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THE SPRAINED ANKLE THAT CHANGED MY LIFE
Does your image in the bathroom mirror make you feel 

depressed? Are you upset by your inability to follow through on your 
commitment to lose the weight? Do you struggle to rain in your 
cravings? Do you find it hard to stay motivated to exercise regularly 
or stick to a meal plan? Are you disgusted by your lack of willpower 
and discipline? Have you ever lost the weight, only to gain it back 
again? How many times have you asked yourself, why can’t I lose 
the weight once and for all? After all, millions of people transform 
their bodies each year. Why can’t you? I’m here to tell you that you 
can and show you how. Armed with the strategies in this book, you’ll 
be surprised how easy it can be to transform your body once and for 
all. Lean by Habit is a permanent solution. Not a 12-week program.  

You will learn how to translate your desire to look good into 
reality. I believe a better life begins with better health and 
appearance. I found this to be true in my own life. Our health is our 
most valuable resource. Exercise improves our mood and focus. It 
can lift us out of depression. Exercise stimulates our minds. When 
we begin to look better, we begin to feel better. I believe a better life 
starts with the development of healthy habits because that is where 
it began for me. Growing up as an overweight kid, I lacked self-
confidence. Obesity runs in my family. My paternal grandfather died 
of a heart attack when my father was in his teens. My father was 
always struggling to lose weight. He was a brilliant well-educated 
man, an editor at the New York Times, but he was never able to lose 
weight.  

We are all capable of change, but it requires 
commitment. Commitment is usually born out of either inspiration or 
desperation. My commitment to lose weight and get in shape was 
born out of the latter. I remember being sent to the nurse's office at 
school for a sprained ankle and overhearing her, describing me as a 
very chubby kid. Her words struck me. I cannot tell you why they hit 
me as hard as they did, but I am grateful that I overheard her. I 
resolved to lose the extra weight. My plan consisted of just two 
things, daily exercise and NO MORE DESSERTS. I decided that I 
would not eat another dessert until I lost all the weight. I went over a 
year without eating one dessert. I didn't know much about diet and 
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exercise; I was only ten years old, after all. My father read countless 
books on diet and exercise. He knew much more about these topics 
than I did, but information doesn't change your life. Sometimes too 
much information and analysis can be a detriment to doing. It is our 
daily rituals that shape our lives. If you examine any area of your life 
in which you are successful, you will find daily habits that support it. 

My commitment to lose weight and train my body to look like 
the heroes in my comic books changed my life. My transforming body 
was a constant reminder of the value of hard work and 
dedication.  Daily exercise lifted me out of depression and improved 
my mental focus. I started doing better in school and became more 
confident. Eventually, I would become a member of the National 
Honor Society in high school and graduate from the United States 
Military Academy at West Point. I have always enjoyed exercise. It 
makes me feel wonderful. I didn't know it at the time but exercise not 
only stimulates the production of feel-good hormones like 
endorphins, dopamine, and serotonin, but also improves our ability 
to learn. Exercise stimulates the production of Brain-derived 
Neurotropic Factor (BDNF). BDNF is often called “Miracle-Gro for the 
brain” because it encourages the formation of new neurons. BDNF 
is a protein vital to the health and function of your brain and 
peripheral nervous system. Low levels of BDNF is linked to 
Alzheimer’s, accelerated aging, poor neural development, 
neurotransmitter dysfunction, obesity, depression, and even 
schizophrenia.1   

Daily exercise combined with the elimination of desserts from 
my diet transformed my body. Giving up sweets was the hardest part, 
made more difficult by my family’s habit of ordering dessert when we 
ate out, and we ate out often. It was hard not to succumb to 
temptation and social pressure. My grandmother would bake peanut 
butter cookies or pies for us when we would visit her. I was made to 
feel guilty for refusing her dessert when we would visit, especially as 
I got thinner, but I was unwavering. I was able to sustain my resolve 
by connecting dessert with being trapped in a flabby body. I would 
pinch the flab on my body whenever I was tempted, and it helped me 
reconnect with my commitment to lose the weight.  

I am sharing my story with you because I want you to know 
that despite your current conditions or family history; you can lose 
the weight you desire. You can reclaim your body and your life. I want 
to help you develop the daily rituals that will produce the results you 
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want. I encourage you to share the results you are going to make 
with your family – so it will inspire them to take up the challenge. Let 
them know how it has changed your life. Your example will help 
dispel the notion that genetics are to blame. Poor genetics is a 
common excuse given by people that have no idea how many 
calories they are eating each day. Changes in our genetics aren't 
driving the obesity epidemic. Our eating habits are responsible. If 
most of your family is overweight, it doesn't mean that you have poor 
genetics. It might mean that your family has poor eating 
habits. Group norms have a huge influence on our behavior. 

Our habits and rituals shape our lives. Information and 
strategies don’t produce results until they become habitual. The 
mechanics of diet and exercise are SIMPLE. They are often 
overcomplicated by people attempting to put a new spin on getting 
in shape. We need variety to maintain enthusiasm, but we should 
always base our programs on the fundamentals. We know more 
about diet and exercise than ever before, but a lack of knowledge 
isn't the problem. If anything, there is too much information available.  

 
The overabundance of information has caused many people 

to fall into the trap of analysis paralysis. The fitness industry provides 
a constant stream of gimmicky diet and exercise plans that promise 
quick and easy results. Each program claims to have found the 
secret to six-pack abs. Millions of people waste their time, money, 
and effort on worthless supplements, extreme diets, and overly 
complicated workout programs.  

Getting in great shape isn’t as complicated as the industry 
would have you believe. Your muscles don’t need confusion to grow. 
They need to be forced to work harder and get stronger. Strength 
gains always proceed muscle gains. The only way we lose weight is 
by eating fewer calories than our body expends each day. The fitness 
industry is full of con artists eager to take advantage of people 
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seeking quick fixes. I am not selling you a quick fix, and I don’t claim 
to have revealed the secret to transforming your body.  

Anyone who has successfully transformed their body did it 
through the development of good eating and exercise habits.  
Extreme programs are never the solution. If you want to achieve 
results that last, you must find joy in the journey. Fall in love with the 
process, and the results will come. Sustained results come from 
sustained action. We become what we habitually do. Habits are the 
key to your success. I was able to transform my body at the age of 
ten, not because I knew a lot about diet and exercise, but because I 
had the self-discipline to take daily action.  

The best thing you can do today, to begin your journey to a 
firm, fit body, full of energy and vitality, is to use a pocket-sized 
notepad to record everything you are eating and drinking. The 
awareness and insights you will gain from this habit will snap you out 
of the hypnotic trance of ingrained eating habits. 

 
“You will never change your life until you change something you do 
daily. The secret of your success is found in your daily routine.”    
John C. Maxwell
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"Choose an Author as you Would a Friend.” - Wentworth Dillon 
MY CORE BELIEFS

Before you invest your time and money on this book, I want to share 
some of my core beliefs. They form the foundation of Lean by Habit. My goal 
is to prove each one and provide practical strategies for developing healthy 
habits. I do not pretend to be the originator of these ideas. The truth is old. The 
more I study a topic, the more often I see the same concepts repeated.  

While we are on the subject of beliefs and repetition, I hope you 
believe, as I do that, repetition is the mother of mastery. It is through frequent 
repetition that we develop a skill or expertise. Just because you have heard 
something once, that is no sign you got it.  I am going to repeat a handful of 
key concepts throughout this book. I want to engrain these concepts into your 
psyche - like a brain tattoo. I want to become that voice inside your head, 
helping you avoid all the traps in your way. I want you to be able to read this 
book once and become an expert at engineering your habits. 

Success is not learning 10,000 skills; it is performing a few skills 10,000 
times. Some strategies, like shaping your environment, you only need to do 
once, but most need to be repeated, again and again. If you are avers to 
repetition, purchasing a book about habits is probably a bad idea. What makes 
habits so incredibly powerful is the cumulative effects of compounding efforts 
that repetition produces. MY CORE BELIEFS: 

1. GOALS determine what COULD BE; our HABITS determine what 
IS and what WILL BE. 

2. ENVIRONMENT trumps WILLPOWER and MOTIVATION. Good 
habits cannot survive in a negative environment. 

3. Start SMALL - CONSISTENCY trumps INTENSITY. 
4. Good habits need good TRIGGERS - typically, remembering is 

harder than doing. 
5. NOTHING IS STRONGER THAN HABIT. 

 
If these ideas resonate with you, read on. I will provide you with plenty 

of studies, statistics, and anecdotal evidence to reinforce each one. Lean by 
Habit will give you the tools you need to change your habits and by extension 
your life!   
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“If your habits don’t line up with your dream, then you need to 
either change your habits or change your dream” - John Maxwell 

INTRODUCTION
f you are like millions of other people, you have wasted a 
lot of time, money, and effort on worthless powders, pills, 
and programs promising a quick fix for obtaining your ideal 
body. Many of these programs produce short term results. 

Cutting carbs from your diet will cause rapid weight loss. Starving 
yourself and working out 2-hours a day will produce quick results. 
Unfortunately, what is quickly done is quickly undone.  

When you start eating carbohydrates again, your bodyweight 
will quickly rebound. When you stop starving yourself, your body will 
be primed to pack on the pounds. The fundamental flaw with extreme 
diet and exercise programs is their unsustainability. How long can 
you go without eating any carbs? Sure, you might be able to carve 
out 2-hours a day to exercise as your wedding day approaches, but 
can you do it indefinitely? Our results are only as sustainable as the 
actions that produced them. Lean by Habit, takes a different 
approach - a systems' first approach. 

A program approach to weight loss can work, but our life does 
not end when we achieve our weight loss goal. When we solve 
problems at the systems' level, we have a permanent solution. 
Lasting results are a product of our diet and exercise habits. Anyone 
can lose weight - but keeping it off is what we want. We don't want 
to lose 20-pounds. We want a lean body. We don't want to look great 
for an event. We want to look and feel fabulous for the rest of our 
lives. You are going to learn how to lose weight and keep it off. You 
will learn how to become more disciplined, enhance your willpower, 
and develop higher self-esteem in the process. 

I recognize the challenge of translating concepts into action. 
That is why you will learn the four elements of effective execution, in 
addition to the five change strategies. I want to give you every 
opportunity for success. Change is not always easy, but it is always 
possible. We all have the power to change who we are. Not 
immediately. It takes time. It took time to develop into the person we 
are, and it will take time to become the person we want to be. Our 
identity emerges from our habits. If you play an instrument once, you 
cannot call yourself a musician, but if you played every day, you 

I 
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could. Even if you only practiced 10-minutes a day, if that practice 
was purposeful, you would see improvement. In time, you and 
everyone you know would have to agree you are a musician. Habits 
hold the key to unlocking our potential as human beings.  

As human beings, our greatest gift is our capacity to transform 
ourselves through our habits. A bird can only be a bird. A tree can 
only be a tree, but a person can become whatever they want. We are 
less human beings than human becomings. Our mind, body, skills, 
thoughts, beliefs, and emotions flow from our habits. We enter this 
world the same; weak, fat, and ignorant. What about genetics and 
innate talent. What about it. By the time you finish this text, I will have 
dispelled the notion of the innately gifted. Some people do have a 
slightly faster metabolism than others, but lifestyle is a much bigger 
factor. The increasing obesity rates are not being driven by genetics. 

Poor genetics is a common excuse given by people that have 
no idea how many calories they are consuming. If we want to change 
our behavior, we must first confront our choices. If there is a secret 
to developing the self-control required to break bad habits, it is 
MINDFULNESS. It is our best weapon against bad habits. Bad habits 
are often described as chains to light to be felt until they are too 
heavy to be broken. In this analogy, mindfulness arms us with a pair 
of bolt-cutters.  

Our habits, good and bad, are designed to fly under the radar 
of our consciousness. Our conscious mind delegates repetitive 
tasks, to our subconscious mind to conserve our decision-making 
capacity. Our conscious mind, in charge of executive decision 
making, is powerful, but easily fatigued. It is the reason that tough 
decisions can leave us exhausted and vulnerable to temptation. 
Decision fatigue is responsible for countless willpower failures and 
addiction relapses. Studies have shown that people who are trying 
to quit a bad habit like smoking tend to relapse on days in which they 
had to make some difficult decisions.  

Our subconscious brain is more resilient, but it is a dumb 
repeater. If we do not increase our awareness, our dumb repeater 
will continue doing what he has always done. Our primitive brain is 
not only stupid; it is a sucker for instant gratification. Driven by basic 
instincts, it doesn't have a five-year plan. It doesn't care about your 
goals. It seeks pleasure, whenever and wherever it can find it. 
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Pleasure and pain compel us. Every action is an effort to seek 
pleasure or avoid pain. When I was struggling to lose weight as a kid, 
I instinctively pinched my waist whenever I was tempted. Because of 
this habit, I began associating dessert with a flabby body, instead of 
pleasure. If we associate more pleasure with eating a cookie than 
having a lean physique than we will eat the cookie. It really is that 
simple. We have to tip the scale in favor of good habits.  

Habits differentiate us. Our bodies are a product of our eating 
habits. Our fitness is a product of our exercise habits. Our wealth is 
a product of our savings habits. We are all born equal. It is our habits 
that separate us. If we want to change our behavior, we must 
confront our choices. If you are overweight, is it your slow 
metabolism or the cookies you ate in the breakroom this morning. Is 
it your slow metabolism or the margarita you had with dinner last 
weekend? Excuses only sound good to the people giving them. 
Fortunately, you are going to learn how to get rid of the excuses and 
replace them with results. You are going to learn how to interrupt and 
replace bad habits with good ones. 

Want to start eating better and losing weight? You don't need 
a new diet. You don’t even need to start exercising. You just need to 
keep a food log. People that keep a food journal lose twice as much 
weight as those that do not. Why is it so effective? Simple. Keeping 
a food journal forces us to confront our choices. Monitoring improves 
our performance through increased awareness.  

Tony Robbins says if you want lasting improvement, raise 
your standards. He could have just as easily said habits. You are 
going to learn how to engineer the habits that produce a lean body. 
Where you are is much less important than where you are headed. 
You could have a million dollars in the bank, but if you overspend 
your income each month, you'll eventually end-up broke. Success 
and failure are gradual processes. Healthy habits make dieting 
unnecessary. People that stay lean year-round don't diet. They have 
developed habits that make it unnecessary. They are mindful of their 
food intake, exercise regularly, and monitor their body weight. They 
don't allow their weight to creep up. They weigh themselves a few 
times a week. They wear tight-fitting clothing that promotes better 
body awareness.   
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People with poor eating and exercise habits have developed 
a different set of habits. They put blinders on, so they rarely have to 
confront their bad eating habits or the repercussions they produce. 
They don't know or want to know how many calories they are eating. 
They refuse to keep a food journal. They just don't have the time. 
They rarely step on a scale, and they love wearing their Juicy 
Couture Jumpsuits with elastic waistbands. They are so comfortable. 
They don't have time to exercise - it doesn't work anyway, so their 
treadmill collects dust. Does any of this sound familiar. If it does, don't 
despair. Bad habits are not innate. All habits are learned. What is 
learned can be unlearned. If our habits weren't plastic, body 
transformations and sustained weight loss wouldn't be possible.  

