
how long does it take to break a habit
How long does it take to break a habit? This question is often posed by individuals seeking to
make positive changes in their lives. Whether it’s quitting smoking, reducing screen time, or
adopting a healthier diet, understanding the timeframe and steps required to break a habit is
crucial. While the popular notion suggests it takes 21 days to form or break a habit, scientific
research indicates that the reality is much more complex. This article delves into the nuances of
habit formation and cessation, exploring the various factors that influence how long it takes to break
a habit.

Understanding Habits

Habits are automatic behaviors that we develop over time. They are formed through a process
known as habit formation, which typically involves three components: the cue (trigger), the routine
(behavior), and the reward. This cycle is often referred to as the "habit loop."

The Habit Loop

1. Cue: This is the trigger that initiates the habit. It could be an external factor, such as a specific
time of day, a location, or an emotional state.

2. Routine: This is the behavior or action that follows the cue. It can be a physical activity, a mental
process, or an emotional response.

3. Reward: After the routine, there is a reward, which reinforces the habit. This could be physical,
emotional, or social satisfaction.

Understanding this loop is essential for breaking habits, as it allows individuals to identify the cues
and rewards that perpetuate their unwanted behaviors.

The Myth of 21 Days

The idea that it takes 21 days to break a habit originated from Dr. Maxwell Maltz, a plastic surgeon
who observed that it took his patients about three weeks to adjust to their new appearances.
However, this notion has been widely misinterpreted and oversimplified in the context of habit
formation.

Recent research by Dr. Phillippa Lally and her team at the University College London suggests that
the average time it takes to break a habit is significantly longer. Their study, published in the
European Journal of Social Psychology, found that participants took anywhere from 18 to 254 days
to adopt a new habit consistently. The average time reported was 66 days, emphasizing that
individual differences play a substantial role in habit formation and cessation.



Factors Influencing the Time to Break a Habit

Several factors can affect how long it takes to break a habit. Understanding these factors can help
individuals tailor their approaches to effectively change their behaviors.

1. Type of Habit

The complexity and nature of the habit play a significant role in how long it takes to break it. For
example:

- Simple Habits: Habits such as drinking a glass of water each morning may take less time to break
compared to more ingrained habits like smoking or excessive spending.

- Complex Habits: Habits that involve multiple steps or are linked to emotional triggers, such as
binge eating or substance abuse, may take much longer to break.

2. Individual Differences

Each individual is unique, and personal factors can influence the duration it takes to break a habit.
These factors include:

- Personality Traits: Traits such as conscientiousness and self-control can facilitate habit-breaking
efforts.

- Motivation Levels: A strong desire to change can accelerate the process, while ambivalence may
prolong it.

- Support Systems: Having a supportive environment, including friends and family, can significantly
impact an individual’s ability to break a habit.

3. Circumstances and Environment

The context in which a habit is formed can also affect how long it takes to break it. Considerations
include:

- Stress Levels: High-stress environments may trigger the habitual behavior as a coping mechanism,
making it harder to break.

- Accessibility of Triggers: If cues for the habit are prevalent in one's environment, it may take
longer to break the habit as the individual is continually exposed to these triggers.



Strategies to Break a Habit

While breaking a habit can be challenging, various strategies can facilitate the process. Here are
some effective approaches:

1. Identify Triggers

Recognizing the cues that prompt the habit is the first step. Keeping a journal to track when and
where the habit occurs can help identify patterns and triggers.

2. Replace the Habit

Instead of focusing solely on eliminating the habit, consider replacing it with a healthier behavior.
For instance, if you’re trying to quit smoking, consider chewing gum or engaging in a physical
activity whenever the urge arises.

3. Set Realistic Goals

Breaking a habit is a gradual process. Setting small, achievable goals can help maintain motivation.
For example, if the goal is to stop smoking, start by reducing the number of cigarettes smoked each
day.

4. Use Positive Reinforcement

Reward yourself for milestones achieved during the habit-breaking journey. Positive reinforcement
can motivate individuals to continue their efforts.

5. Seek Support

Engaging with support networks, whether through friends, family, or support groups, can provide
encouragement and accountability. Sharing goals with others can also enhance commitment.

Measuring Progress

Tracking progress is essential when attempting to break a habit. Consider the following methods to
evaluate your journey:



Habit Tracking Apps: Various apps can help you monitor your progress and visualize your
journey.

Journaling: Keeping a daily journal can help reflect on successes and setbacks, providing
insight into what works and what doesn’t.

Accountability Partners: Sharing your goals with someone who can check in on your
progress adds an extra layer of accountability.

Conclusion

In summary, breaking a habit is a multifaceted process that varies widely among individuals. While
the myth of 21 days persists, research suggests that it can take an average of 66 days or more to
break a habit, depending on various factors such as the complexity of the habit, individual
differences, and environmental influences. By understanding the habit loop, recognizing triggers,
and employing effective strategies, individuals can increase their chances of successfully breaking
unwanted habits. Remember, the journey to change is often non-linear and requires patience,
persistence, and support.

Frequently Asked Questions

How long does it typically take to break a habit?
While it varies from person to person, research suggests that it can take anywhere from 18 to 254
days to break a habit, with an average of about 66 days.

What factors influence the time it takes to break a habit?
Factors include the complexity of the habit, individual motivation, support systems, and the presence
of triggers that reinforce the habit.

Are some habits easier to break than others?
Yes, simpler habits or those that are less ingrained in daily routines tend to be easier to break
compared to complex habits that are tied to emotional or psychological factors.

Can breaking a habit lead to withdrawal symptoms?
In some cases, especially with addictive behaviors, breaking a habit can lead to withdrawal
symptoms such as cravings, irritability, or anxiety.



Is there a specific method that speeds up breaking a habit?
Strategies like setting clear goals, tracking progress, using positive reinforcement, and seeking
accountability can help speed up the process of breaking a habit.

What role does mindfulness play in breaking a habit?
Mindfulness can help individuals become more aware of their triggers and urges, making it easier to
resist and ultimately break the habit.

How can I measure my progress in breaking a habit?
You can measure progress by keeping a journal, tracking the number of successful days without the
habit, and reflecting on changes in behavior and mindset over time.
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