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Even if we don’t like to admit it, or perhaps don’t even realize it, we humans are just 

creatures of habit. And not just now and then. By some research accounts, up to 40% of human 

behavior arises from habits. Which is just as well, says Charles Duhigg. Otherwise, our brains 

would overload and we’d be incapable of doing anything. 

The power of habit first struck Duhigg, a New York Times journalist, when he was 

covering military action in Iraq. He was struck by the extent to which the US military machine 

depended on automatic responses. The way that soldiers are drilled to instantly spring into action 

and to respond reflexively to their surrounding circumstances can save precious seconds and, as 

a result, precious lives. 

Back home, in a totally different conflict scenario - the football field - he noted how 

legendary coach Tony Dungy had transformed the fortunes, first of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers 

and later the Indianapolis Colts, by effectively training them to act without thinking, again 

shaving critical micro-seconds off responses and boosting performance. 

Of course these are instances in which time, or rather saving time, is the key aspect of 

habitual behavior but there are many other occasions where factors like health, productivity and 

life successes are derived from our habits. So, Duhigg sets out to show us how these habits work 

and how, with some planning and determination, we can change them for the better. 

In pursuit of the evidence for this, he reviewed hundreds of academic studies, interviewed 

more than 300 scientists and executives, and studied behaviors and performance at scores of 

firms including Procter & Gamble, Alcoa and Starbucks.  

Cue, Routine, Reward 

Where do our habits spring from? Duhigg identifies what he calls the habit loop seated 

deep in the more primitive part of the human brain, the basal ganglia (which some people call 

“the lizard brain”) that can function even when higher levels of mental activity have ceased. 

The classic neurological case study subjects for this were Henry Molaison and Eugene 

Pauly. Molaison’s hippocampus – one of the brain areas responsible for memory and other 

elements of rational thought – was removed as a treatment response to the severe seizures he had 

been suffering.  
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The result was that he lost a large chunk of his cognitive ability but retained his habitual 

knowledge. So, for instance, he couldn’t draw a map of his home or tell you where the kitchen 

was but he could go straight there to get something to eat. 

Scientists also found they could teach Pauly, whose brain had been damaged by a virus, 

new habits through repetition, like touching an object in response to a cue. He could do it but 

could never explain why he was doing it.  

And, of course, it’s well known that laboratory animals, with no inherent reasoning 

ability, have frequently been taught to behave in a certain way in response to prompts and 

signals. 

A cue then, is the first of three steps in the habit loop. It is followed by a particular 

response, a routine in Duhigg’s terms, which ultimately produces a reward. 

“Eugene showed that habits, as much as memory and reason, are at the root of how we 

behave,” he says. “We might not remember the experiences that create our habits, but once they 

are lodged within our brains they influence how we act - often without our realization.” 

As it turns out, our life experiences are full of cues from triggers like advertisements, the 

behavior of people around us, to certain times of day and even a sequence of thoughts.  

A particularly powerful type of cue is one that creates a craving, which we know well as 

one of the foundations of effective marketing.  An early practitioner of this skill was Claude C 

Hopkins who is widely credited with creating our teeth brushing habit by developing a cue, 

routine, reward sequence for Pepsodent toothpaste. 

His cue was the sight of the supposed unhygienic and ugly “film” on our teeth; the 

response routine was to brush one’s teeth; and the reward was a sparkling cosmetic outcome.  Of 

course there had been toothpastes before but it was the creation of the sequence that drove a 

habit loop and got us all brushing. 

Researchers soon found out what was going on in our brains - the rush of endorphins that 

gives us a neurological high when we get our reward. Naturally, we think of drug and alcohol 

addiction in this context but it’s at work with all kinds of activities. 

“Countless studies have shown that a cue and a reward, on their own, aren’t enough for a 

new habit to last,” the author tells us. “Only when your brain starts expecting the reward - 

craving the endorphins or sense of accomplishment - will it become automatic.” 

And he suggests anyone can use this formula to develop habits. Allow yourself to 

anticipate and savor a prospective reward and eventually you will crave it. 

