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The Habit Guide

INTRODUCTION: WHY HABITS ARE
IMPORTANT

When I was struggling with lots of areas in my life, I couldn't figure out
what was wrong with me.
Why couldn't I stick to any of the exercise plans I'd chosen from
magazines? Why couldn't I eat healthier, quit smoking, get my finances in
order? Why couldn't I stop procrastinating, finally write that book I'd
always planned to write.
Why couldn't I get anything going?
The answer, it turns out, was pretty simple: I had bad habits, and I
didn't know how to change them.
I approached a new project, a new exercise or eating plan in the same
way that most people approach it: I simply said I would do it.
Going to exercise regularly? All I had to do was put "exercise" on my
calendar or to-do list, or just remember to do it, right?
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Of course, when it came time to actually doing it, I was busy with a
million daily things I had to do for work or my personal life. Or I just
didn't feel like it, so I didn't do it.
Then I figured out how habits work.
I researched habits, so that I could figure out how to finally quit
smoking (I'd tried and failed to quit seven times already). I read articles,
research papers, advice from the American Cancer Society, and more. I
put a hundred techniques into action, and some of them worked!
I used the same ideas to start running, eating healthier, decluttering,
becoming more focused and productive, and generally starting to change
dozens of habits.
My life changed completely.
I learned that habits are extremely important in changing your life.
Here's why.

1. If you want to reach a goal, you could just say, "I'm going to work
towards this goal regularly." And hope for the best. Or you could
form a habit that gets you to that goal -- run daily if you want to
finish a marathon, for example, or practice daily if you want to
learn guitar.
2. If you put a lot of focus and effort into creating a new habit for a
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month, it will become fairly automatic, so you don't need to
focus on it as much. After a month, you could work on a second
habit, and so on, and after a year of doing this you could have
10-12 new habits. Instead, you could try focusing on 10-12
projects or life changes at once -- it's a juggling act that's not very
sustainable. Creating habits one at a time is much more
sustainable.
3. Through habit experimentation, you learn your obstacles and
learn what environment works best for you. For example, if you
are trying to learn to beat procrastination, you learn that you
have obstacles when it comes to facing scary tasks, when it comes
to running towards distraction, when it comes to rationalizing
those distractions. And you can find a system that helps you to
overcome those obstacles, like accountability, mindfulness
practices, and an Internet distraction blocker

These three reasons are pretty big. But the biggest reason to focus on
changing habits is this: by learning how to stick to small changes, you
learn to trust yourself. That's huge.
What I'm suggesting is that you learn, over the course of this book, to
stick to one small change. That's it. Just a tiny change that's so easy you
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can't say no. One small change that will prove to yourself that you're
trustworthy, that you can actually accomplish change.
And with that, you'll unlock the door to many other small changes.
Over the course of months, that adds up to huge, sweeping change that
can be unlike anything you've ever experienced.
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Part I:
How to Stick to a Habit
In this main section of the book, I show how a habit is formed, why we
have trouble sticking to new habits, and my most effective techniques for
overcoming that obstacle.

This is the heart of the book, and if you take the time to practice some of
these techniques, you’ll get much better at sticking to habits. I highly
encourage the practice.

CHAPTER 1: OVERVIEW OF HABIT
MECHANICS

The basics of creating a habit are pretty simple. But it’s made complicated
by the obstacles that get in the way.
We’ll get to the obstacles soon, and some solutions for overcoming
them. But first, let’s do a quick overview of the basics.
The mechanics of creating a new habit work like this:

1. You pick a (preferably small) habit to stick to every day.
2. You pick a trigger to tie it to – something you already do every
day, like eat breakfast or wake up in the morning.
3. You set up some kind of reminder so you don’t forget to do the
habit after the trigger.
4. You do the habit right after the trigger happens every day.
5. Ideally, positive feedback for doing the habit, and negative
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feedback for not doing the habit, will reinforce the continued
doing of the habit.
6. After repeating this for awhile (let’s say, 4-6 weeks), it becomes
more and more automatic until you don’t need reminders.

