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Breaking Bad Habits... 
And Developing 
Healthy Ones 

For most people, new year’s 
resolutions only last until mid-February. 
What can we do to make our resolution 
last for as long as we live? 

A habit, by definition, is something 
you do regularly and without much 
thought. There are “good “ habits (such 
as walking every day for 30 minutes) and 
“bad” habits (such as smoking cigarettes). 
Some form quickly or accidentally, and 
others take quite a bit of effort to adopt. 
Once a habit is formed, it’s pretty hard to 
break. Some people wake up and debate 
if they should sleep in or go for a jog. 
Whether they end up rolling over or lacing 
up their sneakers, they are choosing to 
perform a behavior. Others hear the alarm 
and start getting ready for their work-out 
before they are fully awake. It’s not even 
a decision. Not every healthy behavior 
starts out as pleasurable. People who find 
exercise itself enjoyable tend to stick with 
it longer. Researchers asked gym-goers to 
rate how much they enjoyed their workouts 
as well as how important it was to them 
to exercise to stay healthy. Those who 
said exercise was really enjoyable logged 
longer sweat sessions; appreciating 
exercise for health’s sake didn’t seem to 

matter. One way to up the enjoyment factor 
is by scheduling regular workout dates with 
friends. So how can you take a desired 
behavior and turn it into a true habit? There 
are specific, proven steps you can take to 
transform a new behavior into a effortless 
habit. 

Break down a big behavior change into 
baby steps: If your goal is to eat a more 
plant-based diet but you are a currently a 
meat-lover, don’t try to become a vegetarian 
overnight. Instead start by experimenting 
with some new veggies or those you 
haven’t tried in a while. When you find one 
you like, you will be excited and feel good 
about yourself (the reward), which might 
encourage you to add the veggie to meals 
or continue trying new ones. 

Get a Cue: What sets the process in motion 
is a cue. For a lot of smokers, having a cup 
of coffee is what triggers them to reach for 
a cigarette. Your sneakers stashed by the 
bed can become a cue to exercise in the 
morning; brushing your teeth can become 
the cue to floss. Keeping fruits on the dining 
table is a cue to eat a piece of fruit at each 
meal. Keeping you medications on the 
dining room table is cue to take them when 
you eat. 

You might have heard that it takes 21 days 
to form a habit, but it’s not that simple. 

(continued on next page) 
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In a research setting, some of the study 
participants developed a habit within a mere 18 
days; for others, it took the better part of a year. 
You may have to be very patient, but the more 
you repeat a behavior, the more likely it is to 
eventually turn into a habit. 

Out with the Bad: Once a habit has become 
encoded in your brain, erasing it is about as 
difficult as getting a red wine stain out of your 
favorite white shirt. Studies show that habits 
become so entrenched that they are hard to 
break even when you take the reward away. 
Think about what’s keeping that bad habit in 
place and work to break it down step by step. 
For starters, think about the cues that initially 
helped you from the particular habit or that 
might be keeping it in place. If, for instance, 
you have a tendency to have ice cream after 
or any other sugary dessert after meals, start 
by replacing the dessert with a piece of fruit or 
a canned fruit cup in light syrup. You can try 
freezing grapes and chewing on them. 

Stay Connected: In the game of life, your 
family and friends are your cheerleaders, and 
your health care providers are your coaches. 
Surround yourself with people who are kind to 
you-and be kind to yourself, too. Don’t keep a 
resolution as a secret. Bring family and friends 
into the fold, and with their help, goals will be 
easier to achieve. The people who care will be 
there to support the resolve to change habits for 
the better or to improve overall health. 

Keep track of your progress: Grab a piece of 
paper, give yourself a check mark every time 
you went for a walk. Just making the check 
mark can feel rewarding, and watching those 
checks add up even more so, especially if you 
treat yourself to a book or other goody when 
you get 20 checks in a row. 

Keep trying: Not every shot is going to hit 
the bullseye. What matters is to keep trying. 
If a resolution has totally run out of steam by 
mid-February, don’t despair. Start over again. 
Obsessing over the occasional slip-up won’t 
help in the pursuit of progress. Do the best 

that’s possible each day, and take each day one at 
a time. When there is a backslide, don’t dwell on 
it. Get back on schedule again and keep moving 
forward with the plan. 

This new year calls for a new you. Use these tips 
to stay on track and make 2020 the year you finally 
conquer your resolutions! 
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