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4 
KEYSTONE HABITS, OR THE 

BALLAD OF PAUL O'NE I LL 

Which Hab i ts Matter Most 

I. 

On a blustery October day in 1987, a herd of prominent Wall Street 

investors and stock analysts gathered in the ballroom of a posh 

Manhattan hotel. They were there to meet the new CEO of the Alu· 

minum Company of America-or Alcoa, as it was known-a corpo· 

ration that, for nearly a century, had manufactured everything from 

the foil that wraps Hershey's Kisses and the metal in Coca-Cola cans 

to the bolts that hold satellites together. 
Alcoa's founder had invented the process for smelting alumi

num a century earlier, and since then the company had become one 

of the largest on earth. Many of the people in the audience had in

vested millions of dollars in Alcoa stock and had enjoyed a steady 

return. In the past year, however, investor grumblings started. Al

coa's management had made misstep after misstep, unwisely trying 

to expand into new product lines while competitors stole customers 

and profits away. 
So there had been a palpable sense of relief when Alcoa's board 
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announced it was time for new leadership. That relief, though, 

turned to unease when the choice was announced: the new CEO 

would be a former government bureaucrat named Paul O'Neill. 

Many on Wall Street had never heard of him. When Alcoa sched

uled this meet and greet at the Manhattan ballroom, every major 
investor asked for an invitation. 

A few minutes before noon, O'Neill took the stage. He was 

fifty-one years old, trim, and dressed in gray pinstripes and a red 

power tie. His hair was white and his posture military straight. He 

bounced up the steps and smiled warmly. He looked dignified, solid, 
confident. Like a chief executive. 

Then he opened his mouth. 

"I want to talk to you about worker safety," he said. "Every year, 

numerous Alcoa workers are injured so badly that they miss a day of 

work. Our safety record is better than the general American work

force, especially considering that our employees work with metals 

that are 1500 degrees and machines that can rip a man's arm off. 

But it's not good enough. I intend to make Alcoa the safest company 
in America. I intend to go for zero injuries." 

The audience was confused. These meetings usually followed a 

predictable script: A new CEO would start with an introduction, 

make a faux self-deprecating joke-something about how he slept 

his way through Harvard Business School-then promise to boost 

profits and lower costs. Next would come an excoriation of taxes, 

business regulations, and sometimes, with a fervor that suggested 
firsthand experience in divorce court, lawyers. Finally, the speech 

would end with a blizzard of buzzwords-"synergy," "rightsizing," 

and "co-opetition"-at which point everyone could return to their 
offices, reassured that capitalism was safe for another day. 

O'Nei11 hadn't said anything about profits. He didn't mention 

taxes. There was no talk of "using alignment to achieve a win-win 

synergistic market advantage." For all anyone in the audience knew, 
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given his talk of worker safety, O'Neill might be pro-regulation. Or, 

worse, a Democrat. It was a terrifying prospect. 
"Now, before I go any further," O'Neill said, "I want to point out 

the safety exits in this room." He gestured to the rear of the ball

room. "There's a couple of doors in the back, and in the unlikely 

event of a fire or other emergency, you should calmly walk out, go 

down the stairs to the lobby, and leave the building." 
Silence. The only noise was the hum of traffic through the win

dows. Safety? Fire exits? Was this a joke? One investor in the audi
ence knew that O'Neill had been in Washington, D.C., during the 

sixties. Guy must have done a lot of drugs, he thought. 

Eventually, someone raised a hand and asked about inventories 

in the aerospace division. Another asked about the company's capi

tal ratios. 
'Tm not certain you heard me," O'Neill said. "If you want to un

derstand how Alcoa is doing, you need to look at our workplace 
safety figures. If we bring our injury rates down, it won't be because 

of cheerleading or the nonsense you sometimes hear from other 
CEOs. It w111 be because the individuals at this company have agreed 

to become part of something important: They've devoted themselves 

to creating a habit of excellence. Safety will be an indicator that we're 

making progress in changing our habits across the entire institu

tion. That's how we should be judged." 
The investors in the room almost stampeded out the doors when 

the presentation ended. One jogged to the lobby, found a pay phone, 

and called his twenty largest clients. 
"I said, 'The board put a crazy hippie in charge and he's going to 

kill the company,"' that investor told me. "I ordered them to sell 

their stock immediately, before everyone else in the room started 

calling their clients and telling them the same thing. 
"It was literally the worst piece of advice I gave in my entire ca-

reer." 
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Within a year of O'Neill's speech, Alcoa's profits would hit a rec
ord high. By the time O'Neill retired in 2000, the company's annual 

net income was five times larger than before he arrived, and its mar

ket capitalization had risen by $27 billion. Someone who invested a 

million dollars in Alcoa on the day O'Neill was hired would have 

earned another million dollars in dividends while he headed the 

company, and the value of their stock would be five times bigger 
when he left. 

What's more, all that growth occurred while Alcoa became one of 
the safest companies in the world. Before O'Neill's arrival, almost 

every Alcoa plant had at least one accident per week. Once his safety 

plan was implemented, some facilities would go years without a 

single employee losing a workday due to an accident. The compa

ny's worker injury rate fell to one-twentieth the U.S. average. 

So how did O'Neill make one of the largest, stodgiest, and most 

potentially dangerous companies into a profit machine and a bas
tion of safety? 

By attacking one habit and then watching the changes ripple 
through the organization. 

"I knew I had to transform Alcoa," O'Neill told me. "But you 

can't order people to change. That's not how the brain works. So I 

decided I was going to start by focusing on one thing. If I could start 

disrupting the habits around one thing, it would spread throughout 
the entire company." 

O'Neill believed that some habits have the power to start a chain 
reaction, changing other habits as they move through an organiza

tion. Some habits, in other words, matter more than others in re

making businesses and lives. These are "keystone habits," and they 

can influence how people work, eat, play, live, spend, and commu
nicate. Keystone habits start a process that, over time, transforms 
everything. 

Keystone habits say that success doesn't depend on getting every 
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single thing right, but instead relies on identifying a few key priori

ties and fashioning them into powerful levers. This book's first sec

tion explained how habits work, how they can be created and 

changed. However, where should a would-be habit master start? 

Understanding keystone habits holds the answer to that question: 

The habits that matter most are the ones that, when they start to 

shift, dislodge and remake other patterns. 
Keystone habits explain how Michael Phelps became an Olympic 

champion and why some college students outperform their peers. 

They describe why some people, after years of trying, suddenly lose 

forty pounds while becoming more productive at work and still get

ting home in time for dinner with their kids. And keystone habits 

explain how Alcoa became one of the best performing stocks in the 
Dow jones index, while also becoming one of the safest places on 

earth. 

e•• 

When Alcoa first approached O'Neill about becoming CEO, he 

wasn't sure he wanted the job. He'd already earned plenty of money, 

and his wife liked Connecticut, where they lived. They didn't know 

anything about Pittsburgh, where Alcoa was headquartered. But be

fore turning down the offer, O'Neill asked for some time to think it 

over. To help himself make the decision, he started working on a list 

of what would be his biggest priorities if he accepted the post. 
O'Neill had always been a big believer in lists. Lists were how he 

organized his life. In college at Fresno State-where he finished his 
courses in a bit over three years, while also working thirty hours a 

week-O'Neill had drafted a list of everything he hoped to accom

plish during his lifetime, including, near the top, "Make a Differ

ence." After graduating in 1960, at a friend's encouragement, O'Neill 

picked up an application for a federal internship and, along with 
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three hundred thousand others, took the government employment 

exam. Three thousand people were chosen for interviews. Three 
hundred of them were offered jobs. O'Neill was one. 

He started as a middle manager at the Veterans Administration 

and was told to learn about computer systems. All the while, O'Neill 

kept writing his lists, recording why some projects were more suc

cessful than others, which contractors delivered on time and which 

didn't. He was promoted each year. And as he rose through the VA's 

ranks, he made a name for himself as someone whose lists always 

seemed to include a bullet point that got a problem solved. 

By the mid-1960s, such skills were in high demand in Washing

ton, D.C. Robert McNamara had recently remade the Pentagon by 

hiring a crop of young mathematicians, statisticians, and computer 

programmers. President Johnson wanted some whiz kids of his 

own. So O'Neill was recruited to what eventually became known as 

the Office of Management and Budget, one of D.C.'s most powerful 

agencies. Within a decade, at age thirty-eight, he was promoted to 
deputy director and was, suddenly, among the most influential peo
ple in town. 

That's when O'Neill's education in organizational habits really 

started. One of his first assignments was to create an analytical 

framework for studying how the government was spending money 

on health care. He quickly figured out that the government's efforts, 

which should have been guided by logical rules and deliberate pri
orities, were instead driven by bizarre institutional processes that, 

in many ways, operated like habits. Bureaucrats and politicians, 

rather than making decisions. were responding to cues with auto

matic routines in order to get rewards such as promotions or reelec

tion. It was the habit loop-spread across thousands of people and 
billions of dollars. 

For instance, after World War II. Congress had created a pro

gram to build community hospitals. A quarter century later, it was 
still chugging along, and so whenever lawmakers allocated new 
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!'tealth-care funds, bureaucrats immediately started building. The 

~owns where the new hospitals were located didn't necessarily need 

more patient beds, but that didn't matter. What mattered was erect

ing a big structure that a politician could point to while stumping 

for votes. 

Routine 

Cue 

4:1~ ~ 
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Federal workers would "spend months debating blue or yellow 

curtains, figuring out if patient rooms should contain one or two 

televisions, designing nurses' stations, real pointless stuff," O'Neill 
told me. "Most of the time, no one ever asked if the town wanted a 

hospital. The bureaucrats had gotten into a habit of solving every 

medical problem by building something so that a congressman 

could say. 'Here's what I did!' It didn't make any sense, but every

body did the same thing again and again." 
Researchers have found institutional habits in almost every orga

nization or company they've scrutinized. "Individuals have habits; 

groups have routines," wrote the academic Geoffrey Hodgson, who 

spent a career examining organizational patterns. "Routines are the 

organizational analogue of habits." 
To O'Neill, these kinds of habits seemed dangerous. "We were 

basically ceding decision making to a process that occurred without 
actually thinking," O'Neill said. But at other agencies, where change 

was in the air, good organizational habits were creating success. 

Some departments at NASA, for instance, were overhauling 

themselves by deliberately instituting organizational routines that 
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encouraged engineers to take more risks. When unmanned rockets 

exploded on takeoff, department heads would applaud, so that ev

eryone would know their division had tried and failed, but at least 

they had tried. Eventually, mission control filled with applause every 

time something expensive blew up. It became an organizational 

habit. Or take the Environmental Protection Agency, which was cre
ated in 1970. The EPA's first administrator, William Ruckelshaus, 

consciously engineered organizational habits that encouraged his 

regulators to be aggressive on enforcement. When lawyers asked for 
permission to file a lawsuit or enforcement action, it went through 

a process for approval. The default was authorization to go ahead. 

The message was clear: At the EPA, aggression gets rewarded. By 

1975, the EPA was issuing more than fifteen hundred new environ
mental rules a year. 

"Every time I looked at a different part of the government, I 

found these habits that seemed to explain why things were either 

succeeding or failing," O'Neill told me. "The best agencies under
stood the importance of routines. The worst agencies were headed 

by people who never thought about it, and then wondered why no 
one followed their orders." 

In 1977, after sixteen years in Washington, D.C., O'Neill decided 

it was time to leave. He was working fifteen hours a day, seven days 

a week, and his wife was tired of raising four children on her own. 

O'Neill resigned and landed a job with International Paper, the 

world's largest pulp and paper company. He eventually became its 
president. 

By then, some of his old government friends were on Alcoa's 
board. When the company needed a new chief executive, they 

thought ofhim, which is how he ended up writing a list of his pri· 
orities if he decided to take the job. 

At the time, Alcoa was struggling. Critics said the company's 

workers weren't nimble enough and the quality of its products was 
poor. But at the top of O'Neill's list he didn't write "quality" or "effi-
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ciency" as his biggest priorities. At a company as big and as old as 

Alcoa, you can't flip a switch and expect everyone to work harder or 

produce more. The previous CEO had tried to mandate improve

ments, and fifteen thousand employees had gone on strike. It got so 

bad they would bring dummies to the parking lots, dress them like 

managers, and burn them in effigy. "Alcoa was not a happy family," 

one person from that period told me. "It was more like the Manson 

family, but with the addition of molten metal." 
O'Neill figured his top priority, if he took the job, would have to 

be something that everybody-unions and executives-could agree 

was important. He needed a focus that would bring people together, 

that would give him leverage to change how people worked and 

communicated. 
"I went to basics," he told me. "Everyone deserves to leave work 

as safely as they arrive, right? You shouldn't be scared that feeding 
your family is going to kill you. That's what I decided to focus on: 

changing everyone's safety habits." 
At the top of O'Neill's list he wrote down "SAFETY" and set an 

audacious goal: zero injuries. Not zero factory injuries. Zero inju

ries, period. That would be his commitment no matter how much it 

cost. 
O'Neill decided to take the job. 