Some people are blessed with a fast metabolism, but excuses 
are not going to do anything but make us feel better. They lessen our 
pain, but they don't improve our situation. They are TRAPS designed 
to keep us stuck where we are. Pain is a great catalyst for action. 
Excuses are designed to numb our pain just enough that we don't do 
anything. The truth is that life is not fair. It is also true that many of 
the lean people you see each day don't have fast metabolisms.  

Regardless of how slow or fast, your metabolism is, anyone 
can lose or gain weight. It is simple math - calories in vs. calories out. 
Is it easier for someone with a fast metabolism to lose weight? Of 
course, just as it is easier for a person making a million dollars a year 
to become wealthy, but it is no guarantee. Lots of athletes and 
entertainers that make huge salaries and enjoy enormous paydays 
go broke. You can have results, or you can have excuses. You 
cannot have both. Taking ownership is empowering. Your genetics 
aren't going to change, but your habits can. The great news is that 
our lives are shaped more by our habits than anything else.  

Lean by Habit will teach you how to engineer your habits so 
that each day is another vote for the person you want to become. We 
should be less concerned with where we are, and more concerned 
with where we are headed. The strategies contained herein are going 
to help you set a better course. The more consistently you implement 
each strategy, the better the set of your sail. Take notes in a journal. 
Commit to implementing one more concept each day. Build 
momentum, one small action at a time. Improvements never happen 
as quickly as we would like, but good habits make them inevitable. 
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The only decisions that change our lives are the ones that cause us 
to abandon our bad habits. They are the times when we say NO 
MORE - NEVER AGAIN. 

You don't have to take massive steps. Focus on taking small, 
consistent steps. Consistency trumps intensity. That is what we were 
supposed to learn from the fable of The Tortoise and the Hare. You 
are going to grow to appreciate the power of SMALL-consistent 
action. Small does not remain small. It grows like a snowball rolling 
down a snow-covered hill. It is the reason that habits are called the 
compound interest of self-improvement. This text contains 
everything you need to be successful, but it cannot do your push-ups 
for you. You must incorporate its concepts into your day. Each day 
is your life in miniature. If you don't do something every day, you'll 
never do it.  

Never let what you cannot do prevent you from doing what 
you can. Perfectionism causes inconsistency. It is a TRAP. It leads 
to missed workouts and blown diets. How many times have you told 
yourself that I cannot get to the gym or do my entire workout, I guess 
I'll pick back up tomorrow, or I already blew my diet today, might as 
well enjoy myself. I will do better tomorrow. Tomorrow, we always 
think we will have more time and willpower tomorrow. The funny thing 
about tomorrow, it tends to look a lot like today.  

A short workout is always better than a missed workout. A 
small dietary lapse is always less harmful to your progress that a big 
one. Every time we throw in the "what the hell card," we erode our 
self-esteem and become a less disciplined person in the process. 
None of us are perfect, but we are all capable of consistency. 
Consistent action builds momentum. It builds self-esteem, and it 
compounds to produce fabulous results. The best way to improve 
your consistency is by monitoring it. If you want to improve anything, 
measure it. Neglecting to track is like playing a game without keeping 
score. How will you know if you are winning or losing? If you can 
engineer your habits, you can design your future. “Both success and 
failure are largely the results of HABIT!” Napoleon Hill 
  



P a g e | 7
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS
THE SPRAINED ANKLE THAT CHANGED MY LIFE i

MY CORE BELIEFS 1
INTRODUCTION 2
WHY HABITS ARE SO IMPORTANT 12

ONE BRAIN – BUT TWO MINDS 14
THE MOTIVATION FALLACY 15
WHY HABITS CAN BE DIFFICULT TO CHANGE 17
IDENTITY EMERGES FROM OUR HABITS 25

FIVE RULES FOR BEHAVIOR CHANGE 33
SHRINK THE COMMITMENT 39

GATEWAY HABITS & DECISION POINTS 40
REVERSE THE 5-MINUTE RULE TO BREAK A BAD HABIT 43
SMALL COMMITMENTS - BIG RESULTS 44
EXERCISE IS A KEYSTONE HABIT 50
SHRINK THE COMMITMENT – SHRINK THE RESISTANCE 54
THE MAGIC OF MINI HABITS 56

TWEAK YOUR ENVIRONMENT 66
ENVIRONMENT TRUMPS WILLPOWER 67
CHANGE DOESN'T HAVE TO BE DIFFICULT 68
CHOICE ARCHITECTURE 70
THE ENVIRONMENT ALWAYS WINS 73
YOU ONLY NEED A ROOF WHEN IT IS RAINING 76
WILLPOWER - THE SCAPEGOAT OF THE UNCOMMITTED 82
TWENTY WAYS TO TWEAK YOUR ENVIRONMENT 83
PORTION CONTROL & STALE POPCORN 84
AVOID BAGGY CLOTHING 85
GET RID OF THE JUNK FOOD ALREADY 87



8 | P a g e
   

SET UP YOUR KITCHEN FOR SUCCESS 103
JOIN A TRIBE GOING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION 105

ANCIENT PREFERENCE 108
HARD-WIRED TO BE SOCIAL 117
THE MANY 124
THE POWERFUL 127
FINAL THOUGHTS 129

ESTABLISH HABIT TRIGGERS 133
ACTION TRIGGERS 135
DOORFRAME TRIGGERS 139
HABIT STACKING 140

MAKE GOOD HABITS MORE REWARDING 142
ANCIENT REWARD SYSTEM 144
OUR PRIMARY WEAPON AGAINST BAD HABITS 145
BETTER ATTITUDE, BETTER BEHAVIOR 147
HOW MARKETERS CREATE A CONSUMER HABIT 155
TEMPTATION BUNDLING 173
HAPPINESS IS A HABIT 178

WILLPOWER 179
FIVE THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW 179
BECOME A REALISTIC OPTIMIST 184

CREATING A CALORIC DEFICIT MADE SIMPLE 193
WHY YOU SHOULD KEEP A FOOD JOURNAL 194
HOW TO START JOURNALING & 196
LOGGING YOUR FOOD 196
MEAL TIMING & FREQUENCY 213
MEAL PLANS & BATCH COOKING 215
TIPS FOR DINING OUT 218



P a g e | 9
 

ABS ARE MADE IN THE KITCHEN 221
YOU DON’T HAVE TO GIVE UP ALCOHOL 235

MAINTAINING MUSCLE MASS ON A DIET 237
PRIORITIZE PROTEIN 237
PRIORITIZE STRENGTH TRAINING 242

THE LEAN BY HABIT TRAINING PHILOSOPHY 251
EXERCISE IS GREAT; TRAINING IS EVEN BETTER! 251
KEEP IT SIMPLE 256
LESS BUT BETTER 262
CONSISTENCY TRUMPS INTENSITY 265

STRENGTH TRAINING 268
REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS 268
WHY A NATURAL LIFTER SHOULD NEVER TRAIN LIKE 
SOMEONE WHO ISN’T 271
EXERCISE SELECTION 274
LIFTING FORM 275
REPETITION RANGES 276
LOADS 277
REST BETWEEN SETS 278
INTENSITY 280
VOLUME 286
FREQUENCY 288
PROGRESSIVE OVERLOAD 290
TIPS FOR TRAINING EACH BODY PART 292
TIME SAVERS & CALORIE BURNERS 299
STAGGERED SETS 299
SUPERSETS 299
CARDIO ACCELERATIONS 300
COMMERCIAL GYM & HOME GYM EXERCISES 301



10 | P a g e
   

CARDIOVASCULAR TRAINING 304
EXERCISE IS A BRAIN CHANGER 305
BEST TYPE OF CARDIO FOR WEIGHT LOSS 317
STEADY-STATE CARDIO VS. HIIT 320
FREQUENCY 322
INTENSITY 324
TIME 325
TYPE 326
CARDIO BEFORE OR AFTER STRENGTH TRAINING? 332
FIVE WAYS TO INCREASE YOUR DAILY ACTIVITY 333

SLEEP IS AN INVESTMENT IN TOMORROW 334
SLEEP DEPRIVATION IS LINKED TO OBESITY 335
SLEEP IMPROVES SELF-CONTROL & MENTAL FOCUS 336
A GREAT DAY BEGINS THE NIGHT BEFORE 337
BAD HABITS LIVE IN THE LAST HOURS OF OUR DAY 338
THE FIRST HOUR IS THE RUDDER OF OUR DAY 338
DREAM BIG, START SMALL, & BUILD MOMENTUM 339
CREATE A BEDTIME RITUAL 341

MOTIVATION 343
LET’S GET REAL, LET’S GET MOTIVATED 343
ESTABLISH A SENSE OF URGENCY 348
GENERATE SMALL WINS 350

THE FOUR ELEMENTS OF EXECUTION 352
A SYSTEMS FIRST PHILOSOPHY 354
SHRINK THE COMMITMENT 359
CREATE HABIT TRIGGERS 361
KEEP A COMPELLING SCORECARD 364
CREATE A CADENCE OF ACCOUNTABILITY 371



P a g e | 11
 

THE LEAN BY HABIT PROGRAM 374
WORKOUT GUIDELINES 375
5 REASONS TO KEEP A TRAINING LOG 379
CUTTING PROGRAM 384
MAINTENANCE PROGRAM 385
LEAN BULKING PROGRAM 386

GETTING STARTED - WHAT YOU WILL NEED 387
1. MYFITNESSPAL APP 387
2. FOOD SCALE & MEASURING CUPS 388
3. PORTION CONTROL & MEAL CONTAINERS 389
4. GYM MEMBERSHIP OR HOME GYM 390
5. BLUETOOTH SCALE 392

CONCLUSION 393
THE GIFT 394
THE MATERIAL OF MASTERY 395
THE MYTH OF INNATE GENIUS 396
"EQUIPMENT" 402

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 403
REFERENCES 405
 
  



12 | P a g e
   

 

CHAPTER ONE
 

“Nothing is stronger than habit.” Ovid. 

WHY HABITS ARE SO IMPORTANT

 
chieving a healthy body weight and being fit is not a 
New Year's resolution or a 12-week program; it is a 
lifestyle born out of habit. Approximately 45% of our 
daily activities are habits.2 The basal ganglia control 

the performance of repetitive daily activities. Our prefrontal cortex 
pawns off these tasks to conserve cognitive bandwidth. Habits allow 
us to avoid mental exhaustion by reducing our cognitive load. When 
we are learning new behaviors, it can be mentally 
exhausting because it requires both our cerebral cortex and basal 
ganglia. Our easily exhausted cerebral cortex ("Conscious Brain") is 
forced to do the heavy lifting while the basal ganglia go along for the 
ride memorizing the new pattern. As the behavior becomes 
automated through repetition, the more resilient basal ganglia 
(“primitive brain”) take over, allowing our conscious brain to check 
out.  

Amazingly, as we condition an action through repetition, our 
speed of execution increases as our brain activity decreases. 

A 
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Unfettered by conscious thought, our more instinctive basal ganglia 
execute the actions faster and faster. Our brain goes on autopilot, 
and the actions flow effortlessly. Routines make life less 
stressful. Routines feel right; we thrive on routines. Habits make up 
a large junk of our days. Chances are good that today; is much like 
yesterday was, and tomorrow will be a lot like today. The activities 
you engage in, the places you go, the people you surround yourself 
with, the thoughts you think, and the types of food you eat. If you are 
not in shape, it is because of your eating and exercise habits. Daily 
habits are powerful, but their effects are invisible. That is because 
the results they produce are not immediate. Their power lies in 
persistence, the accumulation of small efforts repeated. The best 
example of persistence in nature is a stream. When a stream 
converges with a rock, nothing appears to be happening, but over 
time the results are profound. 

Logging your food and creating a 500-calorie deficit for one 
day will not seem to produce any results, but if you did it for six 
months, you would lose approximately 30 pounds. If the effects of 
daily habits were immediate, everyone would adopt productive 
habits. Unfortunately, they are not. The reason that bad habits form 
so easily is that they produce instant gratification. Our rewards 
system evolved with a strong bias towards immediate 
gratification. Food was the reward system's original objective, which 
is why we are so responsive to the sight of anything yummy. You do 
not have to motivate anyone to eat a piece of cheesecake.  

Cravings power our habits. The more times we repeat a habit, 
the stronger our cravings become. When we experience an intense 
craving, we feel anxious. Stress and anxiety shift our brain into a 
reward-seeking state. We become convinced that the reward is the 
only way we will feel better. Hyper-palatable foods, high in sugar, 
salt, and fat, can be as addictive as cocaine. People turn to these 
types of foods so often for stress relief that we now refer to them as 
comfort food. The ease of access and social acceptance of comfort 
food help explain the growing obesity epidemic. You'll learn how food 
manufacturers and restaurant chains engineer their foods to produce 
irresistible cravings the way tobacco manufacturers add ingredients 
to make their products more addictive. They want to promote 
consumption, regardless of the harmful effects their products are 
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having on the health of their customers. If you are addicted to these 
types of foods, don't despair. Your willpower challenge isn't unique. 
Everyone struggles with willpower. It doesn't mean you’re weak; it 
means you’re human.  

 

"Every battle is won or lost before it's ever fought. If you know the 
enemy and know yourself you need not fear the results of a hundred 
battles.” Sun Tzu. 

ONE BRAIN – BUT TWO MINDS
Psychologists say we have one brain but two minds. You will 

learn about both - their strengths, weaknesses, and tendencies so 
you will be able to win every willpower battle. In the coming chapters, 
you will learn how to overcome intense cravings and develop healthy 
eating habits. When we are armed with effective strategies we are 
all capable of change. Most programs tell you what to do. They fail 
to address the hardest aspect of behavior change, not repeating 
past behavior. Our program provides practical techniques for 
interrupting bad habits and replacing them with good ones.  

Lasting change begins and ends with our habits. We become 
what we repeatedly do. Anyone can get in shape. It does not require 
talent. It requires healthy habits. Every habit, good or bad, is a 
solution to a reoccurring problem. The key is to identify the problem 
we are currently solving with unhealthy behavior and replace it with 
one that contributes to our health. For example, drinking alcohol or 
consuming junk food can relieve our stress, but it isn't a good 
solution. Taking a 5-minute walk or 2-minutes of mindful breathing is 
more effective and contributes to our health. Both good habits and 
bad habits are learned and reinforced through repetition. Repetition 
is the learning language of the basal ganglia. What the primitive brain 
lacks in cognitive ability, it makes up for with efficiency. Once a 
behavior is learned, it can be done without draining our mental or 
emotional reserves. The more ingrained the habit, the less willpower 
or motivation we need to do them. It is a fantastic system that 
conserves our mental and emotional energies.  

Our prefrontal cortex is a powerful problem-solving machine, 
but it is an energy hog that exhausts quickly. Our basal ganglia, in 
contrast, is an inexhaustible learning machine that is conditioned 
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through repetition. All our habits reside in our basal ganglia. The 
more conditioned we are to take a 5-minute walk when we are feeling 
stressed, the more automated the behavior becomes. Taking a walk 
becomes our default solution. This is a huge blessing since we tend 
to fall back on default decisions when we are stressed-out.  

We all know what we should and shouldn’t be doing. It isn't 
that we don't know the mechanics of weight loss. Our problem is 
turning to ineffective strategies that ignore our psychology. It's easy 
to tell someone what to do. Most programs work if you follow them, 
but that is the problem. Most people that struggle to form healthy 
habits fail to translate desire into action. It is easy to say, "You have 
got to want it," and it is true, but everyone who is attempting to lose 
weight is motivated to some extent. Otherwise, they wouldn't be 
making any effort at all.  

