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Breaking Bad Habits 
it’s not impossible. With motivation and persistence, we can change.  
Many of us spent our childhoods having good habits drilled into us by our 
parents: brush your teeth before bed, stand up straight, do your homework 
before you go outside to play. Yet despite the decades of training in good 
habits, it’s the negative habits that linger a shadow. Bad habits are often easier to form because they 
give us instant gratification. They can be difficult to break because they require us to delay 
gratification or to rewire our brains. 

Changing Bad Habits to Good Ones 
You may have heard it takes 21 days to change a habit or create a new routine, but that’s not true. 
We’re all different, and the time it takes to change an old behavior varies. Studies show that for most 
people, it takes three to four months to change a habit 
Though changing bad habits may be hard, it’s not impossible with motivation and persistence.  

Tip 1 
Identify purpose 
Ask yourself what purpose the bad habit serves. If you weren’t getting something from it, you 
wouldn’t keep doing it.  For example, maybe you smoke to help calm yourself down, or you overeat 
for comfort.  Once you identify the needs behind the habits, you can look for healthier alternatives. 

Tip 2 
Identify the progression 
What actions typically lead up to your habit?  
Disrupting the chain of events that trigger your bad habit can set you up for greater success. 

Tip 3 
Identify your motivation 
On a one-to-ten scale, how would you rate your motivation? 
There’s no shame in being at a three.  Instead of focusing on how to be a ten, consider what changes 
would take you from a three to a four.  Small adjustments can make a big difference.  Also, identify 
why you want to change.  Feeling a deep connection to your “why” helps make difficult choices feel 
worth the effort. 

Tip 4 
Identify influencers 
Try to avoid people who have the same bad habit you’re trying to change, unless they’re trying to 
change, too. Their influence could make you want to go back to the old behavior. 
 

Final Tip 
Changing bad habits can only happen with action. Follow these tips and be persistent even when you 
feel you can't do it! Reach out for support when you feel like quitting.  
 

Moving Toward Good Habits 
Be specific 
It’s often best to identify one or two practices you’ll work on first. Instead of saying, I want to eat 
healthier (which encompasses all the foods you eat, all day long), identify specific junk foods you’ll 
avoid, or focus on a time of day when you’ll choose a more nutritious snack. 
For example, if you always order a sugar-filled soda at lunch, you might make the decision to drink 
water instead. By doing that, you could knock thousands of empty calories from your weekly diet. 
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Plan ahead 
Don’t trust your strength at the moment. Plan now how you’ll deal with temptation later. Try calling a 
friend or accountability partner. Stash some healthy snacks in your purse or briefcase. Excuse yourself 
to the restroom when the urge is strong, to give yourself time for the temptation to pass.  
 
Change environments 
If possible, steer clear of situations where it might be easy to continue in your behavior. For example, 
take a new route home to avoid your favorite fast-food restaurant. That way, temptation doesn’t stare 
you in the face when you’re already tired and hungry. 
 
Practice mindfulness 
 Pay attention to your mind and body. Be aware of your emotions and what’s going on in your body. 
This will help you take better care of yourself. It will also help you understand why you do what you 
do, so you can find a more suitable alternative. 
 
Replace hurtful with helpful 
Substitute negative habits for better ones. For example, take the three hours you spend binge watching 
television, and use that time to read or exercise. Try pursuing a new hobby or interest. Finding new 
ways to utilize your time and energy could fill you with growth experiences. This can help to heal 
wounds that make it easy to continue your previously bad habit, and replace time from your routine 
that used to be hurtful.  
 

Setbacks 
Changing bad habits is hard and takes time, so there will be setbacks to be aware of:  
 
Find a partner who also wants to quit a bad habit and team up.  Or find someone who’s already kicked 
the habit you want to break and ask them to be an accountability partner or mentor. Make 
encouragement, not competition, your goal. 
 
If you slip up, don’t beat yourself up. Change takes time.  Some days, you might take a step back 
before moving forward.  Forgive yourself and keep trying.   
 

Rewards are a great way to stay motivated. Choose healthy 
rewards that won’t send you back to old behaviors, and 
congratulate yourself for taking small steps 
 
You can also reward yourself with a vocal celebration! Cheer, smile, and clap when you do something 
positive—this kind of reward is possibly the most effective because by doing these things you can 
rewire your brain to feel good about your new choice.  
 
As with any difficulty, don’t be afraid to ask for help. Contact PAS, our EAP services, find a therapist 
or support group, or talk to your doctor about how to make healthy decisions. The human mind is 
amazing, capable of new things, and fresh starts at any point. Whatever your bad habit, you have the 
power to break it, change it, and create a new reality for your life.  
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Main Line: 800-356-0845 
Web: https://www.paseap.com (live chat) 
Email: pasadmin@paseap.com 
Text: 314-451-5727 

 
Click here for more resources! 

 Healthline - How to Break a Habit (and Make It Stick) 
 Psychology Today - How to Break Bad Habits 
 American Health Association - How to Break Bad Habits and Change Behaviors 
 Harvard Medical School - Trade Bad Habits for Good Ones 
 Psychology Today - How to Stop Doing Things That Don’t Serve You Well 
 Psychology Today - Five Ways to Overcome a Bad Habit 
 Psych Central - Ways to Change Bad Habits 

 
 


