
HOW TO 
BREA K 

OLD 
HABITS 

Neuroscience and the idea of a growth 
mindset suggests that we can literally 

‘change our minds’. Relying on willpower 
is not an effective strategy for change. We 

need to be curious and explore the breaking 
of habits as a psychological exercise – 
looking at the ‘trigger, behaviour and 

reward’ that comes each time we indulge in 
a behaviour we want to change. Behaviours 

such as: over-eating, smoking, being a 
‘control freak’, being distracted by your 

phone, aggression, or being afraid to speak 
up in meetings.

Many of us think we can’t change or that 
our behaviours are fixed. They are far from 

fixed; in fact, our mindset is constantly 
being shaped by thoughts, emotions and 

experiences. While some habits feel harder 
to break than others, if we’re open and 
willing to challenge resistance, we can 

‘rewire our brains’. Growth mindset theory 
explains this idea well.

Judson Brewer, a psychiatrist, suggests using 
mindfulness to break old habits. Continue doing the 
habit but explore it and get curious about it – what 
are sensations, the physical experiences in the body, 
or the thoughts that arise? When we start to see the 
fear-based patterns more clearly, we can break their 
hold over us. So, when we’re in the moment and 
about to repeat a behaviour, we need to:

1. Feel the urge (what and where are you 
feeling sensations?)

2. Get curious about the urge (why are you 
feeling this way?) 

3. Experience the joy of letting go (can you let 
the urge go and make a different choice?)

Brewer suggests that you might keep doing the 
behaviour for a while longer but eventually you 
will want to make a different choice. Instead of 
using force and control, you’re understanding the 
behaviour and releasing its power over you.
Source: Judson Brewer, ‘A simple way to break a bad habit’ TED, 2015

Over 30 years ago, Carol Dweck and her colleagues became interested in students’ attitudes about failure. They 
noticed that some students rebounded while other students seemed devastated by even the smallest setbacks. 

After studying the behaviour of thousands of children, Dweck developed the concept of ‘fixed mindset’ vs ‘growth 
mindset’ – to describe the underlying beliefs people have about learning and intelligence.

Dweck’s research has shown that the view you adopt of yourself profoundly affects the way you lead your life. It 
can determine whether you become the person you want to be and whether you accomplish the things you value.

Growth Mind-set
Intelligence can be 
developed

Fixed Mind-set
Intelligence is 

static

Leads to a desire to learn and 
therefore a tendency to…

Leads to a desire to look smart 
and therefore a tendency to…

FIXED GROWTH

C H A L L E N G E S

O B STAC L E S

E F F O RT

C R I T I C I S M

S U CC E S S  O F  OT H E R S

…embrace  
challenges

…avoid 
challenges

…persist in the  
face of setbacks

…give up
easily

…see effort as the  
path to mastery

…see effort as
fruitless or worse

…learn from 
criticism

…ignore useful  
negative feedback

…find lessons and inspiration 
in the success of others

…feel threatened by  
the success of others

As a result, they may plateau 
early and achieve less than their 

full potential

All this confirms a deterministic 
view of the world.

As a result, they reach ever-
higher levels of achievement

All this gives them a  
greater sense of free will.

REFLECTION

1. What habits and behaviours 
really get you and are 
difficult to stop? 

2. Where could you be more 
mindful and get curious? 

3. Do you resonate more 
with the ‘fixed’ or ‘growth’ 
mindset descriptions? Why?

4. How can you adopt or 
enhance growth mindset? 
What do you need to do?
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HOW TO 
FORM  

NEW  
H ABITS 

According to The European Journal of 
Social Psychology, it takes, on average, 66 
days to form a new habit. Yet, this can vary 

depending on the person and the habit (the 
range in the Journal’s study was actually 

between 18–254 days). 

In Shawn Achor’s book, The Happiness 
Advantage, the simple practice of expressing 
gratitude for three things, every day, for 21 
days, had a measurable effect on a person’s 

happiness. 