OCI 

"I'm really glad to be here," O'Neill told a room full of workers at a 

smelting plant in Tennessee a few months after he was hired. Not 

everything had gone smoothly. Wall Street was still panicked. The 

unions were concerned. Some of Alcoa's vice presidents were miffed 
at being passed over for the top job. And O'Neill kept talking about 

worker safety. 
"I'm happy to negotiate with you about anything," O'Neill said. 

He was on a tour of Alcoa's American plants, after which he was 
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going to visit the company's facilities in thirty-one other countries. 

"But there's one thing I'm never going to negotiate with you, and 

that's safety. I dorft ever want you to say that we haven't taken every 

step to make sure people don't get hurt. If you want to argue with 
me about that, you're going to lose." 

The brilliance of this approach was that no one, of course, wanted 

to argue with O'Neill about worker safety. Unions had been fighting 

for better safety rules for years. Managers didn't want to argue about 
it, either, since injuries meant lost productivity and low morale. 

What most people didn't realize, however, was that O'Neill's plan 

for getting to zero injuries entailed the most radical realignment in 

Alcoa's history. The key to protecting Alcoa employees, O'Neill be

lieved. was understanding why injuries happened in the first place. 

And to understand why injuries happened, you had to study how the 

manufacturing process was going wrong. To understand how things 

were going wrong. you had to bring in people who could educate 

workers about quality control and the most efficient work processes, 
so that it would be easier to do everything right, since correct work 
is also safer work. 

In other words. to protect workers, Alcoa needed to become the 

best, most streamlined aluminum company on earth. 

O'Neill's safety plan. in effect, was modeled on the habit loop. He 

identified a simple cue: an employee injury. He instituted an auto

matic routine: Any time someone was injured, the unit president 

had to report it to O'Neill within twenty-four hours and present a 
plan for making sure the injury never happened again. And there 

·was a reward: The only people who got promoted were those who 
embraced the system. 

Unit presidents were busy people. To contact O'Neill within 
twenty-four hours of an injury, they needed to hear about an acci

dent from their vice presidents as soon as it happened. So vice pres

idents needed to be in constant communication with floor managers. 

And floor managers needed to get workers to raise warnings as soon 
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as they saw a problem and keep a list of suggestions nearby, so that 

7.·hen the vice president asked for a plan, there was an idea box al

ready full of possibilities. To make all of that happen, each unit had 

to build new communication systems that made it easier for the 

lowliest worker to get an idea to the loftiest executive, as fast as pos

sible. Almost everything about the company's rigid hierarchy had to 
change to accommodate O'Neill's safety program. He was building 

new corporate habits. 

Cue 

Rout ine 

/.f~ · 
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~ 
ALCOA'S INSTITUTIONAL HAB IT LOOP 

As Alcoa's safety patterns shifted, other aspects of the company 

started changing with startling speed, as well. Rules that unions 

had spent decades opposing-such as measuring the productivity 
of individual workers-were suddenly embraced, because such 

measurements helped everyone figure out when part of the manu

facturing process was getting out of whack, posing a safety risk. 

Policies that managers had long resisted-such as giving workers 
autonomy to shut down a production line when the pace became 

overwhelming-were now welcomed, because that was the best 

way to stop injuries before they occurred. The company shifted so 
much that some employees found safety habits spilling into other 

parts of their lives. 
"Two or three years ago, I'm in my office, looking at the Ninth 

Street bridge out the window, and there's some guys working who 
aren't using correct safety procedures," said Jeff Shockey, Alcoa's 
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current safety director. One of them was standing on top of the 

bridge's guardrail. while the other held on to his belt. They weren't 

using safety harnesses or ropes. "They worked for some company 

that has nothing to do with us, but without thinking about it, I got 

out of my chair, went down five flights of stairs, walked over the 

bridge and told these guys, hey, you're risking your life, you have to 

use your harness and safety gear." The men explained their supervi

sor had forgotten to bring the equipment. So Shockey called the 
local Occupational Safety and Health Administration office and 
turned the supervisor in. 

'i\nother executive told me that one day, he stopped at a street 

excavation near his house because they didn't have a trench box, and 

gave everyone a lecture on the importance of proper procedures. It 

was the weekend, and he stopped his car, with his kids in the back, 

to lecture city workers about trench safety. That isn't natural, but 

that's kind of the point. We do this stuff without thinking about it 
now." 

O'Neill never promised that his focus on worker safety would 
increase Alcoa's profits. However, as his new routines moved 

through the organization, costs came down, quality went up, and 

productivity skyrocketed. lf molten metal was injuring workers 

when it splashed, then the pouring system was redesigned, which 

led to fewer injuries. It also saved money because Alcoa lost less raw 

materials in spills. If a machine kept breaking down, it was replaced, 

which meant there was less risk of a broken gear snagging an em

ployee's arm. It also meant higher quality products because, as 
Alcoa discovered, equipment malfunctions were a chief cause of 

subpar aluminum. 

Researchers have found similar dynamics in dozens of other set
tings, including individuals' lives. 

Take, for instance, studies from the past decade examining the 

impacts of exercise on daily routines. When people start habitually 

exercising, even as infrequently as once a week, they start changing 
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other, unrelated patterns in their lives, often unknowingly. Typically, 

;>eople who exercise start eating better and becoming more produc

tive at work. They smoke less and show more patience with col

leagues and family. They use their credit cards less frequently and 

say they feel less stressed. It's not completely clear why. But for 

many people, exercise is a keystone habit that triggers widespread 

change. "Exercise spills over," said James Prochaska, a University of 

Rhode Island researcher. "There's something about it that makes 

other good habits easier." 
Studies have documented that families who habitually eat dinner 

together seem to raise children with better homework skills, higher 

grades, greater emotional control, and more confidence. Making 

your bed every morning is correlated with better productivity, a 

greater sense of well-being, and stronger skills at sticking with a 

budget. It's not that a family meal or a tidy bed causes better grades 

or less frivolous spending. But somehow those initial shifts start 

chain reactions that help other good habits take hold. 
If you focus on changing or cultivating keystone habits, you can 

cause widespread shifts. However, identifying keystone habits is 

tricky. To find them, you have to know where to look. Detecting key

stone habits means searching out certain characteristics. Keystone 

habits offer what is known within academic literature as "small 

wins." They help other habits to flourish by creating new structures, 

and they establish cultures where change becomes contagious. 
But as O'Neill and countless others have found, crossing the gap 

between understanding those principles and using them requires a 

bit of ingenuity. 

II. 

When Michael Phelps's alarm clock went off at 6:30 A.M. on the 

morning of August 13, 2008, he crawled out of bed in the Olympic 

Village in Beijing and fell right into his routine. 
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He pulled on a pair of sweatpants and walked to breakfast. He 

had already won three gold medals earlier that week-giving him 

nine in his career-and had two races that day. By 7 A.M., he was in 

the cafeteria, eating his regular race-day menu of eggs, oatmeal, and 

four energy shakes, the first of more than six thousand calories he 
would consume over the next sixteen hours. 

Phelps's first race-the 200-meter butterfly, his strongest 

event-was scheduled for ten o'clock. Two hours before the starting 

gun fired, he began his usual stretching regime, starting with his 

arms, then his back, then working down to his ankles, which were 

so flexible they could extend more than ninety degrees, farther than 

a ballerina's en pointe. At eight-thirty, he slipped into the pool and 

began his first warm-up lap, 800 meters of mixed styles, followed by 

600 meters of kicking, 400 meters pulling a buoy between his legs, 

200 meters of stroke drills, and a series of 25-meter sprints to ele

vate his heart rate. The workout took precisely forty-five minutes. 

At nine-fifteen, he exited the pool and started squeezing into his 

LZR Racer, a bodysuit so tight it required twenty minutes of tugging 

to put it on. Then he damped headphones over his ears, cranked up 
the hip-hop mix he played before every race, and waited. 

Phelps had started swimming when he was seven years old to 

bum off some of the energy that was driving his mom and teachers 

crazy. When a local swimming coach named Bob Bowman saw 

Phelps's long torso, big hands, and relatively short legs (which of. 

fered less drag in the water), he knew Phelps could become a cham
pion. But Phelps was emotional. He had trouble calming down 

before races. His parents were divorcing, and he had problems cop

ing with the stress. Bowman purchased a book of relaxation exer

cises and asked Phelps's mom to read them aloud every night. The 

book contained a script-"Tighten your right hand into a fist and 

release it. Imagine the tension melting away"-that tensed and re

laxed each part of Phelps's body before he fell asleep. 

Bowman believed that for swimmers, the key to victory was ere-
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ating the right routines. Phelps, Bowman knew, had a perfect phy

sique for the pool. That said, everyone who eventually competes at 

the Olympics has perfect musculature. Bowman could also see that 

Phelps, even at a young age, had a capacity for obsessiveness that 
made him an ideal athlete. Then again, all elite performers are ob

sessives. 

What Bowman could give Phelps, however-what would set him 

apart from other competitors-were habits that would make him 
the strongest mental swimmer in the pool. He didn't need to control 

every aspect of Phelps's life. All he needed to do was target a few 

specific habits that had nothing to do with swimming and every

thing to do with creating the right mind-set. He designed a series of 

behaviors that Phelps could use to become calm and focused before 
each race, to find those tiny advantages that, in a sport where victory 

can come in milliseconds, would make all the difference. 

When Phelps was a teenager, for instance, at the end of each 

practice, Bowman would tell him to go home and "watch the video
tape. Watch it before you go to sleep and when you wake up." 

The videotape wasn't real. Rather, it was a mental visualization of 

the perfect race. Each night before falling asleep and each morning 

after waking up, Phelps would imagine himself jumping off the 
blocks and, in slow motion, swimming flawlessly. He would visual

ize his strokes, the walls of the pool, his turns, and the finish. He 

would imagine the wake behind his body, the water dripping off his 

lips as his mouth cleared the surface, what it would feel like to rip 
off his cap at the end. He would lie in bed with his eyes shut and 

watch the entire competition, the smallest details, again and again, 

until he knew each second by heart. 

During practices, when Bowman ordered Phelps to swim at race 
speed, he would shout, "Put in the videotape!" and Phelps would 

push himself. as hard as he could. It almost felt anticlimactic as he 

cut through the water. He had done this so many times in his head 
that, by now, it felt rote. But it worked. He got faster and faster. Even-
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tually, all Bowman had to do before a race was whisper, "Get the 

videotape ready," and Phelps would settle down and crush the com

petition. 

And once Bowman established a few core routines in Phelps's 

life, all the other habits-his diet and practice schedules, the stretch

ing and sleep routines- seemed to fall into place on their own. At 

the core of why those habits were so effective, why they acted as 

keystone habits, was something known within academic literature 
as a "small win." 

••o 

Small wins are exactly what they sound like, and are part of how 

keystone habits create widespread changes. A huge body of research 

has shown that small wins have enormous power, an influence dis

proportionate to the accomplishments of the victories themselves. 

"Small wins are a steady application of a small advantage," one Cor

nell professor wrote in 1984. "Once a small win has been accom

plished, forces are set in motion that favor another small win." 

Small wins fuel transformative changes by leveraging tiny advan

tages into patterns that convince people that bigger achievements 

are within reach. 

For example, when gay rights organizations started campaigning 

against homophobia in the late 1960s, their initial efforts yielded 

only a string of failures. They pushed to repeal laws used to prose

cute gays and were roundly defeated in state legislatures. Teachers 

tried to create curriculums to counsel gay teens, and were fired for 

suggesting that homosexuality should be embraced. It seemed like 

the gay community's larger goals-ending discrimination and po

lice harassment, convincing the American Psychiatric Association 

to stop defining homosexuality as a mental disease-were out of 

reach. 

Then, in the early 1970s, the American Library Association's Task 
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Force on Gay Liberation decided to focus on one modest goal: con

\incing the Library of Congress lo reclassify books about the gay 

liberation movement from HQ 71-471 ("Abnormal Sexual Rela

tions, Including Sexual Crimes") to another, less pejorative category. 

In 1972, after receiving a letter requesting the reclassification, the 

Library of Congress agreed to make the shift, reclassifying books into 

a newly created category, HQ 76.5 ("Homosexuality, Lesbianism- Gay 

Liberation Movement, Homophile Movement"). It was a minor tweak 

of an old institutional habit regarding how books were shelved, but 

the effect was electrifying. News of the new policy spread across the 

nation. Gay rights organizations, citing the victory, started fund-raising 

drives. Within a few years, openly gay politicians were running for 

political office in California, New York. Massachusetts, and Oregon, 

many of them citing the Library of Congress's decision as inspiration. 