THE MOTIVATION FALLACY 
Motivation isn't the solution; motivation is the problem. The 

belief that you need motivation to take action is going to prevent you 
from forming any habits. Motivation isn't an effective strategy for 
long-term behavior change for two reasons. Motivation fluctuates 
from day to day and tends to decrease over time. Habits not only fly 
under the radar of our consciousness, but they also fly under the 
radar of our emotions. Just like we savor the first bite of our meal 
more than the last, we tend to be less motivated the more times we 
repeat a routine. Boredom is the biggest obstacle to excellence. A lot 
of people hit the gym for two or three weeks, then lose their 
motivation to go and quit. They blame their lack of motivation, but it 
is their belief that they need to be motivated to go that is the problem. 
So, if motivation isn't the solution, what is? 

Before I answer that question, let me ask you a question. Why do 
you go to work each day? Is it motivation? Are you motivated to go 
to work every single day? Probably not, but it isn't motivation that 
keeps you coming back; it is willpower. Discipline is doing what you 
know needs to be done when it needs to be done, whether you feel 
like it or not. Discipline is powered by willpower. Willpower is more 
reliable than motivation, and unlike motivation, willpower increases 
over time. Roy Baumeister, a social psychologist and foremost 
expert on self-control, has demonstrated that willpower can be 
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developed like a muscle, making it a more solid foundation for the 
establishment of habits.3 

Many people already know what they need to do, but change can 
be hard. Fortunately, change doesn't have to be difficult. Armed with 
the right strategies, you'll learn how to interrupt bad habits and 
replace them with good ones. Not by sheer force of will, but applying 
an approach that understands the psychology of human behavior. 
Too many motivational speakers simply tell us, "You've got to want 
it." That isn't a strategy; it's an ultimatum. While I believe we should 
take ownership of our results, where is their ownership? If you 
fail, they'll blame your lack of motivation. I am going to assume you 
want to transform your body because you're reading this book. I don't 
know how bad you want it, but I don't need to know. Any effective 
habit-building strategy isn't going to rely too much on motivation or 
willpower. We cannot count on either one. They are too capricious. 
Consistency builds habits. Our subconscious brain learns to 
repetition. We must condition it as we would an animal. It is, after all, 
the primitive part of our brain, sometimes called the reptilian 
brain. Like an animal, it is powerful and intuitive, but it can be very 
impulsive and is prone to making decisions that sacrifice what we 
want MOST for what we want NOW.  

You'll learn a variety of techniques to help you establish 
healthy habits. The two most potent strategies for behavior change 
are environmental design and mini habits. No environment is 
neutral. You'll learn how grocery stores use product placement to 
alter our purchasing behavior. Unlike willpower and motivation, once 
we design our environment, it is constant. This consistency is a 
necessity for habit-formation. The mini habit strategy focuses on 
shrinking down the habit so small that even on your worst day, you'll 
have enough willpower and motivation to keep the habit alive. When 
it comes to habits, repetition is more important than duration. First, 
we need to establish the habit; then, we can build on it. Making the 
habit so small, we cannot fail, means we will rack-up win after 
win. Small wins are an excellent strategy for sustained motivation. If 
we do more than the mini habit requires, that's wonderful, but it isn't 
necessary. Mini habits are focused on building momentum. Focus on 
creating an unbroken chain in your habit tracker. 
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A useful analogy for creating habits is the principle of 
momentum. It requires a lot more energy to put an object in motion 
than to keep it in motion. The reason we struggle to get that initial 
momentum is that we are too ambitious. Instead of starting with a 
daily 10-minute walk, we commit to going to the gym two hours a 
day. Instead of taking a small step that would produce momentum, 
we become overwhelmed. If you happen to be extra motivated, 
perhaps you just listened to Tony Robbins or your favorite song, 
you'll climb a few steps, but what about the next day, when you aren't 
so motivated? Do you think you could fulfill the minimum requirement 
in order to keep your streak alive? Of course. Nothing motivates us 
better than progress. When you start creating an unbroken chain of 
X's in your habit tracker, your motivation will soar. You are not going 
to want to see your perfect streak end. If you make your scorecard 
public, you will be even more motivated to keep your streak alive. 
The more you do, the more you will want to do.  

WHY HABITS CAN BE DIFFICULT TO CHANGE
“Most people are in favor of the change, as long as they can continue 
to do things the same as they always have.” Bill Phillips 
What you are going to learn: 

1. Why Habits are so powerful and potentially dangerous 
2. The four components of the habit loop 
3. How a better understanding of habits can help us improve 

them 
4. How to overcome our resistance to change 
5. Why it is usually a mistake to blame our willpower 

 

Change is difficult, but we are all capable of change. Our lives are 
continually changing, learning to drive, marriage, babies, new job 
responsibilities, and new technological tools. Initiation is the most 
challenging phase because when we are learning to perform new 
tasks, it is mentally exhausting. Learning a new skill requires our 
cerebral cortex to do the heavy lifting. As the new task becomes 
routine, the more resilient basal ganglia take over. The action 
becomes easier and easier. Our conscious brain goes on autopilot, 
and the actions flow effortlessly. You undoubtedly experienced this 
when you were learning to drive. In the beginning, it required your 
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full concentration, but now you can drive, adjust the cabin 
temperature, tune the radio, carry on a conversation, and heaven 
forbid, use your smartphone while driving. 

Change is possible, but it starts with mindfulness. The hardest 
part of change is not repeating what we have done before. Almost 
half of the decisions we make each day are made out of habit. To 
free-up cognitive bandwidth, our conscious mind pawns-off repetitive 
tasks. This system relieves our conscious mind from having to make 
countless decisions. This arrangement allows us to avoid decision 
fatigue and mental exhaustion. The downside is that we aren't 
mindful of our habits. Bad habits are dangerous because we don't 
give them much thought. We encounter a trigger and execute a 
response. In the early 1990s, MIT Researchers studying the brain 
activity of rats navigating a maze made a surprising discovery. As 
the rats navigated the maze for the 100th time and zipped through it 
faster and faster, their brain activity quieted. During the initial phase 
of the experiment, when the mice were learning the maze, their 
brains were exploding with activity, but now their minds were only 
active at the beginning and end. The process of learning a new 
routine requires both the prefrontal cortex and the basal ganglia to 
work. The cerebral cortex is guiding the action, while the basal 
ganglia are learning the pattern. Once the routine has been 
performed enough times, the basal ganglia can perform the routine 
without any guidance from the prefrontal cortex. 

Our basal ganglia learn patterns and convert the sequences of 
actions into automated routines. This is known as chunking. These 
routines are stored in our basal ganglia, waiting for a cue in the 
environment to be initiated.      
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Every habit has a Cue, a Routine, and a Reward. Our mind 

identifies the Cue, a physical, mental, or emotional trigger, then it 
executes a conditioned Routine to receive a Reward. In this case, 
the rat encounters the Cue, it hears a click and sees the maze 
partition disappear. The Cue initiates the Routine, and the rat runs 
through the maze in a memorized sequence of turns. At the end of 
the Routine, the rat receives his chocolate Reward.  

 
Our brain relies on routines to conserve mental energy, but it 

needs to decide which Routine to perform and when to perform 
it. The initial spike in brain activity is the rat determining which 
Routine to perform. Once the rat decides, its decision centers quiet, 
their basal ganglia take over, navigating the maze quicker than when 
it was slowed down by conscious thought. At the end of the exercise, 
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when the rat sees the reward, the brain jolts itself awake. It makes 
sure that the pattern unfolded as anticipated.  

Habits are a four-step process. First, there is a Cue that 
stimulates a Craving. The Craving causes us to execute a 
conditioned Routine. Finally, there is a Reward that satisfies our 
Craving and reinforces the habit by causing our brain to judge the 
routine worth remembering and repeating. This explains the pattern 
of brain activity the researchers observed, and it helps explain why 
habits are so valuable and potentially dangerous. Ann Graybiel, one 
of the scientists who oversaw many of the basal ganglia experiments, 
said, "Habits never really disappear. They're encoded into the 
structures of our brain, and that's a huge advantage for us because 
it would be awful if we had to relearn how to drive after every 
vacation. The problem is that your brain can't tell the difference 
between bad and good habits, and so if you have a bad one, it's 
always lurking there, waiting for the right cues and rewards.4 “If a 
learned pattern remains in the brain after the behavior is 
extinguished, maybe that's why it's so difficult to change a habit. It is 
as though somehow, the brain retains a memory of the habit context, 
and this pattern can be triggered if the right habit cues come back," 
Graybiel said. "This situation is familiar to anyone who is trying to 
lose weight or to control a well-engrained habit. Just the sight of a 
piece of chocolate cake can reset all those good intentions."5  

Unfortunately, bad habits are the easiest type to restart 
because they provide immediate gratification. While we have 
evolved as a species, our reward system hasn't. It still heavily favors 
immediate gratification. And as I said earlier, our primitive brain, 
where all habits reside, is a hedonistic fellow whose goals don't 
extend past a few minutes. Habits are dangerous because they 
remove us from the decision-making process.  

The hardest part of breaking a bad habit is recognizing when 
we aren't making a deliberate choice. We must force our cerebral 
cortex to participate in the decision-making process. "If there is a 
secret for greater self-control, the science points to one thing: the 
power of paying attention. It's training the mind to recognize when 
you're making a choice, rather than running on autopilot." Kelly 
McGonigal. I am as vulnerable to bad habits as anyone. On the 
weekends, I typically indulge in a drink or two, but a year ago, I 
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developed the habit of drinking every night. It began with me having 
a drink after an unusually stressful day; then it progressed to an 
everyday occurrence. What was once a weekend ritual had become 
a nightly one. 

 
At the core of each habit is a neurological loop consisting of 

four components: a Cue, Craving, Routine, and a Reward. The Cue, 
in this case, was me arriving home after work, tired and stressed. 
The Routine was drinking a cold refreshing drink. The Reward was 
the sense of relaxation I was craving. When you are trying to break 
a bad habit, it is always a great idea to let supportive friends and 
family know what you are trying to do. Not only will they provide a 
layer of accountability and encouragement, often they can help you 
formulate a plan. We lack objectivity when we are solving the 
problems we created. My beautiful wife asked me why I drank. I told 
her that it helped me to relax, and I enjoyed the cold refreshing 
beverage after a long day. She suggested that I substitute the 
alcoholic beverage for some Topo Chico with a slice of lime. The 
calorie-free mineral water would give me the sensation I was craving 
without the empty calories. An additional benefit was waking 
hydrated instead of slightly dehydrated. Substitution is a very 
effective way of breaking a bad habit. Typically, the Cue, in this 
example, me arriving home, isn't something we can change, but my 
response can be. We cannot eliminate every cue, but we can change 
how we will react to them. “The Golden Rule of Habit Change: You 
can’t extinguish a bad habit; you can only change it.” 6  Charles 
Duhigg  
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The most effective substitutions are those that provide similar 
rewards. In this example, the Topo Chico provided the cold 
refreshing sensation that helped me to unwind after a stressful day. 
If you don't have someone to help you solve your problem, think on 
paper. Jot down the Cue, Routine, Craving, and Reward associated 
with the bad habit. Then find a new Routine that can scratch the 
same itch. "The secret of change is to focus all of your energy, not 
on fighting the old, but on building the new." Socrates  

Another technique you can use is shaping your environment. 
In this example, removing alcohol from our home would have 
eliminated the temptation of drinking. I didn't choose that option, but 
I did ensure I always had lime and a couple of cold bottles of Topo 
Chico in the refrigerator. Perhaps you want to replace the habit of 
staying up late watching Netflix with nightly reading. You could shape 
your environment by programing your router to turn-off each evening 
and by setting-up an ideal reading area. Always have a great book, 
adequate lighting, a bookmarker, a highlighter, and your journal to 
capture your notes in would foster the new habit. You could establish 
a trigger, for example: after dinner, I will clean-up, and then read for 
5-minutes. Most times, you will read more than 5-minutes, but never 
less. 

With a little imagination, you should be able to figure out how 
you can interrupt a bad habit and replace it with a good one. It isn't 
difficult. It is easy to do, but what is easy to do is even easier to 
neglect. Reading this book has the potential of transforming your life, 
but knowledge isn't power. Taking notes, developing an 
implementation plan, and applying what you have learned until you 
do it naturally will improve your life. 
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THE ELEPHANT & THE RIDER 

 
Thus far, I have provided you with the mechanics of breaking 

a bad habit, but I haven't addressed the Elephant in the room. In the 
New York Times bestselling book, The Switch: How to Change 
Things When Change is Hard, the authors describe the struggle we 
all face when we want to change our habits. The battle is between 
the logic-driven part of our brain, the Rider, and the emotion-driven 
part of our mind, the Elephant.7 The Rider is weak and prone to 
overthinking things, becoming overwhelmed by decision fatigue and 
analysis paralysis. The Elephant, on the other hand, is powerful and 
instinctive, fueled by emotions and primal urges. The Elephant can 
easily overwhelm the Rider, especially when he is indecisive. The 
Path they travel is the external environment. The Rider can influence 
the Elephant's behavior by shaping the Path, but he cannot 
overcome him through brute force. 

Environment is the invisible hand that shapes our 
habits.  Most of us live in an environment that someone else created. 
I suggest you design your environment, instead of merely being its 
consumer. Shape the Path to avoid temptation and ambiguity. 
Establish conspicuous cues to trigger good habits. The best way to 
make a habit a big part of your day is to make the cue a big part of 
your environment. The Rider cannot afford to hesitate, or he will lose 
control. Any hesitation on our Rider's part means our impulsive 
Elephant will take control. He will sacrifice what we want MOST for 
what we want NOW. We can sometimes override our Elephant's 
urges through willpower, but it is a losing strategy. It will deplete our 
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willpower and leave us more susceptible to the next temptation. It is 
much more effective to shape the Path and pre-decide what we will 
do. We still need to motivate our Elephant. Keeping a habit tracker is 
going to help you inspire your Elephant. He will be motivated by your 
consistency. He will want to keep your unbroken streak alive. Each 
time you put an X in your habit tracker, he is going to get a shot of 
dopamine. It will make the new habit more rewarding. It is very 
satisfying, like crossing off an item on our to-do list.  

The most effective way to remove one habit is with another; 
"un clavo saca otro clavo," one nail drives out another." Cues in our 
environment trigger a response. We need to pre-decide what our 
new response will be. Our Rider cannot hesitate. He must give your 
Elephant a new way forward. You cannot simply tell your Elephant 
not to do something. We need to have an alternative action ready to 
go. Telling ourselves not to do something, fixates our mind on doing 
it. When we attempt to suppress a thought, we make things worse. 
We begin to fixate on it instead. Psychologists call this Ironic Theory. 

A classic example is asking someone not to think of a white 
bear. They immediately find it difficult to think of anything else. Their 
mind keeps checking-in to ensure they are not thinking about it, 
which ironically causes them to fixate on it. Instead of telling yourself 
not to do something, give yourself something else to focus on, like a 
new habit. Shaping the Path and having an alternative routine is 
crucial to interrupting a bad habit. If we are uncertain or cannot 
perform the new behavior, we will regress to our old familiar one. 
Ideally, the new Routine will provide some of the same benefits that 
the old Routine provided. 