So, it depends on the size of the habit, a 
person’s desire for it, and what’s required 

to achieve it. For example, running 10 
kilometres might take longer for some more 
than others, if some people already have a 

reasonable level of fitness. 

CONSIDER THIS FORMULA FOR 
EMBEDDING TINY HABITS:

1. Identify an action so tiny that it takes 
almost no effort.
When we think ‘tiny habits’ – it is exactly that. 
Seriously tiny steps. So minuscule you’d think “but 
that’s hardly doing anything!” and that’s the point. 
Fogg’s habits take less than 30 seconds. It might 
sound like it’s not even worth it but it means you 
don’t have try too hard to make it happen. It could be 
taking three deep breaths, standing and stretching, 
or taking a vitamin, for example. 

2. Attach that action to an anchor. 
To remember to do the tiny habit, do it immediately 
following something else you do on a consistent 
basis. “In the morning” is too vague. For example, if 
you wanted to drink more water throughout the day, 
an anchor might be “after I brush my teeth” – and 
have a glass nearby to make it easier. 

3. Finally, force yourself to celebrate. 
Do something physical to affirm the tiny thing you’ve 
done. For example, do a happy dance, fist pump or 
say, “I rock!” to yourself. The emotion of celebrating 
secures the tiny habit because your brain wants to 
feel happy, and you’re teaching your brain that doing 
the tiny habit makes it happy. 

Examples of habits and anchors we might 
introduce could be; taking three deep breaths after 
finishing a conversation, walking in the door at work 
and greeting at least three people, or deleting five 
unwanted emails after answering one.

REFLECTION

1. What three positive new habits do you want to form (remember you only have 30 seconds!) 
2. What established behaviours can you anchor these three new habits to?
3. What are you going to do to celebrate when you do these three habits?

THE FOGG BEHAVIOUR MODEL

HIGH 
MOTIVATION

LOW 
MOTIVATION

HARD TO DO EASY TO DO

ABILITY (A)

M
OT

IV
AT

IO
N 

(M
)

TRIGGERS (T)
Fail here

B=MAT

TRIGGERS (T)
Succeed here

ACTIVATION 
THRESHOLD

Fogg suggests that three things are needed for behaviour: motivation, ability and a trigger. 
When these three things come together we can influence or change behaviour. SAMPLE



HOW 
BEH AVIOURS, 

ROU TINES  & 
R ITUALS  CAN 

LEAD  TO HIGH 
P ER FORMANCE

The myth of multi-tasking

Multi-tasking, is not really multi-tasking, it’s task switching. 
When we constantly switch between tasks, it means there’s a 
lag time while the brain plays catch up. There’s also attention 
residue from the last task making it harder to ‘switch gears’ 

and give our full attention to the new task. This puts pressure 
on our adrenal glands to constantly produce stress hormones. 
Eventually our adrenal glands fatigue – limiting our immunity 

and ability to handle stress.

REFLECTION

1. Do you attempt to multi-task? Does it work? Why/why not?

2. Can you carve out chunks of time for undivided attention 
to one task at a time? 

3. To what tasks can you apply the ‘96 minute rule’ or ‘one 
touch rule’?

A SIMPLISTIC 
REPRESENTATION  

OF THE EFFECTS OF 
STRESS AND EXCESSIVE  

MULTI-TASKING 
Adrenal 

exhaustion and 
low cortisol

Over time 
causes

The adrenal 
glads to 
produce 
cortisol

Stress

Stimulates
Makes the 

body less able 
to respond to 

stress

WHY MONO-TASKING WORKS
’Mono-tasking’ is focusing on one task at a time and giving it 
our full attention. When we mono-task, we’re more likely to 

find ‘flow’ which minimises errors and allows for greater focus. 
‘Mono-tasking’ is a form of mindfulness; absolute attention 
in the present moment and on the task at hand. When we’re 

mindful, we’re giving a task 100% of our attention – resulting 
in better outcomes.