In 1973. the American Psychiatric Association, after years of internal 

debate, rewrote the definition of homosexuality so it was no longer a 

mental illness-paving the way for the passage of state laws that made 

it illegal to discriminate against people because of their sexual orien

tation. 
And it all began with one small win. 

"Small wins do not combine in a neat, linear, serial form, with 

each step being a demonstrable step closer to some predetermined 

goal," wrote Karl Weick, a prominent organizational psychologist. 

"More common is the circumstance where small wins arc scat

tered ... like miniature experiments that test implicit theories about 

resistance and opportunity and uncover both resources and barriers 

that were invisible before the situation was stirred up." 

Which is precisely what happened with Michael Phelps. When 

Bob Bowman started working with Phelps and his mother on the 

keystone habits of visualization and relaxation, neither Bowman nor 

Phelps had any idea what they were doing. "We'd experiment. try dif

ferent things until we found stuff that worked," Bowman told me. 

"Eventually we figured out it was best to concentrate on these tiny 
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moments of success and build them into mental triggers. We worked 

them into a routine. There's a series of things we do before every race 

that are designed to give Michael a sense of building victory. 

"If you were to ask Michael what's going on in his head before 

competition, he would say he's not really thinking about anything. 
He's just following the program. But that's not right. It's more like 

his habits have taken over. When the race arrives, he's more than 

halfway through his plan and he's been victorious at every step. All 

the stretches went like he planned. The warm-up laps were just like 
he visualized. His headphones are playing exactly what he expected. 

The actual race is just another step in a pattern that started earlier 

that day and has been nothing but victories. Winning is a natural 
extension." 

Back in Beijing, it was 9:56 A.M.-four minutes before the race's 

start- and Phelps stood behind his starting block, bouncing slightly 

on his toes. When the announcer said his name, Phelps stepped 

onto the block, as he always did before a race, and then stepped 

down, as he always did. He swung his arms three times, as he had 
before every race since he was twelve years old. He stepped up on 

the blocks again, got into his stance, and, when the gun sounded, 

leapt. 

Phelps knew that something was wrong as soon as he hit the 

water. There was moisture inside his goggles. He couldn't tell if they 

were leaking from the top or bottom, but as he broke the water's 

surface and began swimming, he hoped the leak wouldn't become 
too bad. 

By the second turn, however, everything was getting blurry. As 

he approached the third tum and final lap, the cups of his goggles 

were completely filled. Phelps couldn't see anything. Not the line 

along the pool's bottom, not the black T marking the approaching 

wall. He couldn't see how many strokes were left. For most swim

mers, losing your sight in the middle of an Olympic final would be 

cause for panic. 
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Phelps was calm. 

Everything else that day had gone according to plan. The leaking 

goggles were a minor deviation, but one for which he was prepared. 

Bowman had once made Phelps swim in a Michigan pool in the 

dark, believing that he needed to be ready for any surprise. Some of 
the videotapes in Phelps's mind had featured problems like this. He 

had mentally rehearsed how he would respond to a goggle failure. 

As he started his last lap, Phelps estimated how many strokes the 

final push would require-nineteen or twenty, maybe t\venty

one-and started counting. He felt totally relaxed as he swam at full 

strength. Midway through the lap he began to increase his effort, a 

final eruption that had become one of his main techniques in over

whelming opponents. At eighteen strokes, he started anticipating 

the wall. He could hear the crowd roaring, but since he was blind, 

he had no idea if they were cheering for him or someone else. Nine

teen strokes, then twenty. It felt like he needed one more. That's 

what the videotape in his head said. He made a twenty-first, huge 
stroke, glided with his arm outstretched, and touched the wall. He 

had timed it perfectly. When he ripped offhis goggles and looked up 

at the scoreboard, it said "WR"-world record-next to his name. 

He'd won another gold. 
After the race, a reporter asked what it had felt like to swim blind. 

"It felt like I imagined it would," Phelps said. It was one addi

tional victory in a lifetime full of small wins. 

e•• 

Six months after Paul O'Neill became CEO of Alcoa, he got a tele

phone call in the middle of the night. A plant manager in Arizona 

was on the line, panicked, talking about how an extrusion press had 

stopped operating and one of the workers-a young man who had 

joined the company a few weeks earlier, eager for the job because it 

offered health care for his pregnant wife-had tried a repair. He had 



116 THE POWER OF HABIT 

jumped over a yellow safety wall surrounding the press and walked 

across the pit. There was a piece of aluminum jammed into the 

hinge on a swinging six-foot arm. The young man pulled on the 

aluminum scrap, removing it. The machine was fixed. Behind him, 

the arm restarted its arc, swinging toward his head. When it hit, the 
arm crushed his skull. He was killed instantly. 

Fourteen hours later, O'Neill ordered all the plant's executives- as 

well as Alcoa's top officers in Pittsburgh-into an emergency meet

ing. For much of the day, they painstakingly re-created the accident 
with diagrams and by watching videotapes again and again. They 

identified dozens of errors that had contributed to the death, includ

ing two managers who had seen the man jump over the barrier but 

failed to stop him; a training program that hadn't emphasized to the 

man that he wouldn't be blamed for a breakdown; lack of instruc

tions that he should find a manager before attempting a repair; and 

the absence of sensors to automatically shut down the machine 

when someone stepped into the pit. 

"We killed this man," a grim-faced O'Neill told the group. "It's 
my failure ofleadership. I caused his death. And it's the failure of all 

of you in the chain of command." 

The executives in the room were taken aback. Sure, a tragic ac

cident had occurred, but tragic accidents were part of life at Alcoa. It 

was a huge company with employees who handled red-hot metal 

and dangerous machines. "Paul had come in as an outsider, and 

there was a lot of skepticism when he talked about safety," said Bill 
O'Rourke, a top executive. "We figured it would last a few weeks, 

and then he would start focusing on something else. But that meet

ing really shook everyone up. He was serious about this stuff, seri

ous enough that he would stay up nights worrying about some 

employee he'd never met. That's when things started to change." 

Within a week of that meeting, all the safety railings at Alcoa's 

plants were repainted bright yellow, and new policies were written 
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up. Managers told employees not to be afraid to suggest proactive 

maintenance, and rules were clarified so that no one would attempt 

unsafe repairs. The newfound vigilance resulted in a short-term, 

noticeable decline in the injury rate. Alcoa experienced a small win. 

Then O'Neill pounced. 
"I want to congratulate everyone for bringing down the number 

of accidents, even just for two weeks," he wrote in a memo that 
made its way through the entire company. "We shouldn't celebrate 

because we've followed the rules, or brought down a number. We 

should celebrate because we are saving lives." 
Workers made copies of the note and taped it to their lockers. 

Someone painted a mural of O'Neill on one of the walls of a smelt

ing plant with a quote from the memo inscribed underneath. Just as 

Michael Phelps's routines had nothing to do with swimming and 

everything to do with his success, so O'Neill's efforts began snow

balling into changes that were unrelated to safety, but transforma

tive nonetheless. 
"I said to the hourly workers, 'If your management doesn't follow 

up on safety issues, then call me at home, here's my number,"' O'Neill 

told me. "Workers started calling, but they didn't want to talk about 

accidents. They wanted to talk about all these other great ideas." 
The Alcoa plant that manufactured aluminum siding for houses, 

for instance, had been struggling for years because executives would 

try to anticipate popular colors and inevitably guess wrong. They 

would pay consultants millions of dollars to choose shades of paint 
and six months later, the warehouse would be overflowing with 

"sunburst yellow" and out of suddenly in-demand "hunter green." 

One day, a low-level employee made a suggestion that quickly 

worked its way to the general manager: If they grouped all the paint
ing machines together, they could switch out the pigments faster 

and become more nimble in responding to shifts in customer de

mand. Within a year, profits on aluminum siding doubled. 
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The small wins that started with O'Neilfs focus on safety created 
a climate in which all kinds of new ideas bubbled up. 

"It turns out this guy had been suggesting this painting idea for 

a decade, but hadn't told anyone in management," an Alcoa execu

tive told me. "Then he figures, since we keep on asking for safety 

recommendations, why not tell them about this other idea? It was 

like he gave us the winning lottery numbers." 

I ll. 

When a young Paul O'Neill was working for the government and 

creating a framework for analyzing federal spending on health care, 

one of the foremost issues concerning officials was infant mortality. 

The United States, at the time, was one of the wealthiest countries 

on earth. Yet it had a higher infant mortality rate than most of Eu

rope and some parts of South America. Rural areas, in particular, 

saw a staggering number of babies die before their first birthdays. 

O'Neill was tasked with figuring out why. He asked other federal 
agencies to start analyzing infant mortality data, and each time 

someone came back with an answer, he'd ask another question, try

ing to get deeper, to understand the problem's root causes. When
ever someone came into O'Neill's office with some discovery, O'Neill 

would start interrogating them with new inquiries. He drove people 

crazy with his never-ending push to learn more, to understand what 

was really going on. ("I love Paul O'Neill, but you could not pay me 
enough to work for him again," one official told me. "The man has 

never encountered an answer he can't turn into another twenty 

hours of work.") 

Some research, for instance, suggested that the biggest cause of 

infant deaths was premature births. And the reason babies were 

born too early was that mothers suffered from malnourishment 

during pregnancy. So to lower infant mortality, improve mothers' 

diets. Simple, right? But to stop malnourishment, women had to 
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improve their diets before they became pregnant. Which meant the 

government had to start educating women about nutrition before 

they became sexually active. Which meant officials had to create nu

trition curriculums inside high schools. 
However, when O'Neill began asking about how to create those 

curriculums, he discovered that many high school teachers in rural 
areas didn't know enough basic biology to teach nutrition. So the 

government had to remake how teachers were getting educated in 

college, and give them a stronger grounding in biology so they could 
eventually teach nutrition to teenage girls, so those teenagers would 

eat better before they started having sex, and, eventually, be suffi

ciently nourished when they had children. 
Poor teacher training, the officials working with O'Neill finally 

figured out, was a root cause of high infant mortality. If you asked 
doctors or public health officials for a plan to fight infant deaths, 

none of them would have suggested changing how teachers are 

trained. They wouldn't have known there was a link. However, by 
teaching college students about biology, you made it possible for 

them to eventually pass on that knowledge to teenagers, who started 

eating healthier, and years later give birth to stronger babies. Today, 

the U.S. infant mortality rate is 68 percent lower than when O'Neill 

started the job. 
O'Neill's experiences with infant mortality illustrate the second 

way that keystone habits encourage change: by creating structures 

that help other habits to flourish. In the case of premature deaths, 

changing collegiate curriculums for teachers started a chain reac
tion that eventually trickled down to how girls were educated in 

rural areas, and whether they were sufficiently nourished when they 

became pregnant. And O'Neilfs habit of constantly pushing other 

bureaucrats to continue researching until they found a problem's 

root causes overhauled how the government thought about prob

lems like infant mortality. 
The same thing can happen in people's lives. For example, until 
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about twenty years ago, conventional wisdom held that the best way 

for people to lose weight was to radically alter their lives. Doctors 

would give obese patients strict diets and tell them to join a gym, 

attend regular counseling sessions-sometimes as often as every 

day-and shift their daily routines by walking up stairs, for instance, 

instead of taking the elevator. Only by completely shaking up some

one's life, the thinking went, could their bad habits be reformed. 

But when researchers studied the effectiveness of these methods 

over prolonged periods, they discovered they were failures. Patients 
would use the stairs for a few weeks, but by the end of the month, it 

was too much hassle. They began diets and joined gyms, but after 

the initial burst of enthusiasm wore off, they slid back into their old 

eating and TV-watching habits. Piling on so much change at once 

made it impossible for any of it to stick. 

Then, in 2009 a group of researchers funded by the National In

stitutes of Health published a study of a different approach to weight 
loss. They had assembled a group of sixteen hundred obese people 

and asked them to concentrate on writing down everything they ate 

at least one day per week. 

It was hard at first. The subjects forgot to carry their food jour

nals, or would snack and not note it. Slowly, however, people started 

recording their meals once a week-and sometimes, more often. 

Many participants started keeping a daily food log. Eventually, it be

came a habit. Then, something unexpected happened. The partici

pants started looking at their entries and finding patterns they didn't 

know existed. Some noticed they always seemed to snack at about 
10 A.M., so they began keeping an apple or banana on their desks for 

midmorning munchies. Others started using their journals to plan 

future menus, and when dinner rolled around, they ate the healthy 

meal they had written down, rather than junk food from the fridge. 

The researchers hadn't suggested any of these behaviors. They 

had simply asked everyone to write down what they ate once a week. 

But this keystone habit-food journaling--<reated a structure that 
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helped other habits to flourish. Six months into the study, people 

who kept daily food records had lost twice as much weight as every
one else. 