The Five Change Strategies are designed to increase your 
awareness of the cues that are initiating your bad habits, developing 
triggers for good habits, and shaping your environment to make good 
habits easier, and bad habits more difficult. The efficacy of these 
strategies have been proven in clinical studies, but no approach will 
work unless you do the work. Unless you change something you do 
every day, you will not achieve a different result. Everyone struggles 
with willpower, and everyone develops bad habits. Our reward 
system favors bad habits. If we don't design our environment 
correctly, bad habits are going to win. Good habits require effort – 
bad habits don’t.  



P a g e | 25
 

Willpower is the scapegoat of the uncommitted. If you 
examine the environments of disciplined people, you will discover 
they engineered it to eliminate the need for willpower. They don't 
have more willpower. They avoid the need for it.  Willpower is an 
ineffective change strategy. Shaping the Path, on the other hand, 
works amazingly well. When we shape our environment correctly, 
we discourage bad habits. The more committed we are to shaping 
our environment, the less willpower we'll need.  
 
Be careful of your words, for your words become your actions. 
Be careful of your actions, for your actions become your habits. 
Be careful of your habits, for your habits become your character. 
Be careful of your character, for your character becomes your 
destiny. Chinese proverb 
 

IDENTITY EMERGES FROM OUR HABITS
Our identity is born of habit. The definition and etymology of 

the words habit and identity provide insights into the relationship 
between the two. Webster's definition of a habit is a behavior pattern 
acquired by frequent repetition. The word habit is derived from the 
Latin habitus meaning condition. The definition of identity is the 
sameness of character in different instances. Identity derives from 
the Latin idem, meaning sameness. Our identity, is therefore, our 
sameness of character in a variety of circumstances. Our actions are 
not a product of our character. Rather, our character is a 
manifestation of our habits, or as Aristotle more elegantly 
stated, “We do not act rightly because we have virtue or excellence, 
but we rather have those because we have acted rightly.” Repeated 
actions create our identity the same way a bricklayer creates a 
structure, one brick at a time, stacked one upon another. Each brick 
by itself is unsubstantial, but together, they create a structure. 

Goal setting is useful, but it focuses on an outcome. Once that 
outcome is achieved, the journey is over. Our goal might be to lose 
ten pounds, but what we really want is a lean physique. Unlike a goal, 
there is no finish line for identity, just as there is no finish line for 
habits. As soon as we quit doing something, it is no longer a habit. 
Goals are useful, but what we really want is a new identity.  We don’t 
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want to train for a race; we want to become a runner. We don’t want 
to read a book; we want to become a reader. When we focus on 
identity, the results take care of themselves. Behaviors that are 
incongruent with our identity don't last. I would argue that if they 
persist, they will change our identity. At that point, the two will realign 
themselves. A simple litmus test for determining if a habit is good or 
bad is the identity it produces. If the habit is a vote for the type of 
person you want to become, it is a good habit. 

 
 Identity and habits work in a push-pull relationship. We can 
harness the power of identity to adopt a more disciplined lifestyle. 
While I choose to create my own personalized workouts, which focus 
on strength training and short cardio sessions, I found Joseph De 
Sena’s Spartan Fit! Very inspirational. I have incorporated some of 
the workout ideas into my training. Spartan Fit teaches you what it 
means to become a modern-day Spartan. You learn how to eat, train, 
and live a more Spartan lifestyle. It was fascinating to learn that the 
Spartans were not always renowned for their discipline and 
toughness. Sparta was unremarkable from the other Greek city-
states; before the Lycurgus Reforms, which transformed Spartan 
society and produced some of the most elite soldiers the world has 
ever seen. Lycurgus was the younger brother of a Spartan king that 
ascended the throne after his older brother’s death. Falsely accused 
of plotting to kill his nephew, before he could come of age and 
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ascend the throne, Lycurgus left Sparta to travel the Mediterranean. 
He studied the governments of Crete, Egypt, and Ionia and extracted 
lessons from the political teachings of Homer and other Greek 
writers. When he was asked to return to Sparta, he instituted a series 
of sweeping reforms that affected all aspects of Spartan life. He took 
what he believed was the best of each philosophy of governance to 
produce what would be called the “Laws of Lycurgus” also referred 
to as the “Spartan Constitution.” 

These are some of the reforms that produced this legendary 
warrior society: all debt was forgiven, all lands were seized by the 
state and equally divided among their citizens, the Helot, slaves, 
were assigned to the parcel of land they worked, foreign trade was 
banned, gold coins were replaced with iron, which was of such low 
denomination that the accumulation of wealth wasn’t practical. A 
system of checks and balances was created in which the newly 
formed Ephors, consisting of five annually elected citizens over the 
age of 30, could bring charges against the king. The individual was 
secondary to the state. Children were raised by their parents until the 
age of seven; then, they were raised and educated by the state in 
the famed Agoge until the age of seventeen. The role of each man 
was to win in battle or die in service to Sparta. Unlike the women of 
other Greek city-states, Spartan women were encouraged to learn, 
exercise, and display bravery, so that they could pass these 
characteristics onto their children. Producing the next generation of 
Spartan warriors was a woman’s primary role in Spartan society. The 
only citizens that earned a headstone in Spartan society were men 
that fell in battle and women that died during childbirth.  

Lycurgus reforms also included the creation of common 
messes in which all Spartan citizens, including the king, would share 
a common meal. Each member of the mess would contribute food, 
including any game they had hunted, to the mess. Each new member 
had to receive the unanimous vote of the mess. Lycurgus’ 
rationalization for the mess was to ‘prevent them from spending time 
at home, being waited on by confectioners and chefs, fattening up in 
the dark like gluttonous animals, and ruining themselves physically 
as well as morally, by giving free rein to every craving of excess.’8It 
sounds like the ancient Spartans had to contend with many of the 
same temptations that we grapple with today. Plutarch says these 
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messes lined a common road in Sparta. Boys also ate at the mess 
to learn how to speak and conduct themselves like men. While not 
known for their writings, which were few, the Spartans enjoyed an 
exceptional reputation for storytelling, song, and humor. 
Undoubtedly, they use stories to foster their culture of bravery in 
battle. Humor was used to help alleviate the stress of war and music 
was used to bolster their courage while putting fear into their 
enemies. The Spartans utilized pipes that would create a cadence 
for marching and could be heard over long distances. 

The Spartans believed that they were direct descendants of 
Heracles. Identifying themselves as descendants of Heracles 
strengthened their belief that they innately possessed superior skill, 
strength, and toughness than their adversaries. This empowering 
identity would be used as one more weapon on the battlefield. 
Identity is powerful. Some of the most powerful words you will ever 
speak follow the words, “I AM.” What you place after those two words 
will have a huge impact on who you become and what you invite into 
your life. We would be wise to choose words that empower us. If you 
are a former soldier, athlete, or anything else that required physical 
toughness, you can make your journey easier by reconnecting with 
that identity. 

A former soldier might think of themselves as a retired 
Spartan, reconnecting to the old disciplines to regain their strength 
and toughness. Small shifts in your thinking can produce profound 
results. It can give you that little extra edge. When I am running, I 
think of myself as a machine. I feel no pain, no fatigue, I am a 
machine. As you begin your day, think about the person you need to 
be to get everything done, instead of the tasks themselves.  

Everything the Spartans did was organized to create a 
fearsome fighting force. Lycurgus reforms shaped Spartan society. 
Like habits, the change wasn’t immediate, but it was profound. He 
created an environment that would mold its men into the most elite 
soldiers of their era. His system is credited with producing the elite 
warriors that made the famed Battle of Thermopylae possible.  After 
instituting all his reforms, Lycurgus visited the Oracle at Delphi, who 
said that by adhering to the laws he had created, Sparta would enjoy 
a brilliant reputation. Lycurgus starved himself to death to inspire his 
people to adhere to his rules. His sacrifice would not be in vain. His 
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laws would endure for more than 300 years. All the ancients agreed 
that the Spartan way was best, but few wanted to implement the 
reforms necessary to adopt the Spartan system. 
USE THE POWER OF LANGUAGE TO REINFORCE
YOUR IDENTITY
“A powerful agent is the right word. Whenever we come upon one of 
those intensely right words … the resulting effect is physical as well 
as spiritual, and electrically prompt.” Mark Twain 

Have you ever told someone you can't have a piece of cake 
because you were on a diet or can't go to lunch because you need 
to go to the gym? What if I told you that the language used in these 
examples is weak? Confused? Don’t be. I will explain how the right 
words will improve your willpower, bolster your self-esteem, and 
make overcoming temptations easier. During my research, I made 
an extraordinary discovery – a simple two-word phrase that can be 
used as a mantra to bolster our discipline, willpower, and self-
esteem. You might be guessing the phrase is “I AM.” While you’ll 
undoubtedly hear a lot of motivational speakers extol the power of ‘I 
AM’, they aren’t the words I am referring to. I didn’t find any studies 
that substantiated their effectiveness. That is because self-
affirmations that aren’t backed up by concrete actions are the 
beginning of dilution. An affirmation not backed-up by action will 
erode your self-esteem. People that advance the power of I Am 
subscribe to the power of attraction.  
 Critics of the power of attraction are correct when they say 
you cannot just wish things into your life. The power of attraction is 
often misunderstood. Its power lies in an area of our brain called the 
reticular activating system (RAS). Our RAS determines what we 
notice and what we ignore in our environment. If we didn’t ignore 
most of what we see, hear, and feel we, would experience sensory 
overload. When we set a goal, and we have strong emotional intent, 
we trigger the RAS. Our brain becomes incredibly acute at noticing 
anything in our surroundings that could help us. When we stay 
connected to our vision, we keep ourselves on course. Every day we 
look for ways to take another step, no matter how small, towards our 
goal.  
 When we repeat a positive affirmation like, "I am strong,” we 
are more likely to notice any proof to support this belief. The more 
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proof we find, the stronger our belief will become. If your RAS cannot 
find any evidence to support your affirmation, you'll begin to erode 
your self-esteem. Self-esteem is gained through action. There is a 
word for self-esteem not supported by evidence. It is called delusion. 
The most fulfilling rewards of success are the self-esteem you build 
and the person its accomplishment forces you to become, not the 
achievement itself. A hard-fought victory is always the most 
satisfying.  So, if ‘I AM’ isn’t a useful phrase for creating an 
empowering identity and bolstering our willpower, what is? The 
phrase that has the power to change your life is ‘I DON’T.’ Surprised? 
Probably no more astonished than I was, but the science is solid. 
While both I AM and I DON’T are linked to our identity, only I DON’T 
is linked to a decision that supports it. When you say I AM disciplined, 
you aren’t providing any proof. When you say I DON’T skip workouts, 
you are linking it to a decision, and you are providing evidence to 
support your assertion. 

"I don't miss a workout" is a lot more powerful than “I can’t 
miss a workout.” ‘I can’t is weak. It connotes an external impediment. 
The phrase, “I can’t miss a workout,” implies you really want to skip 
your workout, but someone is making you. Even if that someone is 
you, the phrase lacks commitment. Our Elephant feels like it is being 
bullied by our Rider. Our Elephant is going to rebel when it has had 
enough. The Rider will be powerless to stop him when this happens. 
When you say, “I don’t miss workouts,” you are saying that is the type 
of person you are. When a salesman says they can’t give you a 
discount, you might be tempted to ask for their manager because the 
decision is out of his hands.  

Contrast that language to the Rolex salesman that says, "We 
don't offer discounts." You aren't tempted to speak to his manager, 
because apparently, Rolex doesn't offer discounts. This 
unambiguous phrase ends the discussion. When we tell ourselves 
we can't eat that cookie in the breakroom; we are inviting an internal 
debate that will deplete our willpower and erode our self-esteem. 
When we tell ourselves, we don't eat cookies or any of the other junk 
food. We end the discussion; conserving our willpower, and build-up 
our self-esteem in the process. A reformed smoker will say, "I don't 
smoke. I am not a smoker." They have shifted their identity away 
from being a smoker and, that is why they will never smoke again. 
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Identity is this unseen force that shapes our decisions. We don't like 
to do anything that goes against our identity. Our mind seeks 
harmony between our attitude and behavior. When there is 
disharmony, we will either change our behavior or our opinion of it. 

How useful is this phrase for changing our behavior? I did say 
I was going to provide you some evidence. Researchers Vanessa 
Patrick and Henrik Hagtvedt conducted two studies comparing the 
efficacy of the I Can’t Condition to the I Don’t Condition. In the first 
study, participants that were told to say ‘I Can’t’ to a temptation gave 
in 61% of the time while participants that said ‘I Don’t’ only gave in 
36% of the time.9 I have personally used this technique to make 
saying no to breakfast burritos, Chick-fil-A breakfast bowls, cookies, 
and cakes in the breakroom infinitely easier. It is amazing how much 
easier it has become to stay on track and avoid unplanned eating. 
Often it is these minor indulgences that sabotage our efforts. When 
it comes to weight loss, it is a battle of inches, literally, with the 
smallest indulgencies keeping you from achieving your fat loss goals. 
Give this technique a try, and I think you’ll find it makes overcoming 
temptations much easier. 

You can also use this technique to keep your workouts on 
track. In a second study, three groups were struggling to exercise. 
The first group was told to say, “I can’t miss my workout.” The second 
group was told to say, “I don’t miss my workout.” The control group 
wasn't given a temptation avoidance phrase. After ten days, the 
researchers found the ‘I can't’ group exercised once, the "I don't" 
group exercised eight times, and the control group exercised three 
times. Not only was the "I can't miss a workout" temptation avoidance 
strategy less effective than the "I don't miss a workout, but it was less 
effective than not having any temptation-avoidance phrase. When 
we say, "I can't miss a workout,” it causes us to rebel. We all want to 
feel in control. When we say to ourselves, “I can't,” it implies that we 
are doing something against our will. Even if it is our conscious 
decision to do so, our Elephant feels like it is being bullied. 

Heidi Grant Halvorson, director of the Motivation Science 
Center at Columbia University, says, "I don't is experienced as a 
choice, so it feels empowering. It's an affirmation of your 
determination and willpower. I can't" isn't a choice. It's a restriction, 
it's being imposed upon you. So, thinking, “I can't” undermines your 
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sense of power and personal agency." 10 Practice saying both 
phrases, and you'll feel the difference. Say, "I can't miss a workout, 
and then, "I don't miss a workout." The first will feel draining, the 
second empowering. Another reason the phrase "I don't miss a 
workout" produces such dramatic results is that it speaks to our 
identity. Every time we say it, and then follow it up with action, we 
are reinforcing the identity of a fit person. We aren't making an empty 
affirmation. We are backing it up with action.  

The researchers put it this way, “The refusal frame ‘I don’t’ is 
more persuasive than the refusal frame ‘I can’t’ because the former 
connotes conviction to a higher degree. Perceived conviction 
mediates the influence of refusal frame on persuasiveness.” 11  ‘I 
can't’ lacks the clarity and conviction of ‘I don't.’ ‘I don't’ is a bright-
line. Bright-lines provide a clear rule or guideline. If you say, "I don't 
drink alcohol during the week,” there is no ambiguity. When we say 
something vague like "I'm going to eat better" or "I am going to 
exercise more,” it doesn't provide any guidance to the Rider, so when 
the Elephant disagrees, he will follow his urges. The Rider always 
needs to be able to provide immediate-unambiguous guidance to the 
Elephant. 

