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Want to know more?

It’s that time of year again. We’ve polished off the last of the 

Christmas turkey, the bumper box of chocolates is finished, 

and the empty bottles have all gone to the recycling bin. 

And so it is that the thoughts of millions of people turn 

towards New Year’s resolutions. 

The festive season can leave many of us feeling more than a 

little fragile, physically, emotionally and financially. But the 

dawn of a new year also suggests the possibility of a fresh 

start, a chance to turn the page. So the beginning of 

January has always been a moment to stop and take stock 

of the changes that we would like to make in our lives. 

From stopping smoking to getting fit to being a better

friend to eating more healthily to spending less, the list of

personal improvements stretches far into the months
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ahead. This is the year, we say to ourselves, when we’re

going to break all those bad habits. This is the year when

we’ll become, well, better.

And yet if we’re completely honest with ourselves, we know

that many of our good intentions will not get far beyond

the planning phase. Even if we do make a start on

changing a particular behaviour, something tells us that it

won’t be long before we slide back.

But it doesn’t have to be this way. Lasting change is

possible, but in order to be lasting it needs to be planned,

gradual and above all, realistic. If you’d like to discuss any of

the issues raised in this Helpsheet, the CiC 24-hour

Confidential Care Adviceline is available for practical and

emotional support.
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Why do we fail to change?

Some time in early January, parks and commons across the 

country fill up with gasping joggers desperate to burn off 

some yuletide calories. Most of them will be back on the sofa 

by mid-February as motivation wanes and the ordinary 

pressures of daily life re-assert themselves. The self-help 

books that we got for Christmas end up back on the shelf, 

half-read, and the habits that we had hoped to curb slowly 

creep back into our lives.

Someone once said that the definition of insanity was doing 

the same thing again and again but expecting different 

results. So why do we repeat this pattern, year in year out?

For starters, we underestimate how threatening change can 

be. On a conscious level, we know we want it; we may even be 

desperate for it. But learning something new involves letting 

go of something old, and on an unconscious level, that can be 

extremely uncomfortable. Humans are creatures of habit, so 

we can easily lapse back into older patterns in an attempt to 

shield ourselves from the threat of the unfamiliar. 

Even our worst habits are familiar. One of the reasons that 

cigarettes are so psychologically addictive, for instance, lies 

simply in this familiarity. They provide punctuation points 

throughout the day and for the smoker, this represents a 

comforting rhythm. 

So our resistance to change is often far stronger than we

realise. But we then compound the problem by taking

completely the wrong approach to breaking down this

resistance. Behaviour change experts have identified a

traditional way of attempting to break bad habits, which

involves a kind of head-on assault driven by liberal doses of

guilt and coercion.

Linked to this traditional approach is the common myth is that 

we need lots of information before we can change anything. In 

reality, social psychologists have discovered that lots of 

information may help to change our attitude, but that in itself 

rarely leads to behaviour change.

Studies of people’s attitudes to climate change and 

sustainable living, for instance, have shown that increasing 

levels of information lead to greater concern, but paradoxically 

also leave people feeling more helpless.

So lots of information doesn’t work. Research shows that 

people learn very little just by being told, but they learn an 

awful lot through reflection followed by action. The paradox of 

behaviour change is that we can only learn how to do it by 

doing it. So where do we begin?
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Pay offs and trade-offs
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Making Lasting Changes
Understanding the behaviour

We’ve seen that raw information alone won’t get you very far 

in making lasting changes. Endless facts and figures on the 

dangers of over-eating, for instance, will probably leave you 

feeling overwhelmed and reaching for the ice-cream!

You do, however, need to understand your bad habit and 

how it affects your life. This means taking stock of where you 

are, where you’d like to be and how you’d like to get there. 

Many New Year’s resolutions fail because they are vague and 

unfocused. It’s no use wishing distantly that you want to stop 

smoking if you have no idea what is driving the habit.

The first thing to do is to get a clear picture of how your bad 

habit actually works. One useful approach is to think in the 

same terms as a news journalist might in getting to grips 

with an important story. That means asking five basic 

questions: Who, Where, When, What, Why, How? 

Answering these questions can give you a clear picture of 

the triggers. Keeping a daily diary for a week, whatever it is 

that you would like to change, is extremely useful. If you 

want to improve your eating habits, write down what you eat 

each day, and what is going on when you reach for the food 

you’d like to avoid. If you want to get fit, keep track of what’s 

going on when you hit the sofa instead of doing some 

exercise.

Put simply, you can’t change anything until you understand 

what it is that you want to change, and how it makes you 

feel.

Once you’ve established what you would like to change, it’s 

time to think a little more deeply about what you get out of 

it, and what it’s doing to you. Basically, it’s time to look at 

the benefits and the risks.