'1\fter a while, the journal got inside my head," one person told 

me. "I started thinking about meals differently. It gave me a system 

for thinking about food without becoming depressed." 

Something similar happened at Alcoa after O'Neill took over. 

Just as food journals provided a structure for other habits to flour

ish, O'Neill's safety habits created an atmosphere in which other 

behaviors emerged. Early on, O'Neill took the unusual step of order
ing Alcoa's offices around the world to link up in an electronic net

work. This was in the early 1980s, when large, international networks 

weren't usually connected to people's desktop computers. O'Neill 

justified his order by arguing that it was essential to create a real-time 

safety data system that managers could use to share suggestions. As 

a result, Alcoa developed one of the first genuinely worldwide corpo
rate email systems. 

O'Neill logged on every morning and sent messages to make 

sure everyone else was logged on as well. At first, people used the 

network primarily to discuss safety issues. Then, as email habits 

became more ingrained and comfortable, they started posting infor

mation on all kinds of other topics, such as local market conditions, 

sales quotas, and business problems. High-ranking executives were 

required to send in a report every Friday, which anyone in the com

pany could read. A manager in Brazil used the network to send a 

colleague in New York data on changes in the price of steel. The 
New Yorker took that information and turned a quick profit for the 

company on Wall Street. Pretty soon, everyone was using the system 

to communicate about everything. "I would send in my accident 

report, and I knew everyone else read it, so I figured, why not send 

pricing information, or intelligence on other companies?" one man

ager told me. "It was like we had discovered a secret weapon. The 

competition couldn't figure out how we were doing it." 
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When the Web blossomed, Alcoa was perfectly positioned to take 

advantage. O'Neill's keystone habit-worker safety-had created a 

platform that encouraged another practice--email-years ahead of 
competitors. 

• 
By 1996, Paul O'Neill had been at Alcoa for almost a decade. His 

leadership had been studied by the Harvard Business School and 

the Kennedy School of Government. He was regularly mentioned as 

a potential commerce secretary or secretary of defense. His employ

ees and the unions gave him high marks. Under his watch, Alcoa's 

stock price had risen more than 200 percent. He was, at last, a uni

versally acknowledged success. 

In May of that year, at a shareholder meeting in downtown Pitts

burgh, a Benedictine nun stood up during the question-and-answer 

session and accused O'Neill of lying. Sister Mary Margaret repre
sented a social advocacy group concerned about wages and condi

tions inside an Alcoa plant in Ciudad Acuna, Mexico. She said that 

while O'Neill extolled Alcoa's safety measures, workers in Mexico 

were becoming sick because of dangerous fumes. 

"It's untrue," O'Neill told the room. On his laptop, he pulled up 

the safety records from the Mexican plant. "See?" he said, showing 

the room its high scores on safety, environmental compliance, and 

employee satisfaction surveys. The executive in charge of the facil

ity, Robert Barton, was one of Alcoa's most senior managers. He 

had been with the company for decades and was responsible for 

some of their largest partnerships. The nun said that the audience 
shouldn't trust O'Neill. She sat down. 

After the meeting, O'Neill asked her to come to his office. The 

nun's religious order owned fifty Alcoa shares, and for months they 

had been asking for a shareholder vote on a resolution to review the 

company's Mexican operations. O'Neill asked Sister Mary if she had 
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been to any of the plants herself. No, she told him. To be safe, O'Neill 

asked the company's head of human resources and general counsel 

to fly to Mexico to see what was going on. 
When the executives arrived, they poked through the Acufia 

plant's records, and found reports of an incident that had never 

been sent to headquarters. A few months earlier, there had been a 
buildup of fumes within a building. It was a relatively minor event. 

The plant's executive, Barton, had installed ventilators to remove 

the gases. The people who had become ill had fully recovered within 

a day or two. 
But Barton had never reported the illnesses. 
When the executives returned to Pittsburgh and presented their 

findings, O'Neill had a question. 
"Did Bob Barton know that people had gotten sick?" 

"We didn't meet with him," they answered. "But, yeah, it's pretty 

clear he knew." 
Two days later, Barton was fired. 
The exit shocked outsiders. Barton had been mentioned in arti

cles as one of the company's most valuable executives. His depar

ture was a blow to important joint ventures. 
Within Alcoa, however, no one was surprised. It was seen as an 

inevitable extension of the culture that O'Neill had built. 

"Barton fired himself," one of his colleagues told me. "There 

wasn't even a choice there." 
This is the final way that keystone habits encourage widespread 

change: by creating cultures where new values become ingrained. 

Keystone habits make tough choices-such as firing a top executive

easier, because when that person violates the culture, it's clear they 

have to go. Sometimes these cultures manifest themselves in special 
vocabularies, the use of which becomes, itself, a habit that defines an 

organization. At Alcoa, for instance, there were "Core Programs" and 

"Safety Philosophies," phrases that acted like suitcases, containing 

whole conversations about priorities, goals, and ways of thinking. 
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"It might have been hard at another company to fire someone 

who had been there so long," O'Neill told me. "It wasnt hard for me. 

It was clear what our values dictated. He got fired because he didnt 

report the incident, and so no one else had the opportunity to learn 

from it. Not sharing an opportunity to learn is a cardinal sin." 

Cultures grow out of the keystone habits in every organization, 

whether leaders are aware of them or not. For instance, when re

searchers studied an incoming class of cadets at West Point, they 

measured their grade point averages, physical aptitude, military 

abilities, and self-discipline. When they correlated those factors with 

whether students dropped out or graduated, however, they found 

that all of them mattered less than a factor researchers referred to as 

"grit," which they defined as the tendency to work "strenuously 

toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over years de

spite failure, adversity, and plateaus in progress." 

What's most interesting about grit is how it emerges. It grows 

out of a culture that cadets create for themselves, and that culture 

often emerges because of keystone habits they adopt at West Point. 
"There's so much about this school that's hard," one cadet told me. 

"They call the first summer 'Beast Barracks,' because they want to 

grind you down. Tons of people quit before the school year starts. 

"But I found this group of guys in the first couple of days here, 

and we started this thing where, every morning, we get together to 

make sure everyone is feeling strong. I go to them if I'm feeling 

worried or down, and I know they'll pump me back up. There's only 
nine of us, and we call ourselves the musketeers. Without them, I 

dont think I would have lasted a month here." 

Cadets who are successful at West Point arrive at the school 

armed with habits of mental and physical discipline. Those assets, 

however, only carry you so far. To succeed, they need a keystone 

habit that creates a culture-such as a daily gathering oflike-minded 

friends-to help find the strength to overcome obstacles. Keystone 

habits transform us by creating cultures that make clear the values 
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that, in the heat of a difficult decision or a moment of uncertainty, 

we might otherwise forget. 

In 2000, O'Neill retired from Alcoa, and at the request of the newly 

elected president George W. Bush, became secretary of the trea

sury.'~ He left that post two years later, and today spends most of his 
time teaching hospitals how to focus on worker safety and keystone 

habits that can lower medical error rates, as well as serving on vari

ous corporate boards. 
Companies and organizations across America, in the meantime, 

have embraced the idea of using keystone habits to remake work

places. At IBM, for instance, Lou Gerstner rebuilt the firm by ini

tially concentrating on one keystone habit: IBM's research and 

selling routines. At the consulting firm McKinsey & Company, a 
culture of continuous improvement is created through a keystone 

habit of wide-ranging internal critiques that are at the core of every 
assignment. Within Goldman Sachs, a keystone habit of risk assess

ment undergirds every decision. 
And at Alcoa, O'Neilrs legacy Jives on. Even in his absence, the 

injury rate has continued to decline. In 2010, 82 percent of Alcoa 

locations didrit lose one employee day due to injury, close to an 

all-time high. On average, workers are more likely to get injured at 

a software company, animating cartoons for movie studios, or doing 

taxes as an accountant than handling molten aluminum at Alcoa. 
"When I was made a plant manager," said Jeff Shockey, the Alcoa 

* O'Neill"s tenure at Treasury was not as successful as his career at Alcoa . Almost immediately 
after taking office he began focusing on a couple of key issues, including worker safety. job ere· 
ation. executive accountability, and fighting African po'erty. among other inotiath·es. 

However, O'Neilrs politics did not li ne up with those of President Bush, and he bunched an 
internal fight opposing Bush's propos~ tax cuts. He was asked to resign at the end of2002. "'What 
I thought was the right thing for economic policy was the opposite of what the Whote House 
wanted," O"Neill told me. "'lltat"s not good for a treasury secretary, so I got fired.· 
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executive, "the first day I pulled into the parking lot I saw all these 

parking spaces near the front doors with people's titles on them. 

The head guy for this or that. People who were important got the 

best parking spots. The first thing I did was tell a maintenance man

ager to paint over all the titles. I wanted whoever got to work earliest 

to get the best spot. Everyone understood the message: Every person 

matters. It was an extension of what Paul was doing around worker 

safety. It electrified the plant. Pretty soon, everyone was getting to 
work earlier each day." 

5 
STARBUCKS AND THE HABIT 

OF SUCCESS 

When Willpower Becomes Automatic 

I. 

The first time Travis Leach saw his father overdose, he was nine 

years old. His family had just moved into a small apartment at the 
end of an alleyway, the latest in a seemingly endless series of reloca

tions that had most recently caused them to abandon their previous 

home in the middle of the night, throwing everything they owned 

into black garbage bags after receiving an eviction notice. Too many 

people coming and going too late at night, the landlord said. Too 

much noise. 
Sometimes, at his old house, Travis would come home from 

school and find the rooms neatly cleaned, leftovers meticulously 

wrapped in the fridge and packets of hot sauce and ketchup in 

Tupperware containers. He knew this meant his parents had tempo
rarily abandoned heroin for crank and spent the day in a cleaning 

frenzy. Those usually ended badly. Travis felt safer when the house 

was messy and his parents were on the couch, their eyes half-lidded, 

watching cartoons. There is no chaos at the end of a heroin fog. 



6 
THE POWER O F A C RIS IS 

How leaders Create Habits Through 
Acciden t and Design 

I . 

The patient was already unconscious when he was wheeled into the 

operating room at Rhode Island Hospital. His jaw was slack, his 
eyes closed, and the top of an intubation tube peeked above his lips. 

As a nurse hooked him up to a machine that would force air into his 

lungs during surgery, one of his arms slipped off the gurney, the 
skin mottled with liver spots. 

The man was eighty-six years old and, three days earlier, had 

fallen at home. Afterward, he had trouble staying awake and an

swering questions, and so eventually his wife called an ambulance. 

In the emergency room, a doctor asked him what happened, but the 
man kept nodding off in the middle of his sentences. A scan of his 

head revealed why: The fall had slammed his brain against his skull, 

causing what's known as a subdural hematoma. Blood was pooling 

within the left portion of his cranium, pushing against the delicate 

folds of tissue inside his skull. The fluid had been building for al

most seventy-two hours, and those parts of the brain that controlled 
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his breathing and heart were beginning to falter. Unless the blood 

was drained, the man would die. 
At the time, Rhode Island Hospital was one of the nations lead

ing medical institutions, the main teaching hospital for Brown Uni
versity and the only Level I trauma center in southeastern New 

England. Inside the tall brick and glass building, physicians had pio

neered cutting-edge medical techniques, including the use of ultra

sound waves to destroy tumors inside a patient's body. In 2002, the 
National Coalition on Health Care rated the hospital's intensive care 

unit as one of the finest in the country. 
But by the time the elderly patient arrived, Rhode Island Hospi

tal also had another reputation: a place riven by internal tensions. 

There were deep, simmering enmities between nurses and physi

cians. In 2000, the nurses' union had voted to strike after com

plaining that they were being forced to work dangerously long 

hours. More than three hundred of them stood outside the hospi
tal with signs reading "Stop Slavery" and "They can't take away our 

pride." 
"This place can be awful," one nurse recalled telling a reporter. 

"The doctors can make you feel like you're worthless, like you're 

disposable. Like you should be thankful to pick up after them." 

Administrators eventually agreed to limit nurses' mandatory 

overtime, but tensions continued to rise. A few years later, a surgeon 

was preparing for a routine abdominal operation when a nurse 

called for a "time-out." Such pauses are standard procedure at most 

hospitals, a way for doctors and staff to make sure mistakes are 

avoided. The nursing staff at Rhode Island Hospital was insistent 
on time-outs, particularly since a surgeon had accidentally removed 

the tonsils of a girl who was supposed to have eye surgery. Time-outs 

were supposed to catch such errors before they occurred. 
At the abdominal surgery, when the OR nurse asked the team to 

gather around the patient for a time-out and to discuss their plan, 

the doctor headed for the doors. 
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"Why don' t you lead this?" the surgeon told the nurse. ''I'm going 
to step outside for a call. Knock when you're ready." 

"You're supposed to be here for this, Doctor," she replied. 

