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Prologue 
• “All our life, so far as it has definite form, is but a mass of habits.” - Williams James

• Habits can be changed, if we understand how they work.

• At one point, we all consciously decided how much to eat and what to focus on… Then we stopped making 

a choice, and the behavior became automatic.


Part One - The Habits of Individuals 
1. The Habit Loop 
• Once [habits] start forming, our [brain’s] gray matter is free to quiet itself or chase other thoughts.

• Habits, scientists say, emerge because the brain is constantly looking for ways to save effort.

• The brain spends a lot of effort at the beginning of a habit looking for something – a cue – that offers a hint 

as to which pattern to use.

• This process within our brains is a three-step loop. 

• Cue – a trigger that tells your brain to go into automatic mode and which habit to use

• Routine – which can be physical or mental, or emotional. 

• Reward – which helps your brain figure out if this particular loop is worth remembering for the future. 

• Simply understanding how habits work – learning the structure of the habit loop – makes them easier to 
control.


2. The Craving Brain 
• Cravings are what make cues and rewards work. Cravings power the habit loop.

• Distractions are easier to avoid once stronger habits are developed

• Habits create neurological cravings

• By associating cues with certain rewards, a subconscious craving emerges in our brains that starts the habit 

loop spinning

• How to create a new habit: putting together a cue, a routine, a reward, and then cultivating a craving that 

drives the loop. 

• Only once the brain starts expecting the reward will it become automatic. The cue, in addition to triggering a 

routine, must also trigger a craving for the reward to come. 

• Cravings are what drive habits. And figuring out how to spark a craving makes creating a new habit easier. 


3. The Golden Rule of Habit Change 
• “Champions don’t do extraordinary things,” [Tony] Dungy would explain. “They do ordinary things, but they 

do them without thinking, too fast for the other team to react. They follow the habits they learned.”

• It’s easier to convince someone to adopt a new behavior if there was something familiar at the beginning 

and end.

• To change a habit, you must keep the old cue, and deliver the old reward, but insert a new routine. 

• The Golden Rule of Habit Change: You can’t extinguish a bad habit, you can only change it.

• To change an old habit, you must address an old craving. You have to keep the same cues and rewards as 

before, and feed the craving by inserting a new routine.

• “There’s something really powerful about groups and shared experiences. People might be skeptical about 

their ability to change if they’re by themselves, but a group will convince them to suspend disbelief. A 
community creates belief. 


Part Two - The Habits of Successful Organizations 
4. Keystone Habits, or the Ballad of Paul O’Neill  
• You can’t order people to change. That’s not how the brain works. 

• If you could start disrupting habits around one thing, it would spread throughout the [organization]


• Some habits matter more than others in remaking business and lives – KEYSTONE HABITS

• Keystone habits say that success doesn’t depend on getting every single thing right, but instead relies on 

identifying a few key priorities and fashioning them into powerful levers

• The habits that matter most are the ones that, when they start to shift, dislodge and remake other patterns. 

• Individuals have habits; groups have routines
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• “The best agencies understood the importance of routines. The worst agencies were headed by people who 
never thought about it, and then wondered why no one followed their orders.”


• [Paul] O’Neill figured his top priority…would have to be something that everybody…could agree was 
important. He needed a focus that would bring people together, that would give him leverage to change 
how people worked and communicated.


• “Small wins are a steady application of a small advantage.”

• “Once a small win has been accomplished, forces are set in motion that favor another small win.”

• Small wins fuel transformative changes by leveraging tiny advantages into patterns that convince people 

that bigger achievements are within reach.”

• Creating structures that help other habits to flourish

• Creating cultures where new values become ingrained

• Cultures grow out of the keystone habits in every organization, whether leaders are aware of them or not

• Keystone habits transform us by creating cultures that make clear the values that, in the heat of a difficult 

decision or a moment of uncertainty, we might otherwise forget.


5. Starbucks and the Habit of Success 
• Willpower is the single most important keystone habit for individual success

• “Self discipline predicted academic performance more robustly than did IQ…Self-discipline has a bigger 

effect on academic performance than does intellectual talent.”

• Willpower isn’t just a skill. It’s a muscle, like the muscles in your arms or legs, and it gets tired as it works 

harder, so there’s less power left over for other things.

• Giving employees a sense of agency – a feeling that they’re in control, that they have genuine decision-

making authority – can radically increase how much energy and focus they bring to their jobs

• Giving employees a sense of control improved how much self-discipline they brought to their jobs. 


6. The Power of a Crisis 
• “Much of firm behavior…is best understood as a reflection of general habits and strategic orientations 

coming from the firm’s past.”

