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START HERE 

Welcome 

 

This workbook gives you the core science 
behind why habits form, why they’re so hard to 
break with willpower alone, and the exact four-
step cycle you can use to change any of them. 

Read it straight through or jump to what you 
need. Then use the guided worksheet to map 
your own habit — right now, on paper, in your 
own words. 

 

A practical workbook, not just a read 

Use the worksheet pages as many times as you need. The goal is to notice your pattern 
clearly enough that you can redesign it intentionally. 
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CORE FRAMEWORK 

The Habit Cycle 

 

Every habit — good or bad — runs on the same four-step loop: Trigger, Craving, Action, Reward. 
Understanding this cycle is the single most useful thing you can know about your own behavior. 

● → ♥ 
→ ▶ → ★ 

TRIGGER  CRAVING  ACTION  REWARD 

 

Trigger 

The cue that starts everything — a place, a time of day, an emotion like boredom or stress. It can 
be as obvious as walking past a bakery or as invisible as a feeling you don’t consciously register. 
Most habits fail to change because the trigger is never identified. 

Craving 

What the trigger creates: a felt sense of wanting. You don’t crave the habit itself — you crave the 
state it promises. A smoker doesn’t crave nicotine; they crave the relief. Once you know what 
you’re actually craving, you can look for other ways to get it. 

Action 
The behavior itself — the part everyone focuses on, and the part that’s actually easiest to change 
once you understand the two steps that come before it. 

Reward 
The payoff that teaches your brain to repeat the loop. Timing matters enormously: your brain 
weights immediate rewards far more heavily than delayed ones. That’s why a habit with an 
instant payoff beats a habit with a delayed one almost every time — unless you deliberately 
engineer a faster reward for the behavior you want. 

 

What most habit advice leaves out 

Your brain doesn’t distinguish between rewiring toward a new habit and rewiring away from 
an old one — it’s the same mechanism: neuroplasticity. Every time you repeat a new action 
in response to the old trigger, you’re not fighting the old pathway — you’re building a new one 
next to it. Consistency beats intensity: a small action repeated daily rewires the brain faster 
than an ambitious action attempted occasionally. 
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YOUR BRAIN ON REPETITION 

Why It Feels Automatic 

 

If you’ve ever “come to” mid-habit — phone already in hand, wrapper already open — that’s not 
a lack of willpower. It’s biology. 

Most of what you do every day isn’t run by the deliberate, thinking part of your brain — it’s run by 
automatic processes below conscious awareness. Two structures do most of this work. 
 

 

The basal ganglia 

Encode repeated behavior into habit. The first 
time you tied your shoes, it took real 
concentration. Now it’s automatic — the 
basal ganglia took over. The same thing 
happens with nail-biting, phone-checking, or 
reaching for a snack: repetition hands the 
behavior off to a part of your brain that 
doesn’t ask permission. 

 

 

The amygdala 

Processes emotional significance and drives 
quick, feeling-based decisions — which is 
why habits tied to stress, boredom, or anxiety 
feel so hard to interrupt with logic alone. You 
can’t out-argue a habit running on emotional 
autopilot; you have to intercept it before the 
automatic system takes over. 

 

The good news 

Because these pathways are learned, they can be re-learned. The same neuroplasticity that 
built the habit you want to break can build the one you want instead — through the same 
mechanism that built the original: repetition, in response to the same trigger, with a real 
reward. Willpower can start the process. It can’t sustain it — the new behavior has to 
become automatic before willpower is no longer required. 
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REUSABLE WORKSHEET 

Map Your Own Habit Cycle 

 

A blank, reusable worksheet — use it for any habit, any time. This is separate from the 
personalized worksheet in your HabitRx plan. 

• 

THE HABIT I WANT TO CHANGE 
Name it in one sentence. 

 
 

 

• 

MY TRIGGER 
What situation, place, time, or feeling comes right before it? 

 
 

 

• 

MY CRAVING 
What am I actually craving — relief, comfort, connection, distraction? (Hint: it’s rarely the habit itself.) 

 
 

 

• 

MY ACTION 
What’s the automatic behavior, exactly? Describe it in one sentence. 

 
 

 

• 

MY REWARD 
What do I get from it, even for a moment? 

 
 

 

• 

MY REPLACEMENT 
What’s one small action that could deliver a similar reward, without the cost? 

 
 

 

• 

MY NEW CYCLE 
If [trigger] happens, I will [replacement action] instead. 
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PLAN FOR THE PREDICTABLE 

Breaking Through Obstacles 

 

Even with a clear plan, habit change runs into predictable obstacles. Here are the four that derail 
people most often — and what actually works against each. 