"You can handle it," the surgeon said, as he walked toward the 
door. 

"Doctor, I don't feel this is appropriate." 

The doctor stopped and looked at her. "If I want your damn opin

ion, I'll ask for it," he said. "Don't ever question my authority again. 

If you can't do your job, get the hell out of my OR." 

The nurse led the time-out, retrieved the doctor a few minutes 

later, and the procedure occurred without complication. She never 

contradicted a physician again, and never said anything when other 
safety policies were ignored. 

"Some doctors were fine, and some were monsters," one nurse 

who worked at Rhode Island Hospital in the mid-2000s told me. 

"We called it the glass factory, because it felt like everything could 

crash down at any minute." 

To deal with these tensions, the staff had developed informal 

rules-habits unique to the institution-that helped avert the 

most obvious conflicts. Nurses, for instance, always double-checked 

the orders of error-prone physicians and quietly made sure that 

correct doses were entered; they took extra time to write clearly on 

patients' charts, lest a hasty surgeon make the wrong cut. One 

nurse told me they developed a system of color codes to warn one 

another. "We put doctors' names in different colors on the white
boards," she said. "Blue meant 'nice,' red meant 'jerk,' and black 

meant, 'whatever you do, don't contradict them or they'll take your 

head off."' 

Rhode Island Hospital was a place filled with a corrosive culture. 

Unlike at Alcoa, where carefully designed keystone habits surround

ing worker safety had created larger and larger successes, inside 

Rhode Island Hospital, habits emerged on the fly among nurses 

seeking to offset physician arrogance. The hospital's routines weren't 
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carefully thought out. Rather, they appeared by accident and spread 

through whispered warnings, until toxic patterns emerged. This can 

happen within any organization where habits aren't deliberately 

planned. Just as choosing the right keystone habits can create amaz

ing change, the wrong ones can create disasters. 
And when the habits within Rhode Island Hospital imploded, 

they caused terrible mistakes. 

When the emergency room staff saw the brain scans of the 

eighty-six-year-old man with the subdural hematoma, they immedi

ately paged the neurosurgeon on duty. He was in the middle of a 

routine spinal surgery, but when he got the page, he stepped away 

from the operating table and looked at images of the elderly man's 
head on a computer screen. The surgeon told his assistant- a nurse 

practitioner-to go to the emergency room and get the man's wife to 

sign a consent form approving surgery. He finished his spinal pro
cedure. A half hour later, the elderly man was wheeled into the same 

operating theater. 
Nurses were rushing around. The unconscious elderly man was 

placed on the table. A nurse picked up his consent form and medi

cal chart. 
"Doctor," the nurse said, looking at the patient's chart. "The con

sent form doesrtt say where the hematoma is." The nurse leafed 

through the paperwork. There was no clear indication of which side 

of his head they were supposed to operate on. 
Every hospital relies upon paperwork to guide surgeries. Before 

any cut is made, a patient or family member is supposed to sign a 
document approving each procedure and verifying the details. In a 

chaotic environment, where as many as a dozen doctors and nurses 

may handle a patient between the ER and the recovery suite, con

sent forms are the instructions that keep track of what is supposed 
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to occur. No one is supposed to go into surgery without a signed and 
detailed consent. 

"I saw the scans before," the surgeon said. "It was the right side 
of the head. If we don't do this quickly, he's gonna die." 

"Maybe we should pull up the films again," the nurse said, mov

ing toward a computer terminal. For security reasons, the hospital's 

computers locked after fifteen minutes of idling. It would take at 

least a minute for the nurse to log in and load the patient's brain 
scans onto the screen. 

"We don't have time," the surgeon said. "They told me he's crash
ing. We've got to relieve the pressure." 

"What if we find the family?" the nurse asked. 

"If that's what you want, then call the fucking ER and find the 

family! In the meantime, I'm going to save his life." The surgeon 

grabbed the paperwork, scribbled "right" on the consent form, and 
initialed it. 

"There," he said. "We have to operate immediately." 

The nurse had worked at Rhode Island Hospital for a year. He 

understood the hospitafs culture. This surgeon's name, the nurse 

knew, was often scribbled in black on the large whiteboard in the 

hallway, signaling that nurses should beware. The unwritten rules 

in this scenario were clear: The surgeon always wins. 

The nurse put down the chart and stood aside as the doctor posi

tioned the elderly man's head in a cradle that provided access to the 

right side of his skull and shaved and applied antiseptic to his head. 
The plan was to open the skull and suction out the blood pooling on 

top of his brain. The surgeon sliced away a flap of scalp, exposed the 

skull, and put a drill against the white bone. He began pushing until 

the bit broke through with a soft pop. He made two more holes and 
used a saw to cut out a triangular piece of the man's skull. Under

neath was the dura, the translucent sheath surrounding the brain. 
"Oh my God," someone said. 
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There was no hematoma. They were operating on the wrong side 

of the head. 
"We need him turned!" the surgeon yelled. 
The triangle of bone was replaced and reattached with small 

metal plates and screws, and the patient's scalp sewed up. His head 

was shifted to the other side and then, once again, shaved, cleansed, 

cut, and drilled until a triangle of skull could be removed. This time, 

the hematoma was immediately visible, a dark bulge that spilled 

like thick syrup when the dura was pierced. The surgeon vacuumed 
the blood and the pressure inside the old man's skull fell immedi

ately. The surgery, which should have taken about an hour, had run 

almost twice as long. 
Afterward, the patient was taken to the intensive care unit, but he 

never regained full consciousness. Two weeks later, he died. 

A subsequent investigation said it was impossible to determine 

the precise cause of death, but the patient's family argued that the 

trauma of the medical error had overwhelmed his already fragile 
body, that the stress of removing two pieces of skull, the additional 
time in surgery, and the delay in evacuating the hematoma had 

pushed him over the edge. If not for the mistake, they claimed, he 

might still be alive. The hospital paid a settlement and the surgeon 

was barred from ever working at Rhode Island Hospital again. 
Such an accident, some nurses later claimed, was inevitable. 

Rhode Island Hospital's institutional habits were so dysfunctional, 
it was only a matter of time until a grievous mistake occurred.~' It's 

not just hospitals that breed dangerous patterns, of course. Destruc

tive organizational habits can be found within hundreds of indus

tries and at thousands of firms. And almost always, they are the 

•The reporting in this chapter is based upon interviews with multiple people working at 
Rhode Island Hospital and involved in this incident some of whom provided different accounts 
of events. For details on responses from hospital representatives and the surgeon involved, please 

see the notes. 
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products of thoughtlessness, of leaders who avoid thinking about 

the culture and so let it develop without guidance. There are no or

ganizations without institutional habits. There are only places where 

they are deliberately designed, and places where they are created 

without forethought, so they often grow from rivalries or fear. 

But sometimes, even destructive habits can be transformed by 

leaders who know how to seize the right opportunities. Sometimes, 

in the heat of a crisis, the right habits emerge. 

I I . 

When An Evolutionary Theory of Economic Change was first pub

lished in 1982, very few people outside of academia noticed. The 

book's bland cover and daunting first sentence-"In this volume we 

develop an evolutionary theory of the capabilities and behavior of 
business firms operating in a market environment, and construct 

and analyze a number of models consistent with that theory"

almost seemed designed to ward off readers. The authors, Yale pro

fessors Richard Nelson and Sidney Winter, were best known for a 

series of intensely analytic papers exploring Schumpeterian theory 

that even most PhD candidates didn't pretend to understand. 

Within the world of business strategy and organizational theory, 

however, the book went off like a bombshell. It was soon hailed as 

one of the most important texts of the century. Economics profes

sors started talking about it to their colleagues at business schools, 

who started talking to CEOs at conferences, and soon executives 
were quoting Nelson and Winter inside corporations as different as 

General Electric, Pfizer, and Starwood Hotels. 

Nelson and Winter had spent more than a decade examining 
how companies work, trudging through swamps of data before 

arriving at their central conclusion: "Much of firm behavior," they 

wrote, is best "understood as a reflection of general habits and stra-
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tegic orientations coming from the firm's past," rather than "the re

sult of a detailed survey of the remote twigs of the decision tree." 

Or, put in language that people use outside of theoretical eco

nomics, it may seem like most organizations make rational choices 

based on deliberate decision making, but that's not really how com

panies operate at all. Instead, firms are guided by long-held organi

zational habits, patterns that often emerge from thousands of 

employees' independent decisions. And these habits have more pro

found impacts than anyone previously understood. 
For instance, it might seem like the chief executive of a clothing 

company made the decision last year to feature a red cardigan on 

the catalog's cover by carefully reviewing sales and marketing data. 
But, in fact, what really happened was that his vice president con

stantly trolls websites devoted to Japanese fashion trends (where red 

was hip last spring), and the firm's marketers routinely ask their 

friends which colors are "in," and the company's executives, back 

from their annual trip to the Paris runway shows, reported hearing 
that designers at rival firms were using new magenta pigments. All 

these small inputs, the result of uncoordinated patterns among ex

ecutives gossiping about competitors and talking to their friends, 

got mixed into the company's more formal research and develop

ment routines until a consensus emerged: Red will be popular this 

year. No one made a solitary, deliberate decision. Rather, dozens of 

habits, processes, and behaviors converged until it seemed like red 

was the inevitable choice. 
These organizational habits-or "routines," as Nelson and Win

ter called them-are enormously important, because without them, 

most companies would never get any work done. Routines provide 

the hundreds of unwritten rules that companies need to operate. 

They allow workers to experiment with new ideas without having to 

ask for permission at every step. They provide a kind of "organiza

tional memory," so that managers don't have to reinvent the sales 



162 THE POWER OF HABIT 

process every six months or panic each time a VP quits. Routines 

reduce uncertainty-a study of recovery efforts after earthquakes in 

Mexico and Los Angeles, for instance, found that the habits of relief 

workers (which they carried from disaster to disaster, and which 

included things such as establishing communication networks by 

hiring children to carry messages between neighborhoods) were ab

solutely critical, "because without them, policy formulation and 

implementation would be lost in a jungle of detail." 

But among the most important benefits of routines is that they 

create truces between potentially warring groups or individuals 
within an organization. 

Most economists are accustomed to treating companies as idyllic 

places where everyone is devoted to a common goal: making as 

much money as possible. Nelson and Winter pointed out that, in the 

real world, that's not how things work at all. Companies aren't big 

happy families where everyone plays together nicely. Rather, most 

workplaces are made up of fiefdoms where executives compete for 
power and credit, often in hidden skirmishes that make their own 

performances appear superior and their rivals' seem worse. Divi

sions compete for resources and sabotage each other to steal glory. 

Bosses pit their subordinates against one another so that no one can 
mount a coup. 

Companies aren't families. They're battlefields in a civil war. 

Yet despite this capacity for internecine warfare, most companies 
roll along relatively peacefully, year after year, because they have 

routines-habits-that create truces that allow everyone to set aside 
their rivalries long enough to get a day's work done. 

Organizational habits offer a basic promise: If you follow the es

tablished patterns and abide by the truce, then rivalries won't de
stroy the company, the profits will roll in, and, eventually, everyone 

will get rich. A salesperson, for example, knows she can boost her 

bonus by giving favored customers hefty discounts in exchange for 

larger orders. But she also knows that if every salesperson gives 
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away hefty discounts, the firm will go bankrupt and there won't be 

any bonuses to hand out. So a routine emerges: The salespeople all 

get together every January and agree to limit how many discounts 

they offer in order to protect the company's profits, and at the end of 

the year everyone gets a raise. 
Or take a young executive gunning for vice president who, with 

one quiet phone call to a major customer, could kill a sale and sabo

tage a colleague's division, taking him out of the running for the 
promotion. The problem with sabotage is that even if it's good for 

you, it's usually bad for the firm. So at most companies, an unspo

ken compact emerges: It's okay to be ambitious, but if you play ~oo 

rough, your peers will unite against you. On the other hand, if you 

focus on boosting your own department, rather than undermining 

your rival, you'll probably get taken care of over time. 

~ ~ 
Ill I Jir~ "~jii{ I Ill 

ROUTINES CREATE TRUCES 

THAT ALLOW WORK TO GET DONE 

Routines and truces offer a type of rough organizational justice, 

and because of them, Nelson and Winter wrote, conflict within com· 

panies usually "follows largely predictable paths and stays within 

predictable bounds that are consistent with the ongoing rou

tine ... . The usual amount of work gets done, reprimands and com· 

pliments are delivered with the usual frequency .... Nobody is 

trying to steer the organizational ship into a sharp turn in the hope 

of throwing a rival overboard." 
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Most of the time, routines and truces work perfectly. Rivalries 

still exist, of course, but because ofinstitutional habits, they're kept 
within bounds and the business thrives. 

However, sometimes even a truce proves insufficient. Some

times, as Rhode Island Hospital discovered, an unstable peace can 
be as destructive as any civil war. 