Changing Habits 

Another way we can manipulate our habitual behavior is by tinkering with the routines 

that link the cue to the reward. This was precisely what Tony Dungy did when he drilled the 

Buccaneers players to react in a specific way to a perceived action - a cue - by an opponent. They 

weren’t supposed to think out a response - that would cost time. By reacting faster, they could 

outsmart their rivals.  
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With a bit of an intellectual leap, Duhigg suggests the same principle is at work at 

Alcoholics Anonymous, where the response to the craving for a drink is replaced by a system of 

affirmations and beliefs and a sense of wellbeing. AA, he says, is “in essence a giant machine for 

changing habit loops.”  

In a clinical environment, the process is referred to as habit reversal training, in which 

patients are taught to use a “competing response” to counter their behaviors. For example, a 

chronic nail-biter was asked to explain what prompted a “nibbling” session - it was a sense of 

tension in the fingers - and the when and why of the habit, which boiled down to being bored or 

inactive. The reward was a brief sense of completeness when she was done. 

The substitute routine suggested by a therapist was to put her hands in her pockets or 

under her legs, or to grip something tightly so she couldn’t put her fingers to her mouth. A month 

later, the habit was gone. 

The same type of therapy is used to tackle a wide range of craving-related habits, 

exposing a key aspect of their hold on us: we don’t know what’s driving our behavior until we 

make the time to look for the cause. 

Keystone Habits 

At the start of the book, Duhigg introduces us to Lisa Allen, a smoking, binge-drinking, 

over-eating and debt-ridden woman whose life went into a near final death spin when her 

husband left her. On the spur of the moment, she decided to take a desert trek, and realizing how 

unfit she was, quit smoking to prepare for the trip. 

Her sense of liberation from that one action sparked a sequence of changes that led her to 

abandon her other destructive behaviors. Eventually, she became a marathon-running athlete. 

Psychologists and neurologists refer to this process as the changing of a keystone habit - it 

effectively reprograms the brain. 

A supreme example of a similar level of transformation in a corporate environment was 

witnessed during the late 1980s, when a former high-ranking US federal government official, 

Paul O’Neill, took the reins of ailing aluminum producer Alcoa. 

Jaws dropped on the day he met investors and stock analysts to announce that his priority, 

his touchstone for reviving the company was going to be … worker safety. 

What the financial experts didn’t know, but O’Neill clearly did, was that poor safety 

performance at Alcoa was a keystone habit, ingrained in the business over years. His vision was 

to leverage a change in that habit to create what he called a “new habit of excellence,” in effect a 

new keystone habit.  

“In other words,” Duhigg explains, “Alcoa needed to become the best, most streamlined 

aluminum company on earth.”  

O’Neill used the habit loop, applied to safety procedures, to change the whole culture of 

the business.  The cue would be every instance in which an employee suffered an injury. The 

response routine would be a procedure in which the boss of the unit had to report the incident to 
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O’Neill within 24 hours and, critically, draw up a plan to ensure the accident would not be 

repeated. The reward: only managers who followed this rule got promoted. 

O’Neill was so determined to make clear that he meant business that he even fired one of 

his top-performing managers for failing to abide by his rules - a punishment or, if you like, a 

reward-in-reverse. 

And here was the “trick”: For the system to work, each of Alcoa’s units had to create new 

methods of communication that would deliver critical information across the whole company in 

rapid order. In fact, as a result, Alcoa become one of the early commercial pioneers of internal 

emails. 

Employees also sensed a new level of commitment so they started submitting ideas for 

improved safety. Management listened and implemented helpful suggestions. A year after 

O’Neill’s landmark presentation to the money people, Alcoa achieved record profits - and an 

enviable safety record. 

With success stories like those of Paul O’Neill and Lisa Allen, it seems like there is a sort 

of feel-good factor at work in the creation of new keystone habits. Indeed, the author contends 

that even tiny changes can have remarkably far-reaching effects. A simple example: Making 

your bed every morning, when this is not your normal practice, has been shown scientifically to 

correlate with higher levels of productivity, a sense of wellbeing and a stronger ability to stick to 

a budget! 