The risks can be easy to identify, but it’s still important to do 

so. Smoking, for instance, is expensive, anti-social, and 

ultimately lethal. No surprises there. But there is also a 

huge pay-off. You get to “stop the world” for a few minutes 

at regular intervals during the day. Inhaling may be very 

bad for you, but it still feels relaxing. You are, after all, just 

taking a deep breath.

If you understand what it is that you get out of a bad habit, 

you can begin to find alternative ways of meeting that 

need. If over-eating gives you a sense of comfort, why not 

book yourself in for a regular massage? If smoking a 

cigarette gives you a few moments of peace and quiet, try 

learning some deep breathing and meditation techniques.
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Making Lasting Changes
Start small

It cannot be over-emphasised how important it is to start off

with small steps. When we try something new, it involves a

change in the way that we perceive ourselves. While that may

be exciting and challenging for some, it can also be

threatening. Taking small steps allows us slowly to integrate a

new activity into our sense of who we are.

Moving at a slower pace allows us to feel in control of what

we’re doing, which gives us a sense of ownership, integration

Enjoy the rewards

Very few people will stay motivated to do anything at all if

there is not some kind of reward at some point. If the

benefits of a certain activity are just too far down the line, it

will be difficult to keep going through the demanding early

stages. We are all human, and we all need incentives.

There are three kinds of incentive:

Immediate, personal rewards: If what we are doing is

constantly rewarded in some way, we will form positive

associations with it that will motivate us to keep going. If I

go running in a beautiful park with lovely trees, I will

associate my run with pleasure and not pain and will be

more likely to sustain my training.

Reminders: These are the things that we use to tell us

again why we’re doing what we’re doing when the going

gets tough. Say I’m learning to play the guitar, I might play

a CD of my favourite artist from time to time to remind me

why I’m learning the instrument. We need regular

prompting to stay motivated, otherwise we can forget why

we’re putting in all this effort.

and satisfaction, all of which contributes to higher levels of 

motivation to continue. 

Say you want to run a marathon, start your training by taking 

short runs with plenty of walk breaks and you’ll feel you’re on 

your way to your goal without feeling overwhelmed by the 

enormity of what you are ultimately trying to achieve.

Attractors: These are factors that draw people into an

activity for one reason who then stay motivated for another.

Someone might join a choir because they want to improve

their singing, but then find that the creative experience of

working in a group sparks thinking about taking a new

direction professionally.

You will only stay motivated if the benefits of doing so

outweigh the benefits of not doing so. New behaviours will

always be competing with old ones. If the old ones are

perceived to be consistently more rewarding the motivation

to change will soon drain away. But as we continue to

internalise our new activity or behaviour, it will gradually

become rewarding in itself and the need for external

rewards will subside. The more you become accustomed at

a deeper level to the joys of a new life of health and vitality,

the less you need external incentives.
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Making Lasting Changes
Get support

Perhaps the single most important component of lasting

change is to find the support of others trying to do the same

thing. As we have seen, humans are social animals and our

behaviour is reinforced – to a dramatic extent – by the

behaviours of those around us.

12-Step recover y organisations such as Alcoholics

Anonymous have proved that groups are a much stronger

agent of change than individuals. Listening to others and 

observing their successes has a huge impact on our own 

ability to stay motivated.

Finding any group whose norms support our own motivation 

is often crucial. Psychologists and sociologists have long 

observed that we derive much or our sense of ourselves 

through conversation with others. Essentially, we learn by 

watching how others respond to us. The positive 

reinforcement we get from the encouragement of our peers 

is a crucial aid to motivation.

So if you want to get fit, join a fitness club. If you want to 

stop smoking, get involved with a smoking cessation group. 

If you want to change, find others who want to do the same!

If you find that there are changes you want to make that you 

really can’t, it may well be that there are deeper 

psychological blockages that need to be addressed with the 

help of an FBT therapist or a psychotherapist. (See below for 

further information.)

So if you really want to make some lasting changes in your

life, here’s a check-list of suggestions to get you started.

Understand the behaviour that you want to change. If you 

don’t have a clear idea of what it is you want to change, it’s 

unlikely you’ll stay motivated.

Set realistic goals. We often sabotage the things we really 

want to do by taking on too much. It is almost always more 

productive to take things slowly. Break down your goals 

into bite-size objectives, that way you’ll get them done.

Look for the rewards. Find a way of creating incentives to 

keep you going. If you want to exercise, find somewhere 

beautiful to do it. If you’ve got to make some sacrifices, 

have a think about the benefits that you will reap from 

doing so.

Find like-minded people. It will always be easier to stay 

motivated if you are among people with similar goals. You 

can join groups or clubs or internet networking sites. The 

fastest way to lose motivation is to allow yourself to get 

lonely.

Get professional support. If you’re really afraid of change, 

you may well need some one-to-one support. Call the CiC 

Adviceline and talk to one of our consultants, who will help 

you think about the kind of help that will be most effective 

for you.