•e 

Somewhere in your office, buried in a desk drawer, there's probably 

a handbook you received on your first day of work. It contains ex· 

pense forms and rules about vacations, insurance options, and the 

company's organizational chart. It has brightly colored graphs de

scribing different health care plans, a list of relevant phone num

bers, and instructions on how to access your email or enroll in the 

401(k). 

Now, imagine what you would tell a new colleague who asked for 
advice about how to succeed at your firm. Your recommendations 

probably wouldn't contain anything you'd find in the company's 

handbook. Instead, the tips you would pass along-who is trustwor

thy; which secretaries have more clout than their bosses; how to 

manipulate the bureaucracy to get something done-are the habits 

you rely on every day to survive. If you could somehow diagram all 

your work habits-and the informal power structures, relation

ships, alliances, and conflicts they represent-and then overlay your 

diagram with diagrams prepared by your colleagues, it would create 
a map of your firm's secret hierarchy, a guide to who knows how to 

make things happen and who never seems to get ahead of the ball. 

Nelson and Winter's routines-and the truces they make 

possible-are critical to every kind of business. One study from 

Utrecht University in the Netherlands, for instance, looked at rou

tines within the world of high fashion. To survive, every fashion 

designer has to possess some basic skills: creativity and a flair for 
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haute couture as a start. But that's not enough to succeed. What 

makes the difference between success or failure are a designer's 

routines-whether they have a system for getting Italian broadcloth 

before wholesalers' stocks sell out, a process for finding the best zip· 
per and button seamstresses, a routine for shipping a dress to a 

store in ten days, rather than three weeks. Fashion is such a compli· 

cated business that. without the right processes, a new company will 
get bogged down with logistics, and once that happens, creativity 

ceases to matter. 
And which new designers are most likely to have the right hab· 

its? The ones who have formed the right truces and found the right 

alliances. Truces are so important that new fashion labels usually 

succeed only if they are headed by people who left other fashion 

companies on good terms. 
Some might think Nelson and Winter were writing a book on dry 

economic theory. But what they really produced was a guide to sur· 

viving in corporate America. 
What's more, Nelson and Winter's theories also explain why 

things went so wrong at Rhode Island Hospital. The hospital had 

routines that created an uneasy peace between nurses and 

doctors-the whiteboards, for instance, and the warnings nurses 

whispered to one another were habits that established a baseline 

truce. These delicate pacts allowed the organization to function 

most of the time. But truces are only durable when they create real 

justice. If a truce is unbalanced-if the peace isrtt real-then the 

routines often fail when they are needed most. 
The critical issue at Rhode Island Hospital was that the nurses 

were the only ones giving up power to strike a truce. It was the 

nurses who double-checked patients' medications and made extra 
efforts to write clearly on charts; the nurses who absorbed abuse 

from stressed-out doctors; the nurses who helped separate kind 

physicians from the despots, so the rest of the staff knew who toler· 

ated operating-room suggestions and who would explode if you 
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opened your mouth. The doctors often didn't bother to learn the 

nurses' names. "The doctors were in charge, and we were under
lings," one nurse told me. "We tucked our tails and survived." 

The truces at Rhode Island Hospital were one-sided. So at those 

crucial moments-when, for instance, a surgeon was about to make 

a hasty incision and a nurse tried to intervene-the routines that 

could have prevented the accident crumbled, and the wrong side of 
an eighty-six-year-old mans head was opened up. 

Some might suggest that the solution is more equitable truces. 
That if the hospital's leadership did a better job of allocating author

ity, a healthier balance of power might emerge and nurses and doc

tors would be forced into a mutual respect. 

That's a good start. Unfortunately, it isnt enough. Creating suc

cessful organizations isnt just a matter of balancing authority. For 

an organization to work, leaders must cultivate habits that both ere· 

ate a real and balanced peace and, paradoxically, make it absolutely 
clear whds in charge. 

I l l. 

Philip Brickell, a forty-three-year-old employee of the London Un

derground, was inside the cavernous main hall of the King's Cross 

subway station on a November evening in 1987 when a commuter 

stopped him as he was collecting tickets and said there was a burn

ing tissue at the bottom of a nearby escalator. 
King's Cross was one of the largest, grandest, and most heavily 

trafficked of Londons subway stops, a labyrinth of deep escalators, 

passageways, and tunnels, some of which were almost a century 

old. The station's escalators, in particular, were famous for their size 

and age. Some stretched as many as five stories into the ground and 

were built of wooden slats and rubber handrails, the same materials 

used to construct them decades earlier. More than a quarter million 

passengers passed through King's Cross every day on six different 
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train lines. During evening rush hour, the stations ticketing hall 

was a sea of people hurrying beneath a ceiling repainted so many 

times that no one could recall its original hue. 
The burning tissue, the passenger said, was at the bottom of one 

of the stations longest escalators, servicing the Piccadilly line. Brick

ell immediately left his position, rode the escalator down to the plat

form, found the smoldering wad of tissue, and, with a rolled-up 

magazine, beat out the fire. Then he returned to his post. 
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Brickell didn't investigate further. He didn't try to figure out why 

the tissue was burning or if it might have flown off of a larger fire 

somewhere else within the station. He didn't mention the incident 

to another employee or call the fire department. A separate depart· 

ment handled fire safety, and Brickell, in keeping with the strict divi

sions that ruled the Underground, knew better than to step on 

anyone's toes. Besides, even if he had investigated the possibility of 

a fire, he wouldn't have known what to do with any information he 
learned. The tightly prescribed chain of command at the Under

ground prohibited him from contacting another department with

out a superior's direct authorization. And the Underground's 

routines-handed down from employee to employee-told him 

that he should never, under any circumstances, refer out loud to 
anything inside a station as a "fire," lest commuters become pan
icked. It wasn't how things were done. 

The Underground was governed by a sort of theoretical rule book 

that no one had ever seen or read-and that didn't, in fact, exist ex
cept in the unwritten rules that shaped every employee's life. For 

decades, the Underground had been run by the "Four Barons"- the 

chiefs of civil, signal, electrical, and mechanical engineering-and 

within each of their departments, there were bosses and sub bosses 

who all jealously guarded their authority. The trains ran on time 

because all nineteen thousand Underground employees cooperated 

in a delicate system that passed passengers and trains among 

dozens- sometimes hundreds-of hands all day long. But that co

operation depended upon a balance of power between each of the 
four departments and all their lieutenants that, itself, relied upon 

thousands of habits that employees adhered to. These habits created 

a truce among the Four Barons and their deputies. And from that 

truce arose policies that told Brickell: Looking for fires isn't your job. 
Don't overstep your bounds. 

"Even at the highest level, one director was unlikely to trespass 

on the territory of another," an investigator would later note. "Thus, 
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:he engineering director did not concern himself with whether the 

operating staff were properly trained in fire safety and evacuation 

procedures because he considered those matters to be the province 

of the Operations Directorate." 
So Brickell didn't say anything about the burning tissue. In other 

circumstances, it might have been an unimportant detail. In this 

case, the tissue was a stray warning-a bit of fuel that had escaped 

from a larger, hidden blaze-that would show how perilous even 

perfectly balanced truces can become if they aren't designed just 

right. 
Fifteen minutes after Brickell returned to his booth, another pas· 

senger noticed a wisp of smoke as he rode up the Piccadilly escala

tor; he mentioned it to an Underground employee. The King's Cross 

safety inspector, Christopher Hayes, was eventually roused to inves

tigate. A third passenger, seeing smoke and a glow from underneath 
the escalator's stairs, hit an emergency stop button and began shout· 

ing at passengers to exit the escalator. A policeman saw a slight 
smoky haze inside the escalator's long tunnel, and, halfway down, 

flames beginning to dart above the steps. 
Yet the safety inspector, Hayes, didn't call the London Fire Bri

gade. He hadn't seen any smoke himself, and another of the Under

ground's unwritten rules was that the fire department should never 

be contacted unless absolutely necessary. The policeman who had 

noticed the haze, however, figured he should contact headquarters. 

His radio didn't work underground, so he walked up a long staircase 
into the outdoors and called his superiors, who eventually passed 

word to the fire department. At 7:36 P.M.-twenty-two minutes after 

Brickell was alerted to the flaming tissue-the fire brigade received 

a call: "Small fire at King's Cross." Commuters were pushing past 

the policeman as he stood outside, speaking on his radio. They were 

rushing into the station, down into the tunnels, focused on getting 

home for dinner. 
Within minutes, many of them would be dead. 
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At 7:36 P.M., an Underground worker roped off entry to the Picca

dilly escalator and another started diverting people to a different 

stairway. New trains were arriving every few minutes. The platform5 

where passengers exited subway cars were crowded. A bottleneck 
started building at the bottom of an open staircase. 

Hayes, the safety inspector, went into a passageway that led to 

the Piccadilly escalator's machine room. In the dark, there was a set 
of controls for a sprinkler system specifically designed to fight fires 

on escalators. It had been installed years earlier, after a fire in an

other station had led to a series of dire reports about the risks of a 

sudden blaze. More than two dozen studies and reprimands had 

said that the Underground was unprepared for fires, and that staff 
needed to be trained in how to use sprinklers and fire extinguishers, 

which were positioned on every train platform. Two years earlier the 
deputy assistant chief of the London Fire Brigade had written to the 

operations director for railways, complaining about subway work· 
ers' safety habits. 

"I am gravely concemed,n the letter read. "I cannot urge too 

strongly that ... clear instructions be given that on any suspicion of 

fire, the Fire Brigade be called without delay. This could save lives." 

However, Hayes, the safety inspector, never saw that letter be

cause it was sent to a separate division from the one he worked 

within, and the Underground's policies were never rewritten tore

flect the warning. No one inside King's Cross understood how to 
use the escalator sprinkler system or was authorized to use the ex

tinguishers, because another department controlled them. Hayes 

completely forgot the sprinkler system existed. The truces ruling 

the Underground made sure everyone knew their place, but they 

left no room for learning about anything outside what you were as· 

signed to know. Hayes ran past the sprinkler controls without so 
much as a glance. 
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When he reached the machine room, he was nearly overcome by 

heat. The fire was already too big to fight. He ran back to the main 

hall. There was a line of people standing at the ticket machines and 

hundreds of people milling about the room, walking to platforms or 

leaving the station. Hayes found a policeman. 
"We've got to stop the trains and get everyone out of here," he 

told him. "The fire is out of control. It's going everywhere." 
At 7:42 P.M.- almost a half hour after the burning tissue-the 

first fireman arrived at King's Cross. As he entered the ticketing hall 

he saw dense black smoke starting to snake along the ceiling. The 
escalator's rubber handrails had begun to burn. As the acrid smell 

of burning rubber spread, commuters in the ticketing hall began to 

recognize that something was wrong. They moved toward the exits 

as firemen waded through the crowd, fighting against the tide. 
Below, the fire was spreading. The entire escalator was now 

aflame, producing a superheated gas that rose to the top of the shaft 

enclosing the escalator, where it was trapped against the tunnefs 

ceiling, which was covered with about twenty layers of old paint. A 
few years earlier, the Underground's director of operations had sug· 

gested that all this paint might pose a fire hazard. Perhaps, he said, 

the old layers should be removed before a new one is applied? 

Painting protocols were not in his purview, however. Paint re

sponsibility resided with the maintenance department, whose chief 

politely thanked his colleague for the recommendation, and then 

noted that if he wanted to interfere with other departments, the 

favor would be swiftly returned. 
The director of operations withdrew his recommendation. 

As the superheated gases pooled along the ceiling of the escala

tor shaft, all those old layers of paint began absorbing the warmth. 

As each new train arrived, it pushed a fresh gust of oxygen into the 

station, feeding the fire like a bellows. 
At 7:43 P.M., a train arrived and a salesman named Mark Silver 

exited. He knew immediately that something was wrong. The air 
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was hazy, the platform packed with people. Smoke wafted around 
where he was standing, curling around the train cars as they sat on 

the tracks. He turned to reenter the train, but the doors had closed. 

He hammered on the windows, but there was an unofficial policy to 
avoid tardiness: Once the doors were sealed, they did not open 

again. Up and down the platform, Silver and other passengers 

screamed at the driver to open the doors. The signal light changed 

to green, and the train pulled away. One woman jumped on the 

tracks, running after the train as it moved into the tunnel. "Let me 
in!" she screamed. 

Silver walked down the platform, to where a policeman was di

recting everyone away from the Piccadilly escalator and to another 

stairway. There were crowds of panicked people waiting to get up

stairs. They could all smell the smoke, and everyone was packed to

gether. It felt hot-either from the fire or the crush of people, Silver 

wasrit sure. He finally got to the bottom of an escalator that had 

been turned off. As he climbed toward the ticketing hall, he could 

feel his legs burning from heat coming through a fifteen-foot wall 

separating him from the Piccadilly shaft. "I looked up and saw the 
walls and ceiling sizzling," he later said. 

