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Being ADEPT at changing a habit – by Associate Professor Craig 
Hassed MBBS, FRACGP 

ADEPT is an acronym for Attention, Decision, Effort, Perseverance and Tolerance. It 
can be a useful way for thinking about changing a habit and I’ll illustrate how with a 
short experiment. 

Firstly, I invite you to cross your arms. It’s pretty easy, and you will be able to do it 
without thinking too much about it. Whether or not you realise it, you always cross 
them the same way – the way your brain has been wired to do it. When you do 
something repeatedly the same way the brain wires itself to keep doing it and it 
becomes increasingly difficult to do it in a different way. It’s like a car that has been 
driven over the same piece of soft ground many times – it gets harder and harder to 
turn the car’s wheels out of the ruts.  

Now I invite you to notice what happens when you try to cross your arms the 
opposite way. It’s a bit more of a struggle, in fact many people can’t keep themselves 
from doing it the habitual way. If you pay attention to what it feels like to cross arms 
in the non-habitual way you will notice that: 

• we have to pay attention in order to do something in the non-habitual way 
• we have to make a clear decision to do something differently 
• the usual way is easy, but it takes a lot more time and effort to do it the non-

habitual way 
• we need perseverance to practice many times if we want to establish a new 

ability or pattern 
• the habitual way is the easy way, so we have to have a tolerance of discomfort to 

learn something new. 

This pretty much sums up anything we learn, any new ability we develop, or any 
behaviour we change in life. Now, the way we cross arms may not matter too much, 
but there are a lot of things that do matter from a health perspective, like the way 
we think, the food we eat, how we communicate, how we manage emotions, whether 
or not we exercise, or whether we give up smoking. The same thing applies – 
Attention, Decision, Effort, Perseverance and Tolerance. 

Attention: Habits flourish in a low state of attention or awareness. Without 
awareness of a habit we cannot do anything about it because we cannot see our 
behaviour. If we can’t even see it when it is operating, then we can’t make a conscious 
choice about whether to do it or not. But attention and self-awareness are key 
executive functions that are fostered by mindfulness practice, which is why 
mindfulness can be so helpful in facilitating healthy lifestyle change and new thinking 
habits. 

Decision: Once we are aware of a habit then we have the ability to choose to 
reinforce it or to reduce its influence. This requires motivation and a clear and 
unambiguous decision on our part. If that decision is not clear, or we are changing a 
habit just because of external pressure, then it is not likely to change substantially or 
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for long especially in the face of internal and external factors (like stress and 
unhealthy environments) that are reinforcing the habit. 

Effort: Following through on a decision requires effort. Like rolling downhill, falling 
back into an old habit is easy whereas changing it, like walking uphill, requires far 
more effort. This is because of the influence of upbringing and environment. Because 
of these the habit has largely been wired into our brain through neuroplasticity and 
into our genes through epigenetic changes. 

Perseverance: Producing consistent changes to our behaviours requires perseverance 
because it takes time for our neural circuits and genes to change. If we perform the 
healthier behaviour or thought pattern once and then the unhealthy one the next 
time, then healthy change takes far longer. If we do it consistently though, then it 
happens far more quickly. The point, however, is not to beat ourselves up for what we 
perceive as failures if we do revert back to unhealthy patterns, but simply to learn 
from the mistake and make a renewed and more informed effort the next time. 

Tolerance (of discomfort): Changing thinking patterns and lifestyle habits is not easy 
and it feels uncomfortable to do something opposite to how our brains and genes 
have been conditioned. Unless we are willing to tolerate the temporary discomfort 
that comes with making a healthy change then we will quickly revert to what is 
comfortable – the old habit. Discomfort is a sign that good changes are happening 
and it will decrease every time we reinforce the change we want to make. 

It is important to understand that resistance to change is a natural thing, so we can 
feel encouraged rather than dispirited when resistance arises. The brain is being 
stimulated to make new circuits and that is what it feels like. If we are patient, 
change is not possible, it is inevitable. 

So, good luck with being ADEPT at making the changes you want to make in your life. 

 

 