“A huge body of research has shown that small wins have enormous power,” to create 

“an influence disproportionate to the accomplishments of the victories themselves.” 

For example, the gay rights movement managed to eventually switch public sympathies 

and perceptions on a broad scale after persuading the Library of Congress to reclassify books on 

gay liberation from a category that included sexual crime to another, less negative and 

judgmental classification. 

The Power of Willpower 

If new habits are a cornerstone of self-advancement, the foundation on which it is laid is 

willpower. No one, certainly not the author, claims that changing habits is easy. In fact, even 

when a bad habit is eliminated or changed to good, it always continues to lurk in the background 

and will re-emerge if given a chance. It’s embedded in the brain. 

But the good news is that, in Duhigg’s view, willpower is not merely an innate quality 

some have and some don’t. It’s a skill that can be learned. The bad news is that we seem to have 

a limited stock. Research shows that willpower depletes when mental energy low, like when 

we’re tired, unless it is regularly exercised. 

A few years back, a couple of researchers - Megan Oaten and Ken Cheng - developed a 

willpower workout based on a keystone habit, like gym exercise or a savings program. They 

confirmed that when people forced themselves to follow new routines, no matter how reluctant 

they felt, they became more self-disciplined over time and experienced huge knock-on benefits 

to other aspects of their lives, especially those that called for willpower. 
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Subsequently, psychologists have confirmed a simple and well-known technique that can 

significantly reinforce an individual’s resolve - writing down their good intentions. Hip 

replacement patients at a Scottish hospital achieved a faster and more successful recovery when 

they wrote down exactly what they would do each day to exercise the joint. They were even 

prepared to push past severe pain thresholds to fulfill their self-pledges. 

Researchers in this field have identified what they call inflection points - incidents and 

occasions when willpower is tested. Handled effectively, they can be seen as cues - opportunities 

to implement response routines that produce a reward. In business, the principle has been applied 

by Starbucks, which built a training program around inflection points, such as encountering a 

grumpy or rushed customer. 

The process involves repetition of responses through role-playing exercises and even 

includes the writing activity for reinforcement. Trainee baristas are encouraged to produce a 

written completion of the sentence “When a customer is unhappy, my plan is to…” 

“This is how willpower becomes a habit,” says Duhigg. “By choosing a certain behavior 

ahead of time and then following that routine when an inflection point arrives.” 

Researchers have also noted that the way a person is treated, especially in a workplace or 

educational environment, has an impact on their ability to develop willpower. Those who are 

treated kindly seem to be more self-disciplined, presumably because they feel they have a higher 

degree of control over and responsibility for their behavior. 

Identifying and Changing Organizational Habits 

When you think about it, much of the way a business operates day-to-day is built on an 

unwritten set of habits – a code of behaviors and negotiated understandings between individuals. 

This manifests itself in usually-unspoken declarations like “That’s not my job” or “If he does 

that, you should do this.” 

Many of these organizational habits turn out to be destructive, even while seeming to 

maintain balance and the status quo. A classic example was a Rhode Island hospital where nurses 

and physicians developed routines for avoiding conflict between each other (basically by nurses 

keeping their mouths shut when working with a known-to-be-arrogant doctor). But this led to a 

series of mishaps in the operating room which virtually destroyed the hospital’s reputation. 

And, of course, it was the same process of insular, habitual behaviors for skipping safety 

procedures that had virtually brought Alcoa to its knees in the 80s. 

An understanding of what they called organizational memory - a euphemism for “the 

way we do things around here” - was developed by Yale academics Richard Nelson and Sidney 

Winter in their book An Evolutionary Theory of Economic Change. They argued that while most 

organizations appear to operate through a process of rational decision-making, in truth, long-

established habits based on the activities of thousands of individual employees over many years 

were actually driving the operation. 