At 7:45 P.M., an arriving train forced a large gust of air into the 

station. As the oxygen fed the fire, the blaze in the Piccadilly escalator 

roared. The superheated gases along the ceiling of the shaft. fueled 

by fire below and sizzling paint above, reached a combustion tem

perature, known as a "flashover point." At that moment, everything 
inside the shaft-the paint, the wooden escalator stairs, and any 

other available fuel-ignited in a fiery blast. The force of the sudden 

incineration acted like the explosion of gunpowder at the base of a 

rifle barrel. It began pushing the fire upward through the long shaft. 

absorbing more heat and velocity as the blaze expanded until it shot 

out of the tunnel and into the ticketing hall in a wall of flames that 

set metal, tile, and flesh on fire. The temperature inside the hall shot 

up 150 degrees in half a second. A policeman riding one of the side 
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escalators later told investigators that he saw "a jet of flame that shot 

up and then collected into a kind of ball." There were nearly fifty 

people inside the hall at the time. 
Aboveground, on the street, a passerby felt heat explode from 

one of the subway's exits, saw a passenger stagger out, and ran to 
help. "I got hold of his right hand with my right hand but as our 

hands touched I could feel his was red hot and some of the skin 

came off in my hand," the rescuer said. A policeman who was enter
ing the ticketing hall as the explosion occurred later told reporters. 

from a hospital bed, that "a fireball hit me in the face and knocked 
me off my feet. My hands caught fire. They were just melting." 

He was one of the last people to exit the hall alive. 
Shortly after the explosion, dozens of fire trucks arrived. But be

cause the fire department's rules instructed them to connect their 

hoses to street-level hydrants. rather than those installed by the Un

derground inside the station. and because none of the subway em

ployees had blueprints showing the station's layout-all the plans 
were in an office that was locked, and none of the ticketing agents or 

the station manager had keys-it took hours to extinguish the 

flames. 
When the blaze was finally put out at 1:46 A.M.-six hours after 

the burning tissue was noticed-the toll stood at thirty-one dead 

and dozens injured. 
"Why did they send me straight into the fire?" a twenty-year-old 

music teacher asked the next day from a hospital bed. "I could see 

them burning. I could hear them screaming. Why didn't someone 

take charge?" 

ee .. 

To answer those questions, consider a few of the truces the London 

Underground relied upon to function: 
Ticketing clerks were warned that their jurisdiction was strictly 
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limited to selling tickets, so if they saw a burning tissue, they didn't 
warn anyone for fear of overstepping their bounds. 

Station employees weren't trained how to use the sprinkler sys

tem or extinguishers, because that equipment was overseen by a 
different division. 

The station's safety inspector never saw a letter from the London 

Fire Brigade warning about fire risks because it was sent to the op

erations director, and information like that wasn't shared across di
visions. 

Employees were instructed only to contact the fire brigade as a 

last resort, so as not to panic commuters unnecessarily. 

The fire brigade insisted on using its own street-level hydrants, 

ignoring pipes in the ticketing hall that could have delivered water, 

because they had been ordered not to use equipment installed by 
other agencies. 

In some ways, each of these informal rules, on its own, makes a 

certain amount of sense. For instance, the habits that kept ticketing 

clerks focused on selling tickets instead of doing anything else
including keeping an eye out for warning signs of fire-existed 

because, years earlier, the Underground had problems with under

staffed kiosks. Clerks kept leaving their posts to pick up trash or 
point tourists toward their trains, and as a result, long lines would 

form. So clerks were ordered to stay in their booths, sell tickets, and 

not worry about anything else. It worked. Lines disappeared. If 
clerks saw something amiss outside their kiosks-beyond their 

scope of responsibility-they minded their own business. 
And the fire brigade's habit ofinsisting on their own equipment? 

That was a result of an incident, a decade earlier, when a fire had 

raged in another station as firemen wasted precious minutes trying 

to hook up their hoses to unfamiliar pipes. Afterward, everyone de

cided it was best to stick with what they knew. 

None of these routines, in other words, were arbitrary. Each was 
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designed for a reason. The Underground was so vast and compli

cated that it could operate smoothly only if truces smoothed over 

potential obstacles. Unlike at Rhode Island Hospital, each truce cre

ated a genuine balance of power. No department had the upper 

hand. 
Yet thirty-one people died. 
The London Underground's routines and truces all seemed logi

cal until a fire erupted. At which point, an awful truth emerged: No 
one person, department, or baron had ultimate responsibility for 

passengers' safety. 
Sometimes, one priority- or one department or one person or 

one goal-needs to overshadow everything else, though it might be 

unpopular or threaten the balance of power that keeps trains run

ning on time. Sometimes, a truce can create dangers that outweigh 

any peace. 
There's a paradox in this observation, of course. How can an or· 

ganization implement habits that balance authority and, at the same 
time, choose a person or goal that rises above everyone else? How 

do nurses and doctors share authority while still making it dear 

who is in charge? How does a subway system avoid becoming 

bogged down in turf battles while making sure safety is still a prior

ity, even if that means lines of authority must be redrawn? 

The answer lies in seizing the same advantage that Tony Dungy 

encountered when he took over the woeful Bucs and Paul O'Neill 

discovered when he became CEO of flailing Alcoa. It's the same op· 
portunity Howard Schultz exploited when he returned to a flagging 

Starbucks in 2007. All those leaders seized the possibilities created 

by a crisis. During turmoil, organizational habits become malleable 

enough to both assign responsibility and create a more equitable 
balance of power. Crises are so valuable, in fact, that sometimes it's 

worth stirring up a sense oflooming catastrophe rather than letting 

it die down. 
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IV. 

Four months after the elderly man with the botched skull surgery 

died at Rhode Island Hospital, another surgeon at the hospital com

mitted a similar error, operating on the wrong section of another 

patient's head. The state's health department reprimanded the facil

ity and fined it $50,000. Eighteen months later, a surgeon operated 

on the wrong part of a child's mouth during a deft palate surgery. 

Five months after that, a surgeon operated on a patient's wrong fin
ger. Ten months after that, a drill bit was left inside a man's head. 

For these transgressions, the hospital was fined another $450,000. 

Rhode Island Hospital is not the only medical institution where 

such accidents happen, of course, but they were unlucky enough to 

become the poster child for such mistakes. Local newspapers 

printed detailed stories of each incident. Television s tations set up 

camp outside the hospital. The national media joined in, too. "The 

problem's not going away," a vice president of the national hospital 

accreditation organization told an Associated Press reporter. Rhode 

Island Hospital, the state's medical authorities declared to report

ers, was a facility in chaos. 

"It felt like working in a war zone," a nurse told me. "There were 

TV reporters ambushing doctors as they walked to their cars. One 

little boy asked me to make sure the doctor wouldn't accidentally cut 

off his arm during surgery. It felt like everything was out of control." 

As critics and the media piled on, a sense of crisis emerged 

within the hospital. Some administrators started worrying that the 

facility would lose its accreditation. Others became defensive, at

tacking the television stations for singling them out. "I found a but

ton that said 'Scapegoat' that I was going to wear to work," one 

doctor told me. "My wife said that was a bad idea." 

Then an administrator, Dr. Mary Reich Cooper, who had be

come chief quality officer a few weeks before the eighty-six-year-old 

man's death, spoke up. In meetings with the hospital's administra-
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tors and staff, Cooper said that they were looking at the situation 

all wrong. 
All this criticism wasn't a bad thing, she said. In fact, the hospital 

had been given an opportunity that few organizations ever received. 

"1 saw this as an opening," Dr. Cooper told me. uThere's a long 

history of hospitals trying to attack these problems and failing. 

Sometimes people need a jolt, and aU the bad publicity was a serious 

jolt. It gave us a chance to reexamine everything." 

Rhode Island Hospital shut down all elective surgery units for an 

entire day-a huge expense-and put the entire staff through an in

tensive training program that emphasized teamwork and stressed 

the importance of empowering nurses and medical staff. The chief 

of neurosurgery resigned and a new leader was selected. The hospi

tal invited the Center for Transforming Healthcare-a coalition of 

leading medical institutions-to help redesign its surgical safe

guards. Administrators installed video cameras in operating rooms 

to make sure time-outs occurred and checklists were mandated for 

every surgery. A computerized system allowed any hospital employee 

to anonymously report problems that endangered patient health. 

Some of those initiatives had been proposed at Rhode Island 

Hospital in previous years, but they had always been struck down. 

Doctors and nurses didn't want people recording their surgeries or 

other hospitals telling them how to do their jobs. 

But once a sense of crisis gripped Rhode Island Hospital, every

one became more open to change. 
Other hospitals have made similar shifts in the wake of mistakes 

and have brought down error rates that just years earlier had seemed 

immune to improvement. Like Rhode Island Hospital, these insti

tutions have found that reform is usually possible only once a sense 

of crisis takes hold. For instance, one of Harvard University's teach

ing hospitals, Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, went through 

a spate of errors and internal battles in the late 1990s that spilled 

into newspaper articles and ugly shouting matches between nurses 
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and administrators at public meetings. There was talk among some 

state officials of forcing the hospital to close departments until they 

could prove the mistakes would stop. Then the hospital, under at

tack. coalesced around solutions to change its culture. Part of the 

answer was "safety rounds." in which, every three months. a senior 

physician discussed a particular surgery or diagnosis and described, 

in painstaking detail. a mistake or near miss to an audience of hun

dreds of her or his peers. 

"It's excruciating to admit a mistake publicly," said Dr. Donald 

Moorman, until recently Beth Israel Deaconess's associate surgeon 

in chief. "Twenty years ago. doctors wouldn't do it. But a real sense 

of panic has spread through hospitals now, and even the best sur

geons are willing to talk about how close they came to a big error. 

The culture of medicine is changing." 

•• 
Good leaders seize crises to remake organizational habits. NASA 

administrators, for instance, tried for years to improve the agency's 

safety habits, but those efforts were unsuccessful until the space 

shuttle Challenger exploded in 1986. In the wake of that tragedy. the 

organization was able to overhaul how it enforced quality standards. 

Airline pilots. too, spent years trying to convince plane manufactur

ers and air traffic controllers to redesign how cockpits were laid out 

and traffic controllers communicated. Then, a runway error on the 

Spanish island ofTenerife in 1977 killed 583 people and, within five 
years. cockpit design, runway procedures, and air traffic controller 

communication routines were overhauled. 

In fact, crises are such valuable opportunities that a wise leader 

often prolongs a sense of emergency on purpose. That's exactly 

what occurred after the King's Cross station fire. Five days after the 

blaze, the British secretary of state appointed a special investigator, 

Desmond Fennell, to study the incident. Fennell began by inter-

The Power of a Crisis 179 

viewing the Underground's leadership. and quickly discovered that 

everyone had known-for years-that fire safety was a serious prob

lem, and yet nothing had changed. Some administrators had pro

posed new hierarchies that would have clarified responsibility for 

fire prevention. Others had proposed giving station managers more 

power so that they could bridge departmental divides. None of those 

reforms had been implemented. 
When Fennell began suggesting changes of his own. he saw the 

same kinds of roadblocks-department chiefs refusing to take re· 
sponsibility or undercutting him with whispered threats to their 

subordinates-start to emerge. 
So he decided to turn his inquiry into a media circus. 

He called for public hearings that lasted ninety-one days and re

vealed an organization that had ignored multiple warnings of risks. 

He implied to newspaper reporters that commuters were in grave 
danger whenever they rode the subway. He cross-examined dozens 

of witnesses who described an organization where turf battles mat· 

tered more than commuter safety. His final report, released almost 

a year after the fire, was a scathing. 250-page indictment of the Un
derground portraying an organization crippled by bureaucratic in· 

eptitude. "Having set out as an Investigation into the events of one 

night," Fennell wrote, the report's "scope was necessarily enlarged 

into the examination of a system." He concluded with pages and 
pages of stinging criticisms and recommendations that. essentially, 

suggested much of the organization was either incompetent or cor· 

rupt. 
The response was instantaneous and overwhelming. Commut-

ers picketed the Underground's offices. The organization's leader· 

ship was fired. A slew of new laws were passed and the culture of 

the Underground was overhauled. Today, every station has a man· 

ager whose primary responsibility is passenger safety. and every 

employee has an obligation to communicate at the smallest hint of 

risk. All the trains still run on time. But the Underground's habits 
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and truces have adjusted just enough to make it clear who has ulti

mate responsibility for fire prevention, and everyone is empowered 
to act, regardless of whose toes they might step on. 

The same kinds of shifts are possible at any company where in

stitutional habits-through thoughtlessness or neglect-have cre

ated toxic truces. A company with dysfunctional habits can't turn 

around simply because a leader orders it. Rather, wise executives 

seek out moments of crisis-or create the perception of crisis-and 

cultivate the sense that something must change, until everyone is fi. 
nally ready to overhaul the patterns they live with each day. 