At this point, it’s a pretty automatic habit. When the trigger happens,
you’ll automatically have the urge to do the habit.

Automaticity
How long you have to repeat this trigger-habit sequence before it
becomes fairly automatic depends on a few things:

•

How consistent you are with the habit (vs. how many days you
miss).

•

How easy the habit is (drinking a glass of water is easy, working
out for 30 minutes is hard).

•

How soon after the trigger you do the habit (should be
immediately).

•

How rewarding you find the habit (positive feedback). If the
habit is a struggle, it’s harder to become automatic.
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It should be noted that habits aren’t like flipping a switch — it’s not
like they become automatic after a certain number of repetitions. It’s
more like a spectrum, where they become more and more automatic over
time. After a month, it’s starting to be automatic, and after a few months
it should be fairly automatic. If you do a habit consistently for years, it’s
very automatic.
If only creating habits were as simple as this! For some very easy
habits, it’s nearly as simple as the above steps. But for most habits you’ll
want to form, there are things that get in the way. That’s what the rest of
this book is designed to overcome.

Other Types of Habits
Also note that this method is for habits that you do once a day, which
I’ve found to be the easiest to form. There are other kinds of habits that
you do with different frequencies:

1. Multiple times a day
2. Not every day but weekly or twice weekly
3. Only on weekdays or weekends
4. Irregularly and unpredictably (like when you go out with friends
once in awhile, or get mad when someone irritates you)
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These are harder to form. The multiple-times-a-day habits are harder
to remember doing all day and you might not have the energy to keep it
up for very many days. With the less-frequent habits, it often takes forever
to do the habit enough times for it to become automatic, or you forget to
do them. We’ll go into these in a later chapter.
Another more advanced habit skill is quitting bad habits. These are
habits you don’t want, but have been doing them for so long that it’s hard
to break the trigger-habit bond. We’ll get to those in another later
chapter, but for now you should just know that these aren’t good habits
to start with.
Start with the easy stuff — new, positive habits that you’re going to
do once a day.
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CHAPTER 2: WHY PEOPLE STRUGGLE

If forming a habit is as simple as doing a small habit after a trigger every
day … why isn’t it an easier thing to do?
Because obstacles get in the way.
Things stop us from simply doing the habit after the trigger, so that
we don’t repeat the habit enough times for it to become automatic.
Some of the things that get in the way:

•

Resistance/procrastination: We put off doing the habit,
skipping it sometimes, because we don’t feel like it, it’s
uncomfortable, it’s easier to stick to our latest distractions. This is
probably the biggest obstacle.

•

Busyness: We have too much to do today, so we rush off to do
all of it (a form of procrastination). Or a huge work project has
caused us to be overwhelmed, a family crisis has taken all of our
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time, or we’re traveling and can’t do the habit. This actually does
not need to be a huge problem, but missing the habit then causes
us to have resistance to starting again.
•

Stories in our heads: We’re telling ourselves stories about our
lives, including our habits and everything we have to do, all the
time. Sometimes the stories are useful: “I’m going to be great at
this habit and it’s going to change my life!” But lots of times the
stories are obstacles: “I can’t do this, I suck at habits, I have no
discipline, I keep failing, what’s wrong with me?” This causes us
resistance and we procrastinate.

•

Ideals/fantasies: When we start a new habit and we’re feeling
excited about it, we have an ideal or a fantasy about the habit.
Perhaps we believe it’s going to change our lives in a positive way,
it’s going to give us peace and calm, it’s going to make us
productive or fit and healthy. This is not a problem, and is
natural … but what happens if the reality doesn’t meet the ideal?
Maybe the exercise habit is much harder than we thought, filled
with uncertainty and fear. We get discouraged. We then have
resistance and we procrastinate.

As you can see, the last three obstacles all result in the first obstacle —
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resistance and procrastination. That’s because they’re all really the same
thing, but in different forms.
In the end, the real reason we struggle with habits is because we
let the stories or ideals in our heads cause resistance for us. And then
we procrastinate.
So how do we solve this problem of resistance? We’ll look at that in
the next chapter.
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