SO, CAN WE MULTI-TASK AT ALL?
While multi-tasking can compromise productivity and 

effectiveness, there are times when it works – when your brain 
has developed ‘habits’. For example, a musician can sing and 
play guitar at the same time. That’s because the musician has 
practiced guitar so much it has become ’habit’ – meaning the 

brain’s neuropathways aren’t overworked when combining the 
two actions. Or another example; you can walk and talk on the 
phone at the same time because both are ‘habits’, and require 

different cognitive processes.

MOVE OVER MULTI-TASKING, LET’S MONO-TASK:
STRATEGIES FOR FOCUS AND ATTENTION

The ‘96 minute rule’
• The 96 minute rule reminds us of the value of focused, sustained 

work that encourages greater ‘flow’

• You invest total, uninterrupted attention for 96 minutes a day to a 
task that requires complete attention

• This uninterrupted period yields greater results than if the work was 
dispersed throughout the day or across the week and compromised 
by interruptions and distractions

• If 96 minutes doesn’t work, design your own rule! It could be a 32, 71 
or even a 16 minute rule…

The ’One Touch’ rule
• The ‘One Touch’ rule helps us avoid double-handling tasks because 

we’re prone to procrastination or being swept up by distractions

• Identify tasks that you tend to think ‘I’ll do that later’ or ‘I’ll come back 
to that’ – tasks that are ‘quick wins’ or should be priortised for peace 
of mind

• Apply the ‘One Touch’ rule to these to get them done, ‘clearing away 
the clutter’ so you can move onto deeper, more meaningful work

R E TH IN K IN G MULTI -TASK IN G

Trying to focus on more than one thing causes a 
40% decrease in productivity

The average desk employee loses 2.1 hours of 
productivity a day in interruptions and distractions

Multi-tasking lowers a person’s IQ by 10%

Multi-tasking’s effectiveness is equivalent to 
working on no sleep the night before
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HOW 
ACCOUNTABILITY, 

FOCUS & 
GOALS CAN 

LEAD TO HIGH 
PERFORMANCE

Setting meaningful goals

For goals to be attractive enough to pursue, they need to be 
inspired by something personal. The more we are personally 

invested, the more we are likely to move toward and stay 
accountable to our goals. This helps to create an emotional 

attachment – giving us reason to want to persevere, even when 
challenges present themselves. 

When setting goals with your team, set them together to inspire 
commitment. The goals need to mean something, trigger 

emotion, and be challenging – not unachievable but a little 
out of reach. Goals that stretch your team can have powerful 
effects – they can move people to change behaviours, help 

them overcome obstacles, and focus attention. Following up 
with accountability actions (coaching, check-ins and assigning 

accountability partners) is also crucial to the goal’s success. 

REFLECTION

Using the HARD formula, think about the goals 
that really matter to you and your team.  
Write them down.

H A R D  G OA L S
Use the ‘HARD’ model to ensure you and your team are aligning personal and 
professional aspirations. This model helps us to set goals that really matter. They are 
not a ‘nice to have’ or goals that relate only to advancing career opportunities. HARD 
goals come out of one’s passion and reflect a strong desire to achieve a purpose – 
even if that purpose is a little difficult and beyond reach.

HARD goals follow these principles:

TOP TEN TIPS  FOR 
GOAL SETTING

1. Make a list of your values

2. Project yourself into the future 

3. Begin with the end in mind

4. Write down 10 things you want this year

5. Identify your 3 most important things 
right now

6. Prioritise to know where to focus

7. Create a story or vision board

8. Ask yourself good questions

9. Write down an ‘ideal scenario’

10. Meditate on or visualise your goal often

M a r k  M u r p h y, H A R D  G o a l s : 
T h e  s e c r e t  t o  g e t t i n g  f r o m  w h e r e  y o u  a r e  t o  w h e r e  y o u  w a n t  t o  b e