• Firms are guided by long-held organizational habits, patterns that often emerge from thousands of 

employees’ independent decisions.

• …routines…create truces between potentially warring groups or individuals within an organization.

• Routines provide the hundreds of unwritten rules that companies need to operate. They allow workers to 

experiment with new ideas without having to ask for permission at every step.

• Creating successful organizations isn’t just a matter of balancing authority. For an organization to work, 

leaders must cultivate habits that both create a real and balanced peace and paradoxically, make it 
absolutely clear who’s in charge.


• Sometimes, one priority – or one department or one person or one goal – needs to overshadow everything 
else, thought it might be unpopular or threaten the balance of power… Sometimes, a truce can create 
dangers that outweigh any peace. 


• A company with dysfunctional habits can’t turn around simply because a leader orders it. Rather, wise 
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.


7. How Target knows what you want before you do 
• People’s buying habits are more likely to change when they go through a major life event.

• Consumers going through major life events often don’t notice, or care, that their shopping patterns have 

shifted. However, retailers notes, and they care quite a bit.

• How do you take advantage of someone’s habits without letting them know you’re studying every detail of 

their lives?

• Whether selling a new song, a new food, or a new crib, the lesson is the same: If you dress a new 

something in old habits, it’s easier for the public to accept it.

• Retention…was driven by emotional factors, such as whether employees knew members’ names or said 

hello when they walked in.

• To market a new habit…you must understand how to make the novel seem familiar.
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Part Three - The Habits of Societies 
8. Saddleback Church and the Montgomery Bus Boycott 
• A movement starts because of the social habits of friendship and the strong ties between close 

acquaintances. 

• It grows because of the habits of a community, and the weak ties that hold neighborhoods and clans 

together.

• And it endures because a movement’s leaders give participants new habits that create a fresh sense of 

identity and a feeling of ownership. 

• …when job hunters approached strangers for assistance, they were rejected. When they appealed to 

friends, help was provided. STRONG TIES

• …how often job hunters also received help from casual acquaintances – friends of friends – people who 

were neither strangers nor close pals. WEAK TIES 
• …in landing a job…weak-tie acquaintances were often more important than strong-tie friends because 

weak ties give us access to social networks where we don’t otherwise belong.

• Our weak-tie acquaintances are often as influential – if not more – than our close-tie friends.

• “Individuals with few weak ties will be deprived of information from distant parts of the social system and 

will be confined to the provincial news and views of their close friends. This deprivation will not only 
insulate them from the latest ideas and fashions but may put them in a disadvantage position in the labor 
market, where advancement can depend…on knowing about appropriate job openings at just the right 
time.”


• Peer pressure: a sense of obligation that neighborhoods or communities place upon themselves.  
• also, “the social habits that encourage people to conform to group expectations.” 
• The habits of peer pressure…often spread through weak ties. 
• On a playground, peer pressure is dangerous. In adult life, it’s how business gets done and communities 

self-organize.

• “…ministers needed to convert groups of people, rather than individuals, so that a community’s social 

habits would encourage religious participation, rather than pulling people away.”

• “If you try to scare people into following Christ’s example, it’s not going to work for too long. The only way 

you get people to take responsibility for their spiritual maturity is to teach them habits of faith…Once that 
happens, they become self-feeders. People follow Christ not because you’ve led them there, but because 
it’s who they are.”


• …if you teach people to live with Christian habits, they’ll act as Christians without requiring constant 
guidance and monitoring.


• For an idea to grow beyond a community, it must become self-propelling. And the surest way to achieve 
that is to give people new habits that help them figure out where to go on their own.


• Embedded within [Martin Luther] King’s philosophy was a set of new behaviors that converted participants 
from followers into self-directing leaders.


• Movements don’t emerge because everyone suddenly decides to face the same direction at once. They rely 
on social patterns that begin as the habits of friendship, grow through the habits of communities, and are 
sustained by the new habits that change participants sense of self.


9. The Neurology of Free Will 
• …to modify a habit, you must decide to change it. You must consciously accept the hard work of identifying 

the cues and rewards that drive the habits’ routines, and find alternatives. You must know you have control 
and be self-conscious enough to use it…


• “…habits…are what allow us to “do a thing with difficulty the first time, but soon do it more and more easily, 
and finally, with sufficient practice, do it semi-mechanically, or with hardly any consciousness at all.”

• Once we choose who we want to be, people grow “to the way in which they have been exercised, just as 

a sheet of paper or a coat, once creased or folded, tends to fall forever afterward into the same identical 
folds.”


Afterward

• We need to see small victories to believe a long battle will be won. 