A bright-line is a clearly defined rule, a standard that leaves 
no room for varying interpretations. Bright-lines provide clear 
guidance to the Elephant and prevent the Rider from analyzing what 
to do. The Rider is prone to analysis paralysis. The clarity of bright-
lines preserves our willpower by avoiding an internal debate. Like 
habits, they conserve willpower because we don't debate what to do. 
Adopt ‘I Don't’ as your willpower mantra, and you'll be amazed by 
your results. The right words are powerful. They are electric. Develop 
your own 'I don't' mantras to overcome temptations and assert a 
more powerful identity, one that reflects your true character. “One 
can have no smaller or greater mastery than mastery of oneself.” 
Leonardo Da Vinci 
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CHAPTER TWO 

“Once you understand that habits can change, you have the freedom 
and the responsibility to remake them. Once you understand that 
habits can be rebuilt, the power of habit becomes easier to grasp and 
the only option left is to get to work.” Charles Duhigg, author of The 
Power of Habit 

FIVE RULES FOR BEHAVIOR CHANGE

 
The habit loop provides a practical framework for behavior 

change. Unfortunately, by the time we are adults, we rarely examine 
our habits. The neurological feedback loop, Cue, Craving, Routine, 
and Reward creates our habits. We are continually learning to link 
actions with outcomes. If the outcome is unsatisfying, the behavior is 
forgotten. If it is gratifying, the routine is remembered and repeated. 
Each habit solves a problem. The primary issue our ancestors faced 
was survival. They didn't have 5-year plans. Anything that took more 
than a few minutes wasn't given any thought. They needed food, 
water, shelter, and sex to survive. Each of these rewards provides 
immediate gratification. While we have evolved, our reward system 
hasn't. It still favors immediate gratification over deferred 
gratification. This bias explains why we are all so susceptible to bad 
habits.  

Our conscious brain, in charge of executive function, decides 
which habits to perform, but it doesn't carry them out. It sees a 
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familiar Cue and determines which Routine to do. Our subconscious 
brain executes the Routine. Habits live in our more primitive basal 
ganglia. It learns through repetition. We condition it like we would an 
animal, with rewards. The similarities don’t stop there. Like a beast, 
it is powerful and impulsive. It is always looking for a quick payoff. If 
we want to interrupt a bad habit, first, we need to identify the Cue 
that is triggering it. Then replace the bad habit with a good one. 
Understanding the habit loop is going to prove invaluable. The Four 
Laws of Behavior Change developed by Atomic Habits' author 
James Clear is designed to encourage good habits by reinforcing 
each component of the habit loop: 

1. Cue: Make it Obvious 
2. Craving:  Make it Attractive 
3. Routine:  Make it Easy 
4. Reward: Make it Satisfying  

 

He reverses these four laws to break a bad habit. Make the Cue 
invisible, the Reward unattractive, the Routine harder to do, and the 
Reward unsatisfying. He does a fantastic job of providing practical 
suggestions for changing your habits. 12  James Clear's book 
complements Charles Duhigg's The Power of Habit. The Power of 
Habit helps us to understand habits, but it isn't a manual for behavior 
change. Atomic Habits answers that need. Lean by Habit has a 
narrower focus; combining behavioral science with exercise science 
to transform your body.  

Any well-designed exercise program will work. Exercise science 
is not rocket science. Most people know WHAT to do. The problem 
is they aren’t doing it. Lean by habit is going to give you the tools you 
need to engineer healthy habits that will enrich your life. A healthy 
mind cannot thrive in an unhealthy body. Besides improving our 
confidence and self-esteem, exercise promotes healthy brain 
function. It elevates numerous neurotransmitters. Neurotransmitters 
are the body's chemical messengers. Intense exercise increases two 
of the most common neurotransmitters -- glutamate and gamma-
aminobutyric acid (GABA). They are responsible for chemical 
messaging within the brain. The neurotransmitter dopamine 
improves mood. Serotonin helps regulate mood and appetite. 
Exercise balances the neurochemicals in the brain. And as you'll 
discover, keeping your brain in balance can change your life.  
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Everything we are or aren't is a product of our habits. Habits 
define who we are and where we are going. Good habits take us to 
good places. Every habit is a vote for the person we want to become 
and the lifestyle we want to live. Habits are the only behaviors 
capable of changing our lives. The only way to change your life is to 
change something you do every day.  

 

The Five Rules of Behavior Change: 
1) Shrink the Commitment  
2) Tweak Your Environment  
3) Join a Tribe Going in the Same Direction 
4) Establish Habit Triggers  
5) Make Good Habits More Rewarding 

 

"Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory. Tactics 
without strategy is the noise before defeat." Sun Tzu 

 

These five strategies are designed to work together. They 
aren't a collection of tactics from which you can cherry-pick. They are 
designed to address each element of the habit loop. Together they 
form a blueprint for behavior change. It is not enough to read and 
intellectually understand the concepts contained herein. You must 
develop a plan to implement all five into your day. If you decide to 
pick and choose which techniques you'll do and fail – you will never 
know if the failure lies with this program or with you. 

If you have been struggling to create healthy habits, you will 
probably be familiar with many of the concepts I am going to share. 
You probably understand WHY they work. So why aren’t you doing 
them? Behavior change is not easy. If it were, no one would have 
bad habits. We all know, knowledge, what we should and shouldn't 
be doing. Please don't' make the mistake of underestimating the 
challenge before you. Give yourself the best odds of success. Ask 
yourself why you are going to fail? Why are you going to miss 
workouts? Why aren't you going to stick to your meal plan? When 
are you going to be tempted to eat poorly? Reflect on past failures. 
Now I want you to develop a plan that implements the Lean by Habit 
behavior change strategies to avoid those pitfalls. You'll discover the 
more strategies you implement, the greater your probabilities of 
success. Why not give yourself the best possibility of success? If you 
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want to change your life, you absolutely can. It all starts with your 
habits. Nothing changes our lives more than what we do each day.  

Each behavior change strategy addresses one or more of the 
components of the habit loop. The more of them you engage, the 
better your odds of success. The most effective strategies 
encourage or discourage the habit at the beginning. You won't 
reinforce a craving if you remove the temptation or cannot perform 
the habit. You cannot make the Reward of a good habit more 
satisfying if you do not do it.  

The First Rule of Behavior Change, Shrink the Commitment, is 
the most effective way to create a good habit. Shrinking the new 
behavior down so small that you can do it on your absolute worst 
day, is going to keep your habit streak alive. We don't rise to our 
aspirations; we sink to the level of our standards - but don't set the 
bar too high. Set the bar so low; you cannot fail. Remember that bar 
is the minimum. You can always do more when you feel motivated 
to do so, but never less. You cannot build on a habit until you have 
established it. This is done through repetition. Repetition is the 
learning language of the subconscious mind. Set the bar too high, 
and you'll never develop the habit; moreover, you'll become 
discouraged and erode your self-esteem -the exact opposite of what 
we want to do. Set the bar low, build self-confidence, willpower, and 
motivation through small daily wins, and you'll be much further along 
in five-months than the person that set's lofty goals, but fails to create 
a habit. 

The Second Rule of Behavior Change, Tweaking the 
Environment, is the most effective at breaking a bad habit. It can also 
be used to create new habits. No environment is neutral, as you will 
learn. The environment is this invisible force that shapes our 
decisions. We want to design our environment to encourage good 
habits and discourage bad ones. We want to remove all obstacles 
and make good habits easier than bad ones. It is impossible to 
sustain good habits in a negative environment. Our reward system 
already favors bad habits. We need to shape our environment to 
overcome this bias. If you do not design your environment to promote 
good habits, it will promote bad ones. No environment is neutral. 

Willpower is not an effective long-term strategy for behavior 
change. In a phenomenon called bounded rationality, we are rational 
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until we are not. When everything is theoretical, we will make logical 
choices. When we are stressed-out, tired, hungry, lonely, or 
depressed, we don't make rational decisions. Any strategy for 
behavior change that relies too heavily on willpower is doomed. 
Based on the widely accepted theory of ego depletion, our willpower 
depletes with use. Days when we are forced to make difficult 
decisions or exercise a lot of self-control, our willpower will leave us 
naked to temptation. If we remove the temptations that reward bad 
habits, you extinguish the habit without the need to exert any 
willpower. Shape your environment to make bad habits difficult, if not 
impossible. Make good habits easier. This stuff isn’t complicated. It 
doesn’t require a Ph.D. to understand. It isn’t difficult to do - if you 
are committed. Are you committed?  

The more committed you are, the less willpower you will need. If 
there is no junk food to eat when tired, stressed-out, and hungry, you 
starve the craving and extinguish the habit without resorting to 
willpower. Shaping your environment will shield you from temptation. 
Shaping your environment doesn’t require willpower. If you aren't 
committed enough to do what is easy, like removing junk food from 
your home, then you should probably admit to yourself that you aren't 
serious about losing weight. The most common excuse people give 
for not removing all the junk food from their homes is that they don't 
want to "deprive their children." Deprive them of what; a lifetime of 
sugar addiction? They are arguing to feed their kids junk-food so 
processed it can hardly be called food. Food designed to create 
unnatural cravings. If you cannot get rid of the junk food in your 
home, stop blaming your children. Having children in your home 
should be one more reason to get rid of the garbage, not keep it 
stocked in your pantry. Better to purchase these things in small 
quantities to avoid over-consumption; for example, ordering an ice 
cream cone is better than bringing a container of ice cream home.  

Emotional cues like stress, hunger, exhaustion, and depression 
aren't something we can control. The environment is. Environment; 
isn't subject to the inconstancies that willpower and motivation are. 
We can use it to build good habits. I hope you are as excited to learn, 
as I am to share these highly effective strategies that will make 
healthy habits easier than you ever thought possible! You'll discover 
that it is not only possible, but it is completely doable.  
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Our book provides all the strategies and tactics you will need to 
transform your body, but no one ever got fit by reading a book. 
Strategy without execution is useless. That is why you are also going 
to learn the Four Elements of Execution. Rituals reap 
results. Execution is your responsibility, but don't be intimidated. I will 
only ask you to perform silly small steps in the beginning to create 
momentum. Once you have the habits established, we will build on 
them. You can do this. Don't be discouraged if you have failed in the 
past. You aren't doomed to repeat past mistakes. Armed with all five 
behavior change strategies, you now have a much better chance of 
success. You can do this! You will discover this for yourself in just a 
few days, as you develop the healthy habits that will make you feel 
better than you have in years.  
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CHAPTER THREE
“Stupid small” steps work better for me than larger goals. Be the 
person with embarrassing goals and impressive results instead of 
one of the many people with impressive goals and embarrassing 
results.” Stephen Guise, Mini Habits: Smaller Habits, Bigger Results 

SHRINK THE COMMITMENT

 
e all have a reluctant Elephant. Whenever we step 
outside our comfort zone, it can be difficult to 
convince our Elephant to begin. The First Rule of 
Behavior Change, Shrink the Commitment helps us 

to overcome our Elephant's resistance. The further we plan to step 
outside our comfort zone, the greater the resistance. Fortunately, we 
can reduce this resistance by reducing the commitment. When we 
plan to step just a little bit outside of our comfort zone, no alarms are 
triggered. Once you get started, you'll discover it requires a lot less 
effort to keep going. At this point, we have already overcome the 
strongest resistance, which is to begin. Once in motion, momentum 
is working for us. 

Marla Cilley, the creator of the 5-Minute Room Rescue, found 
an ingenious way to help your Rider to overcome your Elephant’s 
reluctance to clean a messy room by saying, “All I am asking for is a 
five-minute commitment, after that we can stop.” Of course, after 
starting, it is much easier to keep going. The same strategy can be 

W 
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applied to working out when you just are not motivated. Tell your 
Elephant, “let’s get changed, grab a cup of coffee, and warm-up for 
five minutes, and if we still are not feeling it, we can quit.” Once you 
get started, it is unlikely your Rider will not be able to motivate your 
Elephant to keep going. Even if you stop after five minutes, you have 
reinforced the habit. 

One of the greatest dancers and choreographers of the 
modern era, Twyla Tharp, has spent decades performing to the 
delight of audiences around the world. She attributes her 
phenomenal longevity to one simple daily habit. “I begin each day of 
my life with a ritual,” she writes. “I wake up at 5:30 A.M., put on my 
workout clothes, my leg warmers, my sweatshirt, and my hat. I walk 
outside my Manhattan home, hail a taxi, and tell the driver to take me 
to the Pumping Iron gym at 91st Street and First Avenue, where I 
work out for two hours. The ritual is not the stretching and weight 
training I put my body through each morning at the gym; the ritual is 
the cab. The moment I tell the driver where to go, I have completed 
the ritual. It’s a simple act, but doing it the same way each morning 
habituates it—makes it repeatable, easy to do. It reduces the chance 
that I would skip it or do it differently. It is one more item in my arsenal 
of routines, and one less thing to think about.”13 She shrinks the 
commitment to getting into the cab. Once she is in the cab, this 
gateway habit shapes her next two hours. 

GATEWAY HABITS & DECISION POINTS
Gateway habits are like forks in the road, determining what 

you are going to do for the next few minutes or hours. Small routines 
like putting on your workout clothing immediately after waking-up, 
stopping at the gym after dropping your kids off at school, or going 
to the gym when your phone reminder goes off, are good examples 
of routines that will determine how consistently you train.  

Gateway habits related to dieting could be deciding to heat-
up leftovers instead of ordering take-out or asking your waiter to 
bring a carryout container with your meal so you can remove excess 
food from your plate. This one habit could make a huge 
difference. The longer you let the extra food sit on your plate, the 
more likely you are to overeat. Food is a primary reward that we are 
biologically programmed to eat whenever it's available. Even if you 
do not give in, leaving the food on your plate is going to erode your 
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willpower unnecessarily - leaving you more vulnerable to the next 
temptation.  
 If you eat out a lot, it can be challenging to lose 
weight because we drastically underestimate the number of calories 
we are being served. A recent study concluded that 92% of menu 
items at chain restaurants exceeded the average person's caloric 
needs. The average entree at non-chain restaurants contained a 
whopping 1,205 calories, twice the recommended caloric intake for 
a single meal. 14  Logging your food will help you to control your 
eating, but don’t forget that restaurants can underestimate the 
calories listed on their menu by as much as 20 percent, so that 700 
calorie menu-item, might be closer to 840 calories.  

Gateway habits put your day on a positive or negative 
trajectory. Habits, like choosing to get enough sleep, will shape the 
day to come. Mastering these moments is crucial. I suggest you 
keep the initial action as small and as easy as possible. Some of 
these actions can even be automated. You can program your internet 
router to shut off at a specific time each night. You could set-up a 
phone alarm as a primary or secondary reminder to go to bed, so 
you'll get enough sleep each night. Your bedtime ritual can be as 
simple as putting your phone in its charger, brushing your teeth, and 
putting your head on your pillow. 

Gateway habits make creating bigger habits easier. 
They shrink the commitment to something we can do in less than five 
minutes but shape what we do for hours, just like Twyla's routine of 
getting in the taxi.  Her 2-hour workout just becomes an extension of 
that routine. One habit stacking on top of the next. These gateway 
habits can be equated to decision points, a concept I learned in the 
military. The military defines a point in space and time when the 
commander anticipates making a key decision concerning a specific 
course of action.15We all experience decision points throughout our 
day, moments when we need to make a choice that will alter our 
options for hours. Are we going to hit the gym on the way home, or 
hit the bar? Are we going to go running in the morning or hit the 
snooze? Am I going to stay up late watching Game of Thrones, or 
am I going to get a good night's sleep?  