 

It feels too big 

Break the new behavior down until the smallest version feels almost 
too easy. Don’t plan to “exercise daily” — plan to put on your shoes. 
Week one isn’t about the full habit; it’s about making the first step 
small enough that skipping it feels harder than doing it. 

 

 

You lose focus 

Try the Pomodoro technique: 25 minutes of focused effort, then a 5-
minute break. Time-boxed work improves follow-through because it 
makes the commitment feel finite, not open-ended. 

 

 

Distractions win 

Remove the trigger for the distraction before you rely on willpower to 
resist it — silence notifications, physically separate yourself from 
the object, close the tab. An environment with fewer competing cues 
requires far less self-control to navigate. 

 

 

You slip, and it snowballs 

A single missed day rarely breaks a habit — what breaks it is treating 
the slip as proof the plan failed. People who made a specific plan for 
handling setbacks in advance were significantly more likely to get 
back on track than those who just decided to “try harder.” Decide 
now: if you miss a day, what’s the very next action you’ll take? Write 
it down before you need it. 

 

Setback plan 

Write down your “next action after a miss” before you need it. Recovery is easier when the 
decision has already been made. 

 
  



HabitRx.app   •   The Science of Habits Workbook 

TCAR IN REAL LIFE 

Common Habit Playbook: Excessive Screen 
Time 

 

Screen time is one of the clearest places to see the TCAR cycle in action — because for most 
people, it’s nearly invisible until it’s already happened. 

Trigger 
Usually boredom, stress, or a notification — an internal trigger (a lull, a feeling you’d rather not 
sit with) or an external one (a buzz, a badge, a red dot). 

Craving 
Not really for the phone itself — for distraction, entertainment, or a hit of social connection. 
Naming which one you’re actually craving changes what you look for next. 

Action 
Picking up the device and continuing well past the original reason for picking it up. Each new 
piece of content is a small, unpredictable reward — exactly the pattern the brain finds hardest to 
walk away from. 

Reward 
Brief relief from boredom or stress — real, but short-lived, which is why the cycle repeats within 
minutes. 

 

Building the alternate cycle 

You don’t need to change all four steps — pick the one that’s easiest to interrupt. 

 

• Make the trigger quieter: turn off non-essential notifications. 
• Give the craving somewhere else to go: for boredom, keep a genuinely engaging low-effort 

alternative within reach. For social connection, a real phone call scratches the itch better 
than scrolling. 

• Make the action harder: leave the phone in another room during focused work. 
• Make the new reward land faster: track streaks visibly — seeing a chain of days unbroken 

is itself a fast reward your brain will start to want. 

 

Track your screen time for one week before changing anything. You can’t redesign a cycle 
you haven’t measured. 
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CONSISTENCY > INTENSITY 

How Long It Really Takes 

 

You’ve probably heard it takes 21 days to 
build a habit. It doesn’t — and believing it can 
quietly set you up to quit right when you’re 
closest to success. 

The 21-day idea traces back to a 1960s plastic 
surgeon’s informal observation about 
patients adjusting to a new appearance — not 
a study on habit formation. The actual 
research (Lally et al., 2010, University College 
London) tracked real people building real 
habits and found it took anywhere from 18 to 
254 days, averaging around 66 days, to reach 
automaticity. 

 

 

What actually determines your timeline 

• Complexity — a one-step habit (drink a glass of water) forms faster than a multi-step one 
(meal prep an entire week). 

• Consistency — daily repetition matters more than intensity. Missing an occasional day 
doesn’t reset the clock, but frequent repetition builds the pathway fastest. 

• Environment — a setting stacked with supportive cues speeds things up; one full of 
competing distractions slows it down. 
 

The practical takeaway 

Don’t judge your progress against day 21. Judge it against whether you’re still doing the 
smallest version of the behavior on day 40, day 60. That’s the actual timeline your brain is 
working on. 
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CONTINUE THE WORK 

Go Deeper 

 

You’ve just worked through the core framework — the same one behind your personalized 
HabitRx plan. If it was useful, The Science of Habits goes much further. 

Inside the full book: 

• Complete TCAR playbooks for smoking, overeating, nail biting, procrastination at work, 
and alcohol — the five habits not covered in this workbook 

• A full chapter on motivation and willpower, including techniques that measurably increase 
follow-through 

• A full chapter on mindfulness and its role in interrupting automatic behavior 
• The neuroscience in depth: dopamine, genetics, childhood experience, and the role of 

social norms and culture 
• Real case studies and stories throughout 

 

 

Get your copy 

https://amzn.to/4bwDerT 

 
— Dr. Adarsh Gupta 

https://amzn.to/4bwDerT