A N I MAT ED
• The goal must be alive and vivid 

in your mind – inspiring the 
imagination

• You know the power of this goal 
and can already see it in full colour

• You can already visualise yourself 
having achieved the goal and its 
success

H EA RT FELT
• The goal matters – it is born out of 

passion 
• The goal is valuable – it will make a 

real difference to your life
• The goal is non-negotiable – you 

know how much it means to you

R EQ UI R ED
• You will absolutely dedicate 

yourself to the goal regardless
• You know the goal is a necessity 

not an option and must achieve it
• You will persevere despite 

circumstances, challenges and 
obstacles

DI FFI CULT
• Setting goals beyond reach is 

motivating because they are ‘worth 
fighting for’

• A degree of challenge must be 
present (but not be so hard it is 
demotivating) 

• Aligning goals with passion and 
purpose is key, so as you have a 
reason to keep going when it’s 
difficult
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THE BENEFIT S  O F 
MINDFULNESS AND  IT S 

POSITIVE  EFFE CT S  O N 
THE B RAIN 

We can’t always change others, but we 
can change ourselves. Mindfulness allows 
us to do that so we can better understand 

what’s going on around us, people’s 
behaviours and our own reactions.

Mindfulness simply refers to being in the 
present moment and being curious about 
what comes up. It is the antidote to things 
like distraction, procrastination, acting out 
in anger or taking everything personally. 
It doesn’t mean we don’t do these things, 

it just means we start to become more 
aware of these behaviours. 

When we become aware, we can take 
a moment to make a different choice 
instead of being ‘sucked in’ to default 

patterns and habits.

It also helps when we are reacting to other 
people’s ‘stuff’. When we are mindful we 
are able to detach and see things more 

objectively and instead of blindly reacting, 
we can pause, think through things and 

consciously respond.

BENEFITS OF MINDFULNESS SHORT-TERM
• Focus on the present moment
• Feelings of calm and control
• Improved ability to concentrate
• Better able to handle distractions
• Less reactive to people and situations
• Finding flow and mental clarity
• Healthier response to stress

BODY SCAN EXERCISE YOU CAN DO EVERY DAY (EVEN AT WORK!)
• The body scan exercise is a good meditation for beginners
• You just notice sensations in each part of the body – start from the feet and move all the way up to the head and relax each body part as 

you go. Use an exhalation to feel a sense of letting go of each body part
• A body scan helps us bring awareness back into the body and the present moment 
• We can do it any time of day; eyes closed or open, sitting or lying down, for five or fifteen minutes
• It has a settling effect, helps you detach from drama, encourages well-being, and relieves tension

BENEFITS OF MINDFULNESS LONG-TERM
• Calm composure and greater ease
• Emotional stability and resilience
• Greater capacity for contentment
• Reduced stress and greater well-being
• Improved relationships and communication
• Improved self-esteem and outlook
• Enhanced feelings of gratitude

WAYS YOUR BRAIN CAN CHANGE WHEN PRACTICING MINDFULNESS:

REFLECTION

1. Try the body scan. There are options on YouTube for 5-10 minute 
videos that guide you. How do you feel?

2. Think about situations where you haven’t been mindful (scattered, 
‘out of control’, distracted, irritated, furious etc). What was your 
response to these states of mind?

3. Can you handle them differently? How? What are your strategies?

Anterior Cingulate Cortex: Increased grey 
matter changes were noted in the anterior 
cingulate cortex (ACC), which is a structure 
located behind the brain’s frontal lobe. It has 
been associated with such functions as self-
regulatory processes, including the ability to  
monitor attention conflicts, and allow  
for more cognitive flexibility.

Prefrontal Cortex: Increased grey 
matter density was also found 
in areas of the prefrontal lobe, 
which are primarily responsible 
for executive functioning such as 
planning, problem solving, and 
emotion regulation.

Hippocampus: Increased cortical thickness in the hippocampus which 
is the part of the limbic system that governs learning and memory, and 
is extraordinarily susceptible to stress and stress-related disorders like 
depression or PTSD.

Amygdala: Studies have shown that the amygdala, known 
as our brain’s “fight or flight” centre and the seat of our 
fearful and anxious emotions, decreases in brain cell 
volume after mindfulness practice.
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