These decision points, sprinkled throughout our day, can put 
us on either a virtuous cycle or a vicious cycle. For example, the 
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decision to initiate our bedtime ritual on schedule leads to a good 
night's sleep, this, in turn, makes it more likely that we will get up put 
on our workout clothing, and exercise, instead of hitting the snooze. 
Working out will improve our mood for up to 12-hours, reducing our 
stress and consequently enhancing our self-control, which leads to 
better food choices and improved dietary compliance. Daily exercise 
and adequate sleep will reduce our cravings and stress levels while 
simultaneously increasing our willpower. Better food choices will 
result in better body composition. Improved body composition will 
lead to better sleep quality, making you more likely to exercise, eat 
better, and sleep better. Your results will provide the small wins that 
lead to lasting motivation. The more progress you make, the more 
motivated you'll be.  

A vicious cycle, on the other hand, begins with a harmful habit 
that leads to a cascade of bad decisions. We ignore our bedtime 
reminder and stay up late watching the news. We hit the snooze 
button the next morning. We repeat this a couple more times and 
miss our planned workout. We start the day feeling defeated, 
exhausted, and stressed-out. Stress and fatigue sap our willpower 
and is one of the reasons a lack of sleep is closely linked to obesity. 
A lack of sleep also causes a hormone imbalance, which increases 
our cravings. The more rundown we feel, the stronger our cravings 
will be for junk food.    

Clinical studies have demonstrated that most people need at 
least seven and a half hours of sleep each night.16The easiest way 
to be better is to be better rested. We do our best when we feel our 
best. You’ll be more likely to follow through on your commitments to 
go to bed earlier, exercise regularly, log your food accurately, and 
eat better. One of my favorite books is EAT MOVE SLEEP. The 
author does a fantastic job of showing the reader how these three 
activities are interconnected, each playing a huge role in our overall 
health. Gateway habits shrink the commitment. 

Shrinking the commitment prevents us from becoming 
overwhelmed. In a phenomenon called subjective fatigue, our mind 
looks ahead, estimates the work involved, and quickly becomes 
exhausted. The purpose of subjective fatigue is to kill any initiative 
that we perceive to be difficult. Can you remember a time when you 
had procrastinated beginning a project, only to discover, after 
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starting, it wasn’t as difficult as your mind had made it out to be? If 
so, you have experienced subjective fatigue. When we put off doing 
something that needs to get done, we blame ourselves for being lazy 
and undisciplined, but that isn’t usually the case. Most times, it is 
because we feel stressed-out and overwhelmed.  

When we shrink our commitment, we reduce our subjective 
fatigue. Most of us can convince our reluctant Elephant to begin a 
task with a five-minute commitment. If you aren't comfortable with a 
five-minute commitment, reduce your commitment even further. A 
simple litmus test for determining if you have shrunk the commitment 
enough is whether you could do it on your absolute worse day? If 
you can answer to the affirmative, congratulations, you have shrunk 
the commitment down to a size that will improve your likelihood of 
success.  

REVERSE THE 5 MINUTE RULE TO BREAK A BAD
HABIT

While shrinking the commitment is primarily used to start 
good habits, it can also be used to break bad ones. To break a bad 
habit, we use it as a delaying strategy. We can avoid overeating by 
delaying our consumption. Say to yourself, “I am going to drink a 
glass of water and wait for 5-minutes. If I am still hungry, I can have 
a little more.” Physiologically, you are giving your body more time to 
register that it is full and hydrated. Psychologically, you are making 
the reward less desirable. It is much easier to convince yourself to 
wait for 5-minutes, than it is to deny the craving with an 
uncompromising no. When we give our Elephant a hard no, it will 
fixate on eating. The Elephant will struggle against the Rider to 
reassert its autonomy. More often than not, it will be the Elephant 
that wins any tug-of-war between our goals and desires. Our goals 
reside in our easily exhausted prefrontal cortex, while our desires 
reside in our more resilient primitive brain. Even if your Rider 
manages to win, it will be left depleted and more vulnerable to the 
next temptation. 

We avoid this exhausting struggle by asking our Elephant to 
wait instead. Our reward system is biased towards immediate 
gratification. It discounts any reward that takes even a few minutes. 
Use this bias to your advantage. Waiting takes the immediate out of 
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immediate gratification. After waiting for a few minutes, your Rider 
will have a much better chance of convincing your Elephant to pass 
on the food altogether. Eating slowly and utilizing this tactic will 
improve your self-control.   

Appetite is often stimulated by dehydration. Another cause of 
overeating is a delay in satiety, which takes 20 to 30 minutes to 
register. For this reason, I suggest you eat your meals slowly. Taking 
a sip of water between bites and savoring each mouthful. A 2008 
study published in The Journal of the American Dietetic Association, 
found that when subjects consumed their meals slowly, they ate 
significantly fewer calories, felt fuller, and drank significantly more 
water than when they ate at a faster rate.17  

Even if you decide to give in to the temptation at the end of 
the five minutes, you have strengthened your willpower and 
increased your awareness. Both benefits will improve your odds of 
success when the next temptation arises. The worst thing we can do 
is become overly critical of ourselves because that will lead to stress 
eating.  

SMALL COMMITMENTS BIG RESULTS
It is counterintuitive, but small commitments are better than 

large ones. That’s because they are easier to keep. This fact is as 
valuable as it is obvious. When we shrink the commitment, we 
increase our odds of success. If we are overly ambitious with our 
commitment, we'll ace our chances of forming a habit. Big 
commitments cause us to be inconsistent. We aren't always going to 
have enough time, willpower or motivation to meet the commitment. 
Inconsistency is a habit killer. If we aren't consistent, then it isn't a 
habit. 

Small commitments make it much easier to create an 
unbroken chain of X's in your habit tracker. Make the habit so small 
that even on your worse day, you'll have enough willpower to do it. 
Repetition automates good habits, making them our default 
behavior. Small commitments also provide sustained motivation. 
Pep talks and motivational speeches produce a momentary sugar 
rush of inspiration. Progress produces enduring motivation. It also 
develops our self-esteem. Study after study has shown that workers 
maintain their motivation toward their work when they feel they are 
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making progress on meaningful work. Small, consistent steps will get 
you their faster than huge sporadic ones.   

Each small win inspires us to go for the next in a positive 
reinforcing loop. This is the type of motivation we want. Small daily 
accomplishments provide sustained motivation the way complex 
carbohydrates provide sustained energy. Complex carbohydrates 
break down slower than simple sugars because they are more 
substantial. Motivation brought to life through action is likewise more 
substantive than that produced by an inspirational speech. 
Motivation isn't as reliable as willpower, for developing habits, but 
that doesn't mean we don't want to cultivate it, especially the type of 
motivation born out of effort and incremental improvement. Every 
action requires some combination of motivation and willpower. The 
more motivated we are, the less willpower we'll need. As the behavior 
becomes automated through habituation, we'll need less of both, 
which is one of the best qualities of habits. Habits don't just conserve 
our cognitive energies; they also preserve our willpower. Decision 
fatigue drains our willpower, but in the case of habits, you aren’t 
struggling with a decision. You are responding to a contextual cue. 
No decision, no decision fatigue.  

Creating an unbroken chain of X's in your habit tracker is the 
fastest way to create a habit. A lot of people will scoff at the 
effectiveness of a five-minute workout, but it is infinitely better than 
doing nothing, and if it develops into a habit, you have got something 
that matters — habits, big or small, matter. Every time you exercise, 
you are reinforcing the habit and casting another vote for a person 
who exercises regularly. Every workout is another small win that will 
contribute to your self-esteem. The reason habits matter should be 
obvious. Habits are behaviors we perform every day. If you read for 
five minutes each day, you would read approximately ten books a 
year. That is more than double the median number of books the 
average American read last year. That is ten more books than the 
27% of Americans who admitted to not reading a single book in the 
past year.18  

Assuming you were never motivated to read more than five 
minutes each day, in ten years, you would still have read 100 books 
and amassed a small library. We overestimate what we can do in a 
day and underestimate what we can do in a year. Patience and 
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persistence allow us to accomplish much more than the people 
always chasing quick results. If more people exercised patience and 
perseverance, they would realize how powerful habits are. "It's not 
what we do once in a while that shapes our lives, but what we do 
consistently." Tony Robbins  

Habits channel the power of persistence. It is a shame more 
people don't read. Reading is a superpower because if you can read, 
you can solve almost any problem. One book can change your life 
and save years of frustration. Everyone has something they want to 
learn more about, and books are still the best way to learn about any 
subject. So why do you think people don't read more? Nearly all of 
us know how to read, so it isn't a lack of ability. I think mental 
exhaustion is to blame.   

We are all a little lazy, but we often attribute laziness to 
inaction, when subjective fatigue is to blame. Non-readers don't read 
because they evaluate the time commitment and become 
overwhelmed. They convince themselves they will never have 
enough time to finish, so they never start. “The bigger the change 
you’re suggesting, the more it will sap people’s self-control. And 
when people exhaust their self-control, what they’re exhausting are 
the mental muscles needed to think creatively, to focus, to inhibit 
their impulses, and to persist in the face of frustration or failure. In 
other words, they’re exhausting precisely the mental muscles 
needed to make a big change. So, when you hear people say that 
change is hard because people are lazy or resistant, that’s just flat 
wrong. In fact, the opposite is true: Change is hard because people 
wear themselves out. And that’s the second surprise about change: 
What looks like laziness is often exhaustion.” 19 Chip Heath 

When we fail to create a habit, we blame ourselves for being 
lazy and unmotivated. It seems reasonable. If we were motivated, 
we would do what we had planned to do? True, but motivation is an 
ineffective habit-forming strategy for two reasons. First, it depends 
on our emotional state. Emotions are difficult to regulate. Habits 
require consistency. Another reason motivation is a terrible strategy 
for developing habits is that it decreases over time. We don't build 
motivation through repetition; we dilute it. We are less excited to do 
something for the hundredth time than we are the first time. It is hard 
to sustain motivation for any length of time, especially if the behavior 
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doesn't provide instant gratification, which good habits rarely do. We 
will discuss how to make good habits more rewarding later, but for 
now, let's assume that most good habits aren't going to produce the 
same instantaneous delight that a piece of cheesecake will. Even our 
desire to eat cake will decrease if we eat the entire cake, based on 
the widely accepted economic theory of diminishing marginal utility, 
you'll enjoy your first piece much more than your last. The more often 
we do something, the less motivated we will be to do it.  

I am not against motivation. I am opposed to the notion that 
motivation is a prerequisite for action. That type of thinking is a trap. 
Boredom is the biggest obstacle to excellence. The repetition and 
time required to build exceptional skills make the activity less 
enjoyable. Artist like Pablo Picasso didn't wait for inspiration, he said, 
“Inspiration exists, but it has to find you working.” Steven King 
describes writing like any other occupation. He says we shouldn’t 
wait for the muse. He says, "Your job is to make sure the muse 
knows where you're going to be every day from nine 'til noon or seven 
'til three. If he does know, I assure you that sooner or later he'll start 
showing up.”  

If MOTIVATION is such an ineffective strategy, why is it so 
popular in the self-help space? I've discovered that a lot of popular 
things aren't necessarily effective. A lot of ineffective strategies 
persist due to survivorship bias. Survivorship bias is the logical error 
of concentrating on the people that were successful and ignoring all 
those that weren't. Only a small minority of people can push through 
the arduous initiation phase using motivation as their starting 
strategy; consequently, few people succeed. The voice of those that 
succeeded despite using the ineffective strategy of motivation 
drowns out the voices of those that failed. Few failures want to 
broadcast their defeat. Successful people, on the other hand, want 
to share their success, and their success gives them a platform.  

A great example is Gary Vaynerchuk, or Gary Vee, as he is 
known to his fans. He works extremely hard and says that the bigger 
your ambition, the harder you are going to have to work. He 
advocates hard work, perseverance, and patients. As an 
entrepreneur, these are essential qualities, but very few people can 
muster enough motivation, willpower, and discipline to execute 
through brute force. He says, “motivation is simple, you either have 
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it, or you can watch it." Gary’s brand of self-help might lead some 
people to believe they aren’t successful because they lack 
motivation. I don’t disagree with his assertion that BIG DREAMS 
require a huge commitment. Still, I don’t think most people can 
muster enough motivation and willpower to begin their journey with 
huge daily obligations. They might work up to large daily 
commitments, but in the beginning, it can be a recipe for failure. 

When it comes to adopting new habits, the best advice is 
always to start small. Avoid the BIG Mistake most people make - that 
is starting BIG. Start small, establish the habit, and then build on it. 
Very few people can power through the initiation phase, beginning 
with a big commitment - using sheer determination. In this scenario, 
the Rider is trying to overcome the two-ton Elephant’s resistance 
through brute force. Unless you are exceptionally motivated or 
disciplined, you will eventually fail. You’ll blame your lack of 
motivation and willpower when you should be blaming your 
ineffective strategy. We want an approach that will work for 
everyone. Even if you are exceptionally motivated or are a titan of 
willpower, shrinking the initial commitment won't prevent you from 
doing more. It is a floor, not a ceiling. You can always do more. 
Motivation is wonderful. Motivational speeches can get us fired-up, 
but the motivation they provide isn't a sustainable basis for action.  

I am not against motivation. The more motivated you are, the 
less willpower you’ll need. However, motivation is not a good starting 
strategy. Motivation is like a bonus check, it’s great when you get 
one, but you shouldn’t rely on it to pay the rent. I start most of my 
mornings listening to something positive, an uplifting song, a 
motivational speech, or an inspirational audiobook because it helps 
to set a positive tone for my day. How do you think I heard about Jim 
Rohn, Brian Tracy, Gary Vee, Eric Thomas, Tony Robbins, and 
Robin Sharma? I listen to audiobooks every day during my one-hour 
bus commute. I often listen to a great book several times. Repetition 
isn't just good for conditioning habits. Repetition is the mother of 
learning. 

Did you know that you can influence the spirit of your day 
during the first few minutes? During those first 20-minutes, your mind 
is transitioning from the low 47 cycles per second (Hz) your brain 
operates during light sleep to the higher, 1230 Hz that is your normal 
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waking state of consciousness. During this transition, your 
subconscious mind is most impressionable. Have you noticed that 
how your day begins tends to carry over into the rest of your day? 
Here is a simple habit that can dramatically increase your percentage 
of good days. It will also improve your attitude in general. Take 
advantage of this opportunity - put on some wireless headphones 
and listen to something inspiring while performing your early morning 
routine. It doesn’t require any additional time, so there is no reason 
not to give it a chance. 

I don't rely on motivation. If you are like me, motivation is the 
exception, not the rule. I used to watch more motivational videos than 
I do now, but after a while, I lost my motivation for motivation. I 
discovered that the videos lost their effectiveness, the more I listen 
to them. Motivation relies on our emotions, which are difficult to 
regulate. The best way to shift your emotions is through motion, or 
what Tony Robbins calls priming. He advocates priming yourself 
each morning through a combination of mindful breathing and 
energetic movement. I agree with his assertion that our physiology 
and psychology are inseparably linked. These two aspects of our 
being work in a push-pull relationship. We can improve our 
confidence by merely striking a Superman posture, or we can reduce 
our self-confidence by slouching. If I asked you to act depressed, I 
bet the first thing you would do would be to look down and hunch 
your shoulders. Either can shift the other, but you'll discover it is 
easier to shift your psychology through your physiology, than the 
reverse.  

