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      Exploring the Complexities of Habit Formation Beyond Popular Self-Help Narratives.
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For some time now, habits — both small and large — have been a staple of self-management strategies, or as I like to call it: Productivity Porn. A slew of popular science books has brought the concept of habits into the mainstream. While many of the promoted ideas do work, the way habits are often portrayed in these guides tend to oversimplify the reality. They suggest that all stable behaviours are habitual and that forming new habits automatically leads to positive, long-term changes. However, this perspective fails to capture the true complexity of habits, as a recent study highlights.
The Habit Trinity: Duhigg, Clear, and Guise
The three most popular books on the subject — The Power of Habit by Charles Duhigg, Atomic Habits by James Clear, and Elastic Habits by Stephen Guise — share common ground in emphasizing the profound influence habits have on our lives and how deeply they are embedded in our brain structures. Duhigg describes habit formation as “chunking,” where the brain automates sequences of actions to conserve energy. Clear emphasizes that habits are formed through frequency, not time, stating that the number of repetitions matters more than the duration.
All three authors agree on the  three-step cycle of a habit  : cue, routine, and reward. They highlight how modifying the routine while keeping the cue and reward constant can alter a habit.
Diverging Paths: Different Approaches to Habit Formation
While Duhigg, Clear, and Guise agree on the fundamentals, their approaches differ significantly:
	 The Role of Cravings: Duhigg stresses the importance of cravings as the driving force behind habits, arguing that we must develop a desire to establish a new habit successfully. Clear, on the other hand, focuses more on the environment and deliberately designing cues to change habits.
	 Flexibility vs. Rigidity: In Elastic Habits, Guise advocates for flexibility in habit formation. He promotes “mini habits” — small, manageable steps — and adapting goals to different situations. This approach contrasts with rigid habit systems, which often fail because they do not account for the dynamic nature of life.

What Are Habits, Really?
To delve deeper into what habits truly are, Gardner et al. explored this in their study, “What is habit and how can it be used to change real-world behaviour? Narrowing the theory-reality gap,” published in May 2024 in Social and Personality Psychology Compass. According to the authors, habits are essentially “mental links between a situation (cue) and an action (response).” These links form through repeated performance of an action in a specific context, creating a mental association.
“Forming a habit means connecting a situation you often encounter with the action you usually take. These connections help by creating impulses that push us to do the usual action without thinking. But the pushes from habits are just one of many feelings we might have at any time.” — Dr. Benjamin Gardner, co-author of the study 
Critique of the Popular Science Perspective
Gardner and his colleagues also offer critical insights into the popular science portrayal of habits:
	 Habits Are Not Unbreakable: Contrary to popular belief, habits are not simply automated programs that control our behaviour. They compete with other impulses, such as intentions, plans, and emotions, which can be stronger and influence our actions at any given moment.
	 Behaviour Change Is Complex: Forming a new habit does not guarantee lasting behaviour change. Unforeseen events or setbacks can cause individuals to revert to old behaviours, even if a habit has been established.

Habit vs. Habitual Behaviour
It is essential to distinguish between “habit” and “habitual behaviour.” A “habit” refers to the cognitive process — the learned association between a cue and a response — while “habitual behaviour” describes the action prompted by this process. This distinction underscores that while habits can support sustained behaviour change, they do not automatically lead to lasting changes.
Sustainable Behaviour Change Requires More Than Habits
Establishing and maintaining a new habit requires strategies beyond mere repetition. These include contingency plans for setbacks and consciously reflecting on the habit. Understanding one’s motivation and making deliberate decisions for change also play crucial roles.
“When trying to make a new behaviour stick, it’s a good idea to form a habit and have a backup plan for dealing with setbacks, such as keeping healthy snacks on hand that you can quickly grab on busy mornings.” — Dr. Phillippa Lally, co-author of the study 
Strategies for Overcoming Unwanted Habits
Breaking unwanted habits involves interrupting the process that translates them into actions. Some strategies include:
	 Inhibiting Habits: This involves consciously suppressing the habitual impulse by either refraining from initiating an action or prematurely interrupting an ongoing sequence of actions. This strategy requires awareness of contextual cues and sufficient motivation and willpower to monitor and inhibit unwanted responses.
	 Reducing Behavioural Accessibility: Making it harder to engage in a habitual action after the impulse has been triggered, such as by blocking access to certain behaviours or increasing the effort required to perform them. For instance, if one regularly engages in online gambling, one might consider blocking gambling transactions on their payment cards.
	 Interrupting Habitual Cues: This strategy involves deliberately limiting exposure to the cues that trigger unwanted responses. This requires awareness of potential triggers and the ability to avoid them. For example, if certain friends tempt you into online gambling, you might reduce contact with those friends.
	 Habit Replacement: This involves directly replacing a habit association with another. In practice, this requires elements of habit inhibition or reducing behavioural accessibility to block an unwanted habit, along with habit formation strategies to promote a desired alternative. For example, replacing the habit of eating unhealthy snacks with healthier alternatives.

Conclusion
While popular science books offer valuable tools and strategies for forming new habits, the scientific perspective sheds light on the complexity of the topic, showing that habits are not a guarantee for lasting behaviour change. It is important to be aware of these nuances and view habits as one tool among many in the context of a holistic approach to behaviour change.

This is an English translation of a blog post that was originally published in the author’s blog in German.
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