickly became part of the conventional wisdom in the field. To radical behaviorists like Skinner, the idea that our actions are influenced by our attitudes was like saying that we are impelled by ghosts and spirits. A popular metaphor for human actions was a telephone switchboard that coupled incoming sensory signals to outgoing actions. People—through the habits they developed from learning—were supposedly reacting in fixed ways to stimuli around them, driven by rewards and punishments.


But a funny thing happens to conventional wisdom in science. As soon as it starts to take on that mantle, it activates scientific scrutiny. By the 1980s, the field had shifted away from behaviorism toward recognizing that our minds exert top-down control. As a historian of science would note, this shift to acknowledge human agency, or our active, controlling minds, occurred when the children of the 1960s came of professional age, bringing with them their belief in individuals’ ability to create social change. In any event, Skinner’s star had fallen by the time I began my career. But there were still a few isolated holdouts, including my colleagues at my first job.


In an ironic twist, the initial criticism of behaviorism in psychology had been mounted by a researcher who studied rats in mazes.1 Edward Tolman, a psychologist at the University of California, observed that when rats entered a maze without a reward, they explored and seemed to learn the layout and form a cognitive map. When a reward was later added to the maze route, they located it quickly. They were apparently flexibly using their earlier-gained spatial knowledge. The suggestion that rats could repurpose old knowledge and act on it in new ways challenged the very heart of behaviorism. Rats did not seem to be responding helplessly to a succession of internal and external stimuli.


It did not take long for psychologists to reason that if rats use information flexibly, people do as well.2 This insight contributed to what the field grandly calls the cognitive revolution of the 1960s. Cognitive psychology experiments started to show that memory was organized and motivated. It wasn’t simply responding to bottom-up associations between stimuli, responses, and rewards. There was plenty of meddling from above, too—useful meddling, the kind that our executive apparatus does very well. We discovered that people learn concepts faster and remember them better when they can categorize them into groups. That’s prototypical top-down cognition. For instance, the words “chair,” “desk,” “sofa,” and “table” are remembered better than unrelated words like “shoe,” “cherry,” “wolf,” and “engine.” Even more challenging to behaviorists, motivation also mattered. When people are hungry, they attend more closely and remember the words “steak” and “cookies” over “paper” and “spacecraft.”


It was a sea change for the field of psychology. Flexible, creative thinking entered the professional fray. The whole field shifted from the study of learning and behavior to the study of the mind.


Unfortunately, the cognitive revolution had its own blind spots. Habits were viewed as too simple for the new perspective, which was poised to capture the heights of human reasoning and experience. Cognitive psychologists ridiculed learning theories as “nickel-in-the-slot, stimulus-response conceptions of [humans].”3 Studies of human agency and decision-making effectively wiped out the earlier work on human habit. We went from envisioning humans as environmentally driven automata to envisioning them as motivations and intellect acting at will on the environments in which they live.


I soon left my first job and joined another department with more contemporary views. But something about my initial confrontation with behaviorism stuck. Psychology’s reigning preoccupation with how people think left little room for studying what people actually do. Stubborn behaviorists even made this point initially, arguing that Tolman left his rats “buried in thought.” Clearly, cognition alone was no way to navigate a maze. In psychologists’ rush to study memory, they seemed to overlook behavior and the environment. My behaviorist colleagues had convinced me that these were too important to neglect. Understanding people seemed to require a synthesis between these two historically separate camps. We needed to find a way to see the whole maze, rather than just our own preferred corner.


The history of psychological thought about habits suggests that we are on the verge of just such a synthesis. The rise and fall of scientific interest in habits is well represented in the graph below, which tracks how often book authors used the term “habit” compared with alternative terms suggesting top-down facets of human agency: “goal” and “evaluation.” Google makes it possible to track fashions in whole literatures by searching how often a given word is used in the many books scanned into its database.


The graph begins in 1890, the year William James published his landmark work The Principles of Psychology, one of the first texts on the science of psychology. That was a high point in recognizing habits. James was well ahead of his time with regard to insight into the second self, or that side of you that lives shadowed by the thinking mind you know so well. His suppositions are even more extraordinary in the way they set the stage for many of the subsequent developments in experimental psychology. James famously said, “The more of the details of our daily life we can hand over to the effortless custody of automatism, the more our higher powers of mind will be set free for their own proper work.”4 I find little to quibble with, except that we have a broader understanding of “proper work” than he did, as a nineteenth-century gentleman.


[image: image]


At about the time of the cognitive revolution, habits fell out of favor, at least with book authors. As you can see, authors started to use the word less in the middle of the previous century, as “goal” and “evaluation” gained favor. Psychologists were apparently describing people more as thinking about their aims and purposes than as acting out of habit. The years 1980–2000 were low points for “habit.”


The science of habits didn’t completely die out, and the rapid upward surge in use of the word during the previous decade is evidence that we are undergoing a correction. What led to this turnaround?
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