I learned early in life that exercise improves my mood and 
focus. My father, who was always struggling with his weight, liked to 
go running a few times a week. I was at that age when you loved 
spending time with your parents, so I would tag along. I grew to enjoy 
it, even crave the feel-good effects of it. It often lifted me out of a bad 
mood. It also helped improve my mental focus, and my grades 
reflected it. I wouldn’t learn until much later that neuroplasticity was 
possible, and that exercise was the spark that helped to create new 
neurons. 
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EXERCISE IS A KEYSTONE HABIT
I begin every morning with exercise because I know that is the 

best way to put my body and brain in a good place. My typical 
workout lasts 20 to 30 minutes, but if I am pressed for time, I will 
perform a 4-minute Tabata workout instead. I listen to music or 
something inspirational during my session. Exercise can improve 
your mood for up to twelve hours. Why not start the day feeling 
fantastic. Even a mini-workout will do the trick. I keep a 35-pound 
kettlebell in our living room, so I can perform a mini-workout 
whenever I need to re-energize. My standing desk is in our home 
gym, so I can grab an exercise snack whenever I need a boost. 

Exercise is one of the few good habits that produce immediate 
gratification. I usually suggest people begin their fat loss journey with 
exercise. Not because I think it is the most effective at reducing body 
weight. It isn’t, but because daily exercise is a keystone habit that 
leads to a whole host of good habits. Australian researchers, Megan 
Oaten and Ken Cheng, found that healthy habits lead to significant 
improvements in a wide range of regulatory behaviors such as less 
impulsive spending; better dietary habits; decreased alcohol, 
tobacco, and caffeine consumption; and fewer hours watching 
TV.20    

Exercise is more about feeling good than looking good. 
People that exercise regularly are much less likely to suffer from 
depression or other psychological ailments. “I tell people that going 
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for a run is like taking a little bit of Prozac and a little bit of Ritalin 
because, like the drugs, exercise elevates these neurotransmitters. 
It’s a handy metaphor to get the point across, but the deeper 
explanation is that exercise balances neurotransmitters — along with 
the rest of the neurochemicals in the brain.” John J. Ratey 

Daily exercise enriches our lives in unexpected ways.  The 
benefits of regular exercise: less stress, increased patience, higher 
productivity, improved mood, focus, confidence, and impulse control 
lead to the development of other good habits. I believe it is 
because when we feel better, we do better. “Typically, people who 
exercise, start eating better, and become more productive at work. 
They smoke less and show more patience with colleagues and 
family. They use their credit cards less frequently and say they feel 
less stressed. Exercise is a keystone habit that triggers widespread 
change.” Charles Duhigg 

Morning exercise improves your willpower and self-control. It 
necessitates getting to bed earlier so you can wake up fully 
recovered and energized. It also enhances your self-control, making 
it easier to say no to late-night TV. After a few days of getting seven 
to eight hours of sleep each night, you’ll begin to feel better than you 
have in years. You’ll have increase focus, willpower, and vitality. A 
lack of sleep is closely linked to obesity because our cravings 
increase, and our willpower decrease when we suffer from chronic 
fatigue. The more rundown you feel, the more you will crave junk 
food. 

Daily exercise and adequate sleep will make eating better and 
logging your food easier. Regular exercise and adequate rest will 
reduce your stress and cravings, while simultaneously increasing 
your willpower. Most people mistakenly believe that they need to be 
motivated. Then they struggle with getting motivated. How do you 
get motivated to do what doesn’t provide instant gratification?  You 
don’t. Motivation won't help. An over-reliance on motivation is at the 
root of most people’s failure to form habits. While motivation is very 
popular and gives people a metaphorical sugar rush of 
enthusiasm, it isn’t useful for creating good habits. You’ll discover a 
lot of popular things that aren’t effective. Most of the extreme diets in 
vogue today can work. Unfortunately, the results they produce aren't 
any more sustainable than the diet is.  
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Why are extreme, overly restrictive diets and motivation so 
popular if they aren't effective? I think it is because everyone is 
looking for quick, dramatic results. Look at the popularity of the reality 
program, The Biggest Loser. Forcing 400-pound people to work out 
four hours a day on a low-calorie diet makes for good TV, but the 
results are abysmal. While they lose a ton of weight during the 
program, virtually all the contestants fail to keep the weight 
off. Approximately 14 out of 15 contestants gain back all the weight 
eight months after the program ends. 21  Quickly done, quickly 
undone. 

The key to sustainable results is sustainable routines. People 
believe that a habit takes approximately 30-days to develop. So why 
don't these people develop better eating and exercise habits? After 
all, the program lasts several months. The answer has many 
components. First, the program is unsustainable. No one with real-
life commitments can work out four hours a day. Another 
reason these people don't create better habits because everything is 
being forced on them. You don't develop self-discipline when you are 
being forced to do something. When these contestants finish the 
program, they are probably eager to exert their autonomy and reward 
themselves for all their hard work, with the one reward they have all 
been conditioned to crave, FOOD. 

Another reason that these people don't develop healthy habits 
is that they are taken out of their normal environment. When they go 
back home, they are surrounded by the same triggers and 
temptations. Habits never die; they simply go dormant until they are 
jolted awake again. These people are food addicts. The only thing 
an addict needs to change is EVERYTHING. I was always 
astonished by parents that sent their kids to rehab, only to allow them 
to go back to the same school, and associate with the same drug-
using friends.  

When people are too focused on short term results, they 
gravitate to unsustainable programs. The absolute best examples of 
this are the low carb diets, Adkins, the uber-popular Ketogenic Diet, 
and now the Carnivore Diet. Do you think any of those diets are 
sustainable? Before you answer, let me put it this way, do you think 
you will never eat another tasty carb in your life? Low carb diets 
produce dramatic results. When you cut carbs from your diet, you'll 
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drop five to ten pounds in a week. It isn't fat loss, because that would 
be impossible. You would have to create a weakly caloric deficit of 
18,000 to 36,000 calories. To help put this in perspective, the weekly 
maintenance caloric intake for a 250-pound man is approximately 
20,000 calories a week. People focused on quick-fixes get motivated 
by the immediate results it produces. Unfortunately, motivation is 
quickly replaced by disappointment when their rate of weight loss 
slows down to the normal one to two pounds per week that sensible 
dieting produces.   

There are a lot of unethical people that will sell an attractive 
lie. Many of these experts know that people are looking for quick 
results, so they advocate low carb diets because when you eliminate 
carbs from your diet, your muscles store less water. Since our bodies 
are approximately 60% water, instant weight loss. Even when you 
tell people it is water weight, that doesn't improve their appearance; 
they don't care. The scale has moved. Even when you tell them it 
isn’t sustainable, they don't care because they are looking for a quick 
fix. I focus on habits and lifestyle because those are the only effective 
long-term strategies. How many of the people that you know who 
stay thin year after year eat a low carb diet? How many simply control 
their portion sizes and eat a relatively clean diet. 

The whole mentality of doing a diet connotes a quick fix 
mentality. It is our habits that make us who we are, not what we do 
for 10-weeks. When someone tells me that I don't need to work out 
every day or eat perfectly because I am thin, they just don't get it. It 
is the habit of daily exercise and eating unprocessed foods that is 
responsible for me being thin. Even when you understand the 
importance of habits, if you are primarily focused on quick results, 
you'll be too ambitious. We want to shrink the habit down so small in 
the beginning that we can do it on our worse day. That is why we will 
focus on shrinking the commitment. Big changes, like eliminating an 
entire food group, are dramatic. Unless you are one of the few people 
that can thrive on a low carb diet, your Elephant is going to eventually 
reassert its autonomy by eating a boatload of carbs.  

So, if motivation isn’t an effective strategy for developing good 
habits, what is? WILLPOWER. Willpower isn’t inexhaustible, as you 
know, but unlike motivation, it gets stronger through repetition. Roy 
Baumeister, a social psychologist and foremost expert on self-
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control, has demonstrated that willpower can be developed like a 
muscle, making it a more solid foundation for the establishment of 
habits.22 

SHRINK THE COMMITMENT – SHRINK THE
RESISTANCE

Shrinking the commitment reduces our Elephant’s reluctance. 
We avoid becoming paralyzed by subjective fatigue. Chances are 
you will do more than the minimum requirement, but never do less. 
Small commitments aren’t going to cause you to do less. It is 
counterintuitive, but these small commitments cause you to do more 
by making you more consistent. This commitment is a floor and not 
a ceiling. If you feel motivated to do more, that’s great. Willpower is 
going to get you going. Motivation will determine how far you go.  

I suggest you schedule most of your willpower challenges in 
the morning. The second best time is immediately after eating lunch. 
That is because our will power is highest at these times. Going to 
bed early, so you can schedule some time to exercise has enormous 
benefits. You'll get more sleep, which boosts willpower, and you'll 
reduce the time-window when you are most susceptible to bad 
habits. Waking up before the rest of the world gives you a big 
advantage over the people that stay-up-late, wake up late, stubble 
through their morning, and haphazardly begin their day. It minimizes 
your least productive time and maximizes your most productive 
time. Waking up before everyone else allows you to focus your peak 
physical and mental energies on your top priorities without 
distraction. 

Beginning your day with exercise sets a positive tone for your 
day. It enhances your mood for up to 12-hours and improves your 
cognitive performance. The most consistent exercisers workout first 
thing in the morning. We want to keep our commitment small and 
make exercise as enjoyable as possible. Huge commitments might 
work for Gary Vee and a small minority of extraordinarily determined 
individuals, but it probably won't work for you and me. Keep your 
morning priming session small enough that you will not need much 
willpower to do it. A short practice you do every day is better than a 
longer one that you do intermittent. 
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It isn't what we occasionally do that shapes our lives - it is our 
habits. Small efforts aggregate to produce amazing results. What 
works for me, and I suspect will work for you, is working with your 
Elephant, not against him. We don't want to try to overpower our 
Elephant. When we attempt to overpower our Elephant, we will 
quickly become exhausted. This is as unfortunate as it is avoidable. 
We could have coaxed our Elephant into taking one small step, and 
perhaps a few more, but instead, our bullying caused the Elephant 
to refuse to do anything. 

Only eight percent of New Year's resolutions are successful. It 
is easy to blame peoples’ failures on a lack of willpower or motivation 
because if they had an extraordinary amount of either, they could 
have powered through, but the real culprit was their poor 
strategy. Anything that is outside of our comfort zone is going to 
trigger resistance. We want to shrink the commitment so that we only 
take a tiny step outside our comfort zone - expanding it slightly. 
Willpower is much more reliable than motivation. It is the reason we 
will use it as our starting strategy. And by shrinking our commitment, 
we will always have enough. 

We should look at motivation like the commitment of an 
unreliable friend; it's great when he shows up, but we shouldn't count 
on him. The First Rule of Behavior Change, Shrink the Commitment, 
is the most effective way to create a good habit. Shrink the new 
commitment down so small that you could keep your habit streak 
alive even on your absolute worst day. We don't rise to the level of 
our ambitions; we sink to the level of our standards. Set the bar so 
low, you cannot fail, but that bar is just a minimum. 

You can always do more when you feel motivated to do so, 
but you never want to do less. You cannot build on a habit until you 
have established it. Habits are conditioned through repetition. Set the 
bar too high, and you'll never develop the habit; moreover, you'll 
become discouraged and erode your self-esteem. Set the bar low, 
build self-confidence, willpower, and motivation. You'll be much 
further along in five-months than the inconsistent person with lofty 
goals. Be the person will small commitments and impressive results, 
instead of the person will big commitments and embarrassing results.  

Being overly ambitious with your daily commitments is the 
best way to kill a habit. Our habits must be able to survive our bad 
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days. If our commitment is too large to do on our bad days when 
willpower and motivation are almost non-existent, we won't form a 
habit. No one is going to stop you from doing more. I just don't want 
you to make the mistake of being too ambitious. These small 
commitments are a starting line – not a finish line. Once you get 
started, you can always do more. After the habit is established, you 
can incrementally increase it, but not before. You'll know when you 
have a habit when it feels like something is wrong when you don't do 
it. When it truly feels like your default behavior and not something 
that requires willpower.  

THE MAGIC OF MINI HABITS
So, what is a mini habit? Stephen Guise, the creator of the 

mini habit concept, describes mini habits as stupid small versions of 
a habit you want to develop. Stephen was struggling to exercise. He 
felt overwhelmed by the prospect of working out for 30-minutes. A 
half-hour workout was as intimidating as climbing Mount Everest. He 
couldn't get motivated, and he didn't have enough willpower to work 
out. Frustrated, he decided to think outside the box. His solution was 
the One Push-up Workout. He was able to overcome his reluctance 
by shrinking the workout to a single push-up. After he completed the 
push-up, he was able to do more, and before he knew it, he had 
finished an entire workout.   

He had stumbled upon a concept that would revolutionize his 
life and countless others. He wrote about his One Push-up 
Challenge, and it struck a chord with his readers, who also struggled 
to exercise. Later he would write his bestselling book, Mini Habits, 
and other publications that would incorporate this concept. He has 
used the mini habits strategy to develop a host of good habits. He 
has used it to write on days when he felt exhausted or suffered from 
a headache by challenging himself to write 50 words every 
day. Usually, his 50 words expanded to a thousand words or more, 
even on his worst days. He says the only time he has ever failed to 
perform a mini habit was when he forgot to do it. When you combine 
mini habits with action triggers, you will have a paring of behavior 
strategies that will make forming good habits virtually foolproof. Mini 
habits operate on the same principle of shrinking the commitment. 
Mini habits miniaturize the desired behavior we want to develop to 
silly small proportions. They are so tiny that we can develop three or 
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four habits at a time and meet our commitments in less than 20-
minutes. The size of mini habits is laughable, but their results are 
anything but.   

Mini habits are designed to be ridiculously easy. Its creator 
recognizes that Newton's First Law applies to psychology as much 
as it does to physics. We resist new behaviors the way an object 
resists a change in state. Our existing routines flow, they have 
momentum on their side. The biggest disadvantage that a new habit 
has it that inertia is working against it. The willpower cost of mini 
habits is almost non-existent. A mini habit is the smallest of nudges 
- but that slight shove is all that is needed to put Newton's First Law 
in our corner. Momentum becomes our ally. We go from unstartable 
to unstoppable.   

Once in motion, we can do as much or as little as we want. 
Since the behavior is something we are motivated to develop, 
chances are we'll want to do more. Mini habits are unambitious by 
design. Ambition, like perfectionism, is the enemy of progress. When 
we are too ambitious, we'll often do nothing - like the person afraid 
to make a mistake. We will convince ourselves that if we cannot do 
everything, we won't do anything. We will pick back up tomorrow. We 
always think tomorrow we will have more time, willpower, and 
motivation.   

People confuse ambition with action. Big goals are lovely, but 
we don't rise to the level of our aspirations, we fall to the level of our 
standards. Habits are our standards. Mini habits are ridged and 
flexible in strategic places. Mini habits are inflexible in terms of the 
minimum requirement but flexible in how much you decide to do after 
that. Mini habits are the absolute best way to develop a new 
habit. When combined with action triggers, they are almost foolproof. 
There are benefits to even doing the minimum because anything we 
do everyday matters. Behaviors that become habit shape our 
character. Every action requires some level of willpower or 
motivation to do. We know that willpower is more reliable and can be 
built like a muscle. Each time we perform a mini habit, we'll develop 
our willpower muscle and expand our comfort zone.  