The benefit, Nelson and Winter argued, was that the routines created truces between 

potentially warring groups of individuals, whether that was executives competing for power or 

divisions battling each other for resources.  
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These truces ensure that rivalries don’t destroy the company in the short term but, in the 

longer term, they can produce disasters. This was exemplified by the Kings Cross underground 

fire in London, which claimed scores of lives after various groups of employees and emergency 

service workers clung to past habits of non-involvement or unworkable procedures.  

But out of such disasters can emerge an opportunity for change, as O’Neill demonstrated. 

And it is part of Duhigg’s argument that, in periods of turmoil, organizational habits become 

sufficiently malleable to impose change. This happened at Alcoa; it happened on the London 

Underground and it even happened at NASA after the Challenger disaster, when new processes 

and checking procedures were introduced. 

“Good leaders seize crises to remake organizational habits,” he declares. 

“(W)ise executives seek out moments of crisis - or create the perception of crisis - and 

cultivate the sense that something must change, until everyone is finally ready to overhaul the 

patterns they live with each day. 

Influencing Consumer Habits 

Organizations can also use their understanding of habits to drive their marketing policies. 

Habits, after all, influence many of our shopping decisions. We buy the same products regardless 

of whether it’s the best for our needs, we seek the convenience of shopping in one store when 

shopping around would make financial sense, and so on. 

What many shoppers don’t realize is that their habits are under constant and intense 

scrutiny. Store layouts are based on the habitual routes most people follow (turning or keeping 

right as we go through the door) and products are placed to exploit the combinations of goods we 

habitually buy. 

Taken to an extreme, Target devised a clever way of identifying which of its shoppers 

were expecting a child, even if the parents didn’t want them to know. It used a baby shower 

registry to identify pregnant women, watched what they bought and at which stage of the 

pregnancy, and then looked for others who hadn’t declared their pregnancy by following the 

same shopping pattern. 

The objective was simple. Expectant and new parents are usually stressed and in a hurry. 

If they visit your store, they’ll use it for many other purchases, including food, to save them time. 

They’ll become habitual users. So, if you can identify them before anyone else does and lure 

them into your store with great offers at exactly the time they want them, they’re hooked! 

In a totally different environment, the music industry, notably radio stations, use our habit 

of listening to music we enjoy to increase the popularity of new sounds. They simply repeatedly 

sandwich a new song between two established favorites. Our minds create a link and presto, the 

new tune is a hit. 

“If you dress a new something in old habits, it’s easy for the public to accept it,” says the 

author. 
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Conclusion: Can You Change Your Bad Habits? 

Interestingly, Duhigg does not primarily set out to teach us how to change our habits so 

much as to make us aware of what is going on in our brains - and those of our friends and 

colleagues - that controls so many of our behaviors. By understanding what is going on, 

identifying keystone habits and learning to generate willpower, we are more likely to be able to 

bring about personal or organizational change. However, the precise formula naturally depends 

on the individual circumstances and the three-step habit loop - cue, routine, reward. 

However, tucked away in the Appendix, he does present a basic framework for tackling 

the challenge of changing our habits. It works like this: 

First, identify the elements of your habit loops. For example, he noted that in his office, 

he would stop work in mid afternoon, go to the office cafeteria, buy himself a chocolate chip 

cookie and chat with colleagues. 

Second, experiment with rewards. Review what’s going on - which craving is driving the 

habit. For him, was it the sugar fix, the need for a break or the desire to socialize? If you 

substitute a different reward - eating an apple for instance - what happens? 

Third, isolate the cue. What sparks the routine that you follow and triggers the habit? 

This may not be easy to identify and it may not be what you think it is. But research suggests 

most habitual cues are drawn from: where you happen to be; the time of day; your emotional 

state, other people, or something that happened immediately before the action. 

Finally, draw up a plan to change the routine that still delivers the reward but is less 

damaging or destructive - what psychologists call implementation intentions. And don’t forget 

to write it down! 

“Obviously,” says Duhigg, “changing some habits can be more difficult. But this 

framework is a place to start. Sometimes change takes a long time. Sometimes it requires 

repeated experiments and failures. But once you understand how a habit operates - once you 

diagnose the cue, the routine and the reward - you gain power over it.” 

 