Our developing willpower muscle will allow us to exercise 
more self-control in unrelated areas. This is a huge secondary benefit 
of mini habits. Even though the willpower cost of mini habits is small, 
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each time we do them, we build our willpower and self-efficacy. All 
habits are consequential, regardless of size. Health psychologist 
Kelly McGonigal says, "A short practice that you do every day is 
better than a long practice you keep putting off to tomorrow."  Think 
of a mini habit as a metaphorical spark. Every time we perform a mini 
habit, our goal is to ignite whatever motivation is available to continue 
past the initial commitment. We want to avoid the mistake of 
becoming too ambitious. We want to keep our daily commitment 
laughably small. We must be satisfied with doing the minimum. On 
an exhausting day, we need to recognize that fulfilling our mini habit 
is a meaningful victory. We are reinforcing the habit, building our 
willpower, increasing our awareness, and improving our self-esteem. 

When we start a fire, we are taught to use tiny, easily 
combustible twigs. The routines connected with mini habits are those 
tiny twigs that we hope will ignite sticks and logs. When you get too 
ambitious with your mini requirement, it is like trying to start a fire 
using a spark and a log. It would require copious amounts of 
accelerant. A person starting out with huge commitments will likewise 
need copious amounts of willpower and motivation - much more than 
the average person. This approach will only work for a small 
percentage of people. The mini habits approach can work for 
anyone. Mini habits must be so small that on your most trying days, 
you could still meet the requirement, so the habit doesn't die. 
Repetition is the creator of habits; inconsistency is their destroyer. If 
you have a lot of willpower and motivation, that's fantastic. Mini habits 
will still provide the necessary spark you need. It will get you started. 
Motivation will determine how much farther you go. 

SEVEN REASONS WHY MINI HABITS ARE SO
EFFECTIVE

Mini habits: 
1) Reduce our natural resistance to change. 
2) Have a low willpower cost. 
3) Allow us to overcome inertia. 
4) Build self-efficacy. 
5) Build willpower. 
6) Establish a habit in the shortest time possible. 
7) Increase our awareness of our behavior. 
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1) MINI HABITS REDUCE OUR RESISTANCE TO CHANGE 
Have you ever procrastinated starting a project because you 

felt overwhelmed? If you have, you've been the victim of subjective 
fatigue. Beginning a task carries the full weight of the commitment. 
Our mind looks ahead and calculates the work, which causes us to 
feel exhausted before we even start. What we think is laziness is 
often exhaustion.  Mini habits are so silly small that they are nearly 
weightless. Mini habits kill procrastination because they carry almost 
no subjective fatigue.  

Another cognitive bias that prevents us from starting is the 
spotlight effect. Whenever we step outside our comfort zone, our 
mind magnifies the difficulty of the task. Like subjective fatigue, we 
feel overwhelmed. Mini habits are so easy to do; they don't raise any 
cognitive red flags. Mini habits circumnavigate these mental 
roadblocks to starting. Once we begin, we can base our decision to 
continue on the task's actual difficulty - not a distorted version of it. 
As we develop the habit, our perceived difficulty will diminish. Not 
because it has gotten easier, but because we have gotten better.  

2) MINI HABITS HAVE A LOW WILLPOWER COST 
A new habit has a hard time competing with our existing 

habits. In a sports analogy, our current habits are veteran 
weightlifters. Our fledgling habits are novice lifters. In this analogy, 
the willpower cost of the habit is the weight lifted. The novice 
cannot hope to lift the same amount of weight as the veteran. The 
novice needs to start light. The biggest mistake the beginner can 
make is starting too ambitious.  

Mini habits recognize that any new habit is going to take time 
to develop. We must get our reps in. After we have established a 
solid foundation, we can build on it. We are often told that we 
should never try to develop more than one habit at a time. This is 
great advice. The biggest mistake we can make about our 
willpower is placing too many simultaneous demands on it. The 
mental reserve we draw from to exert self-control is limited. 
Fortunately, with mini habits, this singular focus is unnecessary.  

Most of us want to develop multiple new habits. It takes a lot 
of self-control to focus on just one and ignore the others. The low 
willpower cost of mini habits means you can build multiple habits at 



60 | P a g e
   

once. They are so small we can create three or four at a time. As 
we follow through on our mini commitments, it will build our 
willpower and self-esteem. Habits flow, unfettered by conscious 
thought. Habits and environmental design conserve our willpower. 
We aren't struggling with a decision. We are reacting to cues.   

3) MINI HABITS ALLOW US TO OVERCOME INERTIA 
If you have ever pushed a car, you know that the greatest 

effort is putting it into motion. Once in motion, it takes much less effort 
to keep it going. As you build momentum, it becomes easier and 
easier to push - Newton's First Law is now in your corner. Mini habits 
provide the initial nudge we need to overcome inertia. Big changes 
are like trying to push a car up a hill. Mini habits reduce the force 
needed to put the car in motion. They flatten the hill. Being overly 
ambitious is the primary reason people fail to form habits. As their 
motivation dwindles, diluted through repetition, and their consistency 
starts to suffer, it will start eroding their self-esteem. Less ambitious 
habits do just the opposite. 

4) MINI HABITS BUILD SELF-EFFICACY 
Self-efficacy isn't a term you hear very often in normal 

conversation, but it is a term used frequently by behavioral 
psychologists. Self-efficacy is our belief in our ability to meet a 
challenge, overcome an obstacle, or complete a task. It is our belief 
in our personal effectiveness. Mini habits are small, so you might 
think that they won't develop your self-confidence as much as bigger 
ones, but that is the type of thinking we want to avoid. It is a trap. 
Mini habits are small, but their cumulative effects aren't. Mini habits 
are designed to be too small to fail. Every time you perform a mini 
habit, it will be another small win; and don't forget, you'll usually have 
enough motivation to do more. 

Being too ambitious, looking for quick results isn't a sound 
approach. In football, it is riskier to attempt a long forward pass than 
shorter passes. Big commitments are like those long pass 
attempts. They can get you down the field faster, but they are more 
likely to result in an incompletion or an interception. When a 
quarterback suffers an interception, it can result in a 14-point swing. 
A scoring opportunity is squandered for his team, while 
simultaneously putting points on the scoreboard for the opposing 
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team. Instead of building momentum and confidence in his ability to 
lead his team down the field, he has eroded his self-
confidence. When this happens, the coach will build his confidence 
back up with short passes.  

If you have tried ambitious habits in the past, and have failed, 
you know that it erodes your self-efficacy. You feel like a failure. You 
feel like you have no willpower. You feel helpless. Helplessness is a 
leading cause of depression. The progress that mini habits allow us 
to make, on the other hand, builds our self-efficacy. Even if all we do 
is fulfill the minimum requirement, we have proven that we will make 
good on our promises. Each time you fulfill your promise, you build 
self-esteem. A mini habit might not be much, but it is infinitely better 
than nothing. A one-yard gain is better than an incompletion. And 
don't forget, a mini habit is the minimum forward progress you'll 
make. Like a short pass, it can become a long yardage gain. It has 
better odds of success than a risky pass.  

5) MINI HABITS BUILD WILLPOWER 
Willpower is often described as a muscle. Mini habits force us 

to exercise our willpower muscle on a daily basis, gradually building 
it up. A study by Professor Roy Baumeister demonstrated that 
students that exercised willpower to improve their posture for two 
weeks demonstrated marked improvement in other measures of self-
control.23 Another study showed that two months of regular exercise 
improved study participants' overall self-control in unrelated areas. 
Participants engaged in less impulsive spending, better dietary 
habits, decreased alcohol, tobacco, and caffeine consumption; and 
spent fewer hours watching TV.24 This halo effect is the reason that 
exercise is often referred to as a keystone habit. Since our willpower 
draws from a single source, anything we do to strengthen our 
willpower in one area will improve it in other areas. 

 

6) MINI HABITS ESTABLISH A HABIT IN LESS TIME 
Habits are conditioned like animals, through reward and 

repetition—the bigger the reward, the more valuable the routine. The 
more times we perform it, the faster we do it. The easier it becomes. 
We all know that habits are created through repetition, but do you 
know how many repetitions are required? Most people mistakenly 
believe that it takes three weeks or thirty days. Neither of which is 
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accurate. There is no magic number of days. It is like that old Tootsie 
Pop commercial - how many licks does it take to get to the center of 
a Tootsie Pop? The world may never know, but we have a rough 
idea. 

The latest research shows that the number of repetitions 
ranges from 18 to 254, with 66 days being the average number of 
days to form a habit.25 Why such a wide range? The number of days 
it takes to form a habit has a lot to do with the routine's perceived 
difficulty. The longer the task's perceived difficulty, the longer it will 
take for that person to form the habit. The smaller the perceived 
difficulty, the fewer repetitions required. Mini habits allow us to form 
habits more quickly due to their lower perceived difficulty. Since mini 
habits are too small to fail, you should be able to quickly put together 
an unbroken chain of X's in your habit tracker. Mini habits are so easy 
to do, we don't need a huge reward to reinforce them. In a few weeks, 
the mini habit should be automatic. Mini habits are so small that the 
only reason we will fail to do them is through omission. 

 

7) MINI HABITS INCREASE OUR AWARENESS 
Bad habits are so dangerous because they fly under the 

radar. We aren’t thinking as much as we are reacting. Behavior 
change always begins with awareness. Tracking your mini habits will 
make you more mindful of what you are doing.  We have one brain 
but two minds – our advanced prefrontal cortex and our primitive 
basal ganglia. The prefrontal cortex is a great planner, but not a great 
doer. It is prone to analysis paralysis. Our basal ganglia is a doer. 
Most of its actions fly under our cognitive radar. What our primitive 
brain lacks in cognitive power it makes up for with endurance. It is a 
tireless worker. Its actions flow almost effortlessly, unfettered by 
conscious thought.  

Our prefrontal cortex determines what is possible; our basal 
ganglia determines what is. Our prefrontal lobe is sometimes 
described as a smart decision-maker, our primitive brain a dumb 
repeater. For us to change who we are, we must change what we 
do. If we cannot influence our dumb repeater, we are trapped. The 
key to changing who we are is changing what we do. Mini habits help 
us to do this by overcoming procrastination and mental paralysis. We 
become doers. Doers change the world - starting with 
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themselves. Too much planning and not enough doing is a recipe for 
underachievement.  

Because of their relative strengths, the prefrontal cortex 
oversees executive decision making, and the basal ganglia execute 
repetitive tasks. It is a wonderfully effective partnership unless we fall 
prey to our cravings. When we let our guard down and give way to 
basic desires, we develop bad habits. Good habits must be nurtured, 
like vegetables. Bad habits don’t. They are the fruits of neglect - 
weeds that will take over your garden. We must be mindful of our 
decisions. Tracking the completion of our mini habits increases our 
self-awareness. The only way to improve who we are is by what we 
do. Habits are the best place to start because they are what we do 
every day.  

Our primitive brain is very efficient, so our prefrontal cortex 
pawns off a lot of repetitive tasks. If our conscious brain didn't 
delegate the dozens of reoccurring decisions we make each day, we 
would experience mental exhaustion before lunch. Decisions deplete 
our willpower. They can feel as exhausting as physical labor. Habits 
are solutions to reoccurring problems. Good habits are good 
solutions. For example, if you are hungry, you eat an apple. If you 
are stressed, you take a walk. Bad habits are short-term solutions 
that are a long-term problem. Learning that your dumb repeater is in 
charge most of the time, can be discouraging, but it doesn't have to 
be. Habits can be a blessing. A good decision made out of habit is 
just as good as a conscious choice. BETTER even, since we 
preserve our willpower. When we are tired or stressed out, and 
cannot exert any willpower, we revert to habit. Habits are default 
decisions to reoccurring problems. 

An analysis of over 1,100 parole hearings over a year made 
by Israeli judges showed that their decision had more to do with the 
time of day the parolee was seen by the judge than any other factor, 
including the crime committed, ethnicity, or criminal history. The 
parole committee was much more likely to grant parole in the early 
morning hours and the early afternoon following their lunch 
break. When the committee members were fresh, they granted 
parole approximately 70% of the time. That percentage of favorable 
rulings dropped to 10% as their prefrontal cortex became 
fatigued.26    
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As the committee members became exhausted by decision 
fatigue, they denied parole. Denying parole is the safest choice they 
can make. When we are tired and stressed out, our mind relies on 
default decisions. They don't tax our already exhausted prefrontal 
cortex. Good decisions, automated through repetition, are better 
than conscious ones because they are more reliable. Habits trump 
willpower and motivation because they aren’t vulnerable to our 
emotional state. Stress, fatigue, and boredom sap our willpower and 
motivation, but they don’t affect our habits. If anything, they push us 
towards them.  

If you have struggled with forming a good habit, I hope you'll 
give mini habits a try. Perhaps your confidence is shaken by your 
past failures, like a quarterback, that just threw an interception. Mini 
habits are the best way to restore your self-efficacy. One small win 
at a time; until you have an unbroken string of completions. As the 
new behaviors become habits, you'll become comfortable throwing 
the ball further down the field, but don't rush your progress. If you 
aren't connecting almost 100% of the time, you'll want to shrink your 
daily commitment. Inconsistency will erode your confidence and kill 
the habit.  

Mini habits don't have to expand. Even if you consistently 
workout closer to a half-hour, you don’t have to increase your mini 
commitment to more than 5-minutes. We all have bad days. If your 
commitment is more than you can do on your bad days, you will kill 
the habit. Doing a little is always better than doing nothing. Doing a 
little will keep the habit alive, increase your awareness and self-
efficacy, improve your self-esteem, build your willpower, and provide 
sustained motivation. That is a ton of benefits for a 5-minute 
commitment. Unleash the power of SMALL!  
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MINI HABIT EXAMPLES FOR WEIGHT LOSS 
Diet: 

 Log one new food item or meal you eat each day. 
 Weigh yourself each morning. 
 Replace one processed snack with a piece of fruit. 
 Replace a caloric beverage with water. 

Exercise: 
 Climb stairs for one minute. 
 Jog in place for 30 seconds. 
 Perform one minute of Kettlebell swings. 
 Perform set of pull-ups. 
 Perform five repetitions of any exercise.  
 Perform one set of push-ups.  
 Walk one block. 
 Put on your gym clothes. 
 Drive to the gym. 

Sleep & Recovery: 
 Meditate for one minute.  
 Turnoff your electronics five minutes earlier. 
 Go to bed five minutes earlier than usual.  

Other Mini Habit Examples: 
 Write 50 words. 
 Read two pages. 
 Write down one thing you are grateful for each morning. 
 Clean a room for five minutes. 
 Listen to an audiobook for five minutes. 
 Write down one idea. 
 Learn one new word. 
 Take one action towards the accomplishment of a project.  
 Brainstorm five minutes.  
 Add one uplifting song to your music playlist.  
 Listen to a motivational video for five minutes.  

 

Bonus Tip: Avoid meticulously tracking the completion of your initial 
commitment. For example, use a stopwatch to track your elapsed 
time, not a one-minute countdown timer. The alarm on a countdown 
timer could discourage you from doing more. The elapsed time on 
the stopwatch would allow you to see that you have completed the 
requirement without discouraging you from doing more.  