"You never want a serious crisis to go to waste," Rahm Emanuel 

told a conference of chief executives in the wake of the 2008 global 

financial meltdown, soon after he was appointed as President 

Obama's chief of staff. "This crisis provides the opportunity for us 

to do things that you could not do before." Soon afterward, the 

Obama administration convinced a once-reluctant Congress to pass 

the president's $787 billion stimulus plan. Congress also passed 
Obama's health care reform law, reworked consumer protection 

laws, and approved dozens of other statutes, from expanding chil

dren's health insurance to giving women new opportunities to sue 

over wage discrimination. It was one of the biggest policy overhauls 

since the Great Society and the New Deal, and it happened because, 

in the aftermath of a financial catastrophe, lawmakers saw opportu
nity. 

Something similar happened at Rhode Island Hospital in the 
wake of the eighty-six-year-old man's death and the other surgical 

errors. Since the hospitaYs new safety procedures were fully imple

mented in 2009, no wrong-site errors have occurred. The hospital 

recently earned a Beacon Award, the most prestigious recognition 

of critical care nursing, and honors from the American College of 

Surgeons for the quality of cancer care. 

More important, say the nurses and doctors who work there, 

Rhode island Hospital feels like a completely different place. 
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In 2010, a young nurse named Allison Ward walked into an op· 

erating room to assist on a routine surgery. She had started working 

in the OR a year earlier. She was the youngest and least experienced 

person in the room. Before the surgery began, the entire surgical 

team gathered over the unconscious patient for a time-out. The sur

geon read from a checklist, posted on the wall, which detailed every 

step of the operation. 
"Okay, final step," he said before he picked up his scalpel. "Does 

anyone have any concerns before we start?" 
The doctor had performed hundreds of these surgeries. He had 

an office full of degrees and awards. 
"Doctor," the twenty-seven-year-old Ward said, "I want to remind 

everyone that we have to pause before the first and second proce
dures. You didn't mention that, and I just want to make sure we re

member." 
It was the type of comment that, a few years ago, might have 

earned her a rebuke. Or ended her career. 
"Thanks for adding that," the surgeon said. "I'll remember to 

mention it next time. 
"Okay," he said, "let's start." 
"I know this hospital has gone through some hard periods," 

Ward later told me. "But it's really cooperative now. Our training, all 

the role models-the whole culture of the hospital is focused on 

teamwork. I feel like I can say anything. It's an amazing place to 

work." 
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THE GO LDEN RULE O F HABIT CHANGE 

Why Transformation Occurs 

I. 

The game clock at the far end of the field says there arc eight min

utes and nineteen seconds left when Tony Dungy, the new head 

coach of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers-one of the worst teams in the 

National Football League, not to mention the history of professional 
football-starts to feel a tiny glimmer of hope. 

It's late on a Sunday afternoon, November 17, 1996. The Bucca

neers are playing in San Diego against the Chargers, a team that 

appeared in the Super Bowl the previous year. The Sues are losing, 
17 to 16. They've been losing all game. They've been losing all sea

son. They've been losing all decade. The Buccaneers have not won a 

game on the West Coast in sixteen years, and many of the team's 

current players were in grade school the last time the Bucs had a 

victorious season. So far this year, their record is 2-8. In one of those 

games, the Detroit Lions-a team so bad it would later be described 

as putting the "less" in "hopeless"-beat the Sues 21 to 6, and then, 

three weeks later, beat them again, 27 to 0. One newspap~r colum-
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nist has started referring to the Bucs as "America's Orange Door

mat." ESPN is predicting that Dungy, who got his job only in January, 

could be fired before the year is done. 
On the sidelines, however, as Dungy watches his team arrange 

itself for the next play, it feels like the sun has finally broken through 

the clouds. He doesn't smile. He never lets his emotions show dur

ing a game. But something is taking place on the field, something 

he's been working toward for years. As the jeers from the hostile 
crowd of fifty thousand rain down upon him, Tony Dungy sees 

something that no one else does. He sees proof that his plan is start

ing to work. 

Tony Dungy had waited an eternity for this job. For seventeen years, 

he prowled the sidelines as an assistant coach, firs t at the University 

of Minnesota, then with the Pittsburgh Steelers, then the Kansas 
City Chiefs, and then back to Minnesota with the Vikings. Four 

times in the past decade, he had been invited to interview for head 

coaching positions with NFL teams. 
All four times, the interviews hadn't gone well. 
Part of the problem was Dungy's coaching philosophy. In his job 

interviews, he would patiently explain his belief that the key to win

ning was changing players' habits. He wanted to get players to stop 
making so many decisions during a game, he said. He wanted them 

to react automatically, habitually. If he could instill the right habits, 

his team would win. Period. 
"Champions don't do extraordinary things," Dungy would ex

plain. "They do ordinary things, but they do them without thinking, 
too fast for the other team to react. They follow the habits they've 

learned." 
How, the owners would ask, are you going to create those new 

habits? 
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Oh, no, he wasn't going to create new habits, Dungy would an

swer. Players spent their lives building the habits that got them to 

the NFL. No athlete is going to abandon those patterns simply be

cause some new coach says to. 

So rather than creating new habits, Dungy was going to change 
players' old ones. And the secret to changing old habits was using 

what was already inside players' heads. Habits are a three-step 

loop-the cue, the routine, and the reward- but Dungy only wanted 

to attack the middle step, the routine. He knew from experience that 

it was easier to convince someone to adopt a new behavior if there 

was something familiar at the beginning and end. 

His coaching strategy embodied an axiom, a Golden Rule of 

habit change that study after study has shown is among the most 

powerful tools for creating change. Dungy recognized that you can 

never truly extinguish bad habits. 

Rather, to change a habit, you must keep the old cue, and deliver 

the old reward, but insert a new routine. 

That's the rule: If you use the same cue, and provide the same 

reward, you can shift the routine and change the habit. Almost any 

behavior can be transformed if the cue and reward stay the same. 

The Golden Rule has influenced treatments for alcoholism, obe

sity, obsessive-compulsive disorders, and hundreds of other destruc

tive behaviors, and understanding it can help anyone change their 

own habits. (Attempts to give up snacking, for instance, will often 

fail unless there's a new routine to satisfy old cues and reward urges. 

A smoker usually can't quit unless she finds some activity to replace 

cigarettes when her nicotine craving is triggered.) 
Four times Dungy explained his habit-based philosophy to team 

owners. Four times they listened politely, thanked him for his time, 

and then hired someone else. 
Then, in 1996, the woeful Buccaneers called. Dungy flew to 

Tampa Bay and, once again, laid out his plan for how they could 

win. The day after the final interview, they offered him th(" job. 

The Golden Rule of Habit Change 63 

THE GOL DE N RUL E Of HAB I T CHANGE 

You C on"t Ext i n g u i> h o B o d Ho bi t . 
You Con O n ly Cho n ge II . 

Routine ~~ 

~ / ~ . 
~ CRAVI~G \,o,l 
,., IOt VICIOU II 

Cue Reword 

Routine 

/'~~ . 
• 

- l~l 
Ctlli~G !<d. f 

fOR VICIORY '\nl 
Cue Reword 

~ ~ 
HOW IT WORKS : 

US E THE SAME CUE. 

PROVIDE THE SAME REWARD. 

CHANGE THE ROUTINE. 

Dungy's system would eventually turn the Sues into one of the 

league's winn.ingest teams. He would become the only coach inN FL 
history to reach the play-offs in ten consecutive years, the first Afri

can American coach to win a Super Bowl, and one of the most re

spected figures in professional athletics. His coaching techniques 

would spread throughout the league and all of sports. His approach 

would help illuminate how to remake the habits in anyone's life. 
But all of that would come later. Today, in San Diego, Dungy just 

wanted to win. 

From the sidelines, Dungy looks up at the clock: 8:19 remaining. 
The Bucs have been behind all game and have squandered opportu

nity after opportunity, in typical fashion. If their defense doesn't 

make something happen right now, this game will effectively be 

over. San Diego has the ball on their own twenty-yard line, and the 
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Chargers' quarterback, Stan Humphries, is preparing to lead a drive 

that, he hopes, will put the game away. The play clock begins, and 

Humphries is poised to take the snap. 

But Dungy isn't looking at Humphries. Instead, he's watching 

his own players align into a formation they have spent months per
fecting. Traditionally, football is a game offeints and counterfeints, 

trick plays and misdirection. Coaches with the thickest playbooks 

and most complicated schemes usually win. Dungy, however, has 

taken the opposite approach. He isn't interested in complication or 
obfuscation. When Dungy's defensive players line up, it is obvious 

to everyone exactly which play they are going to use. 

Dungy has opted for this approach because, in theory, he doesn't 

need misdirection. He simply needs his team to be faster than ev

eryone else. In football, milliseconds matter. So instead of teaching 

his players hundreds of formations, he has taught them only a hand

ful, but they have practiced over and over until the behaviors are 

automatic. When his strategy works, his players can move with a 

speed that is impossible to overcome. 

But only when it works. If his players think too much or hesitate 
or second-guess their instincts, the system falls apart. And so far, 

Dungy's players have been a mess. 

This time, however, as the Bucs line up on the twenty-yard line, 

something is different. Take Regan Upshaw, a Buccaneer defensive 

end who has settled into a three-point stance on the scrimmage 

line. Instead of looking up and down the line, trying to absorb as 
much information as possible, Upshaw is looking only at the cues 

that Dungy taught him to focus on. First, he glances at the outside 

foot of the opposite lineman (his toes are back, which means he is 

preparing to step backward and block while the quarterback passes); 

next, Upshaw looks at the lineman's shoulders (rotated slightly in· 

ward), and the space between him and the next player (a fraction 

narrower than expected). 
Upshaw has practiced how to react to each of these cues so many 
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times that, at this point, he doesn't have to think about what to do. 

He just follows his habits. 
San Diegds quarterback approaches the line of scrimmage and 

glances right, then left, barks the count and takes the ball. He drops 

back five steps and stands tall, swiveling his head, looking for an 

open receiver. Three seconds have passed since the play started. The 

stadium's eyes and the television cameras are on him. 

So most observers fail to see what's happening among the Buc

caneers. As soon as Humphries took the snap, Upshaw sprang into 
action. Within the first second of the play, he darted right, across the 

line of scrimmage, so fast the offensive lineman couldn't block him. 

Within the next second, Upshaw ran four more paces downfield, his 

steps a blur. In the next second, Upshaw moved three strides closer 

to the quarterback, his path impossible for the offensive lineman to 

predict. 
As the play moves into its fourth second, Humphries, the San 

Diego quarterback, is suddenly exposed. He hesitates, sees Upshaw 
from the corner of his eye. And that's when Humphries makes his 

mistake. He starts thinking. 

Humphries spots a teammate, a rookie tight end named Brian 

Roche, twenty yards downfield. There's another San Diego receiver 

much closer, waving his arms, calling for the balL The short pass is 

the safe choice. Instead, Humphries, under pressure, performs a 

split-second analysis, cocks his arm, and heaves to Roche. 
That hurried decision is precisely what Dungy was hoping for. 

As soon as the ball is in the air, a Buccaneer safety named john 
Lynch starts moving. Lynch's job was straightforward: When the 

play started, he ran to a particular point on the field and waited for 

his cue. There's enormous pressure to improvise in this situation. 

But Dungy has drilled Lynch until his routine is automatic. And as 

a result, when the ball leaves the quarterback's hands, Lynch is 

standing ten yards from Roche, waiting. 
As the ball spins through the air, Lynch reads his cues- the di· 
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recti on of the quarterback's face mask and hands, the spacing of the 

receivers- and starts moving before it's clear where the ball will 

land. Roche, the San Diego receiver, springs forward, but Lynch cuts 

around him and intercepts the pass. Before Roche can react, Lynch 

takes off down the field toward the Chargers' end zone. The other 

Buccaneers are perfectly positioned to clear his route. Lynch runs 

10, then 15, then 20, then almost 25 yards before he is finally pushed 

out of bounds. The entire play has taken less than ten seconds. 

Two minutes later, the Sues score a touchdown, taking the lead 

for the first time all game. Five minutes later, they kick a field goal. 

In between, Dungy's defense shuts down each of San Diego's come

back attempts. The Buccaneers win, 25 to 17. one of the biggest 

upsets of the season. 

At the end of the game, Lynch and Dungy exit the field together. 

"It feels like something was different out there," Lynch says as 

they walk into the tunnel. 

"We're starting to believe," Dungy replies. 

II. 

To understand how a coach's focus on changing habits could re

make a team. it's necessary to look outside the world of sports. Way 

outside, to a dingy basement on the Lower East Side of New York 

City in 1934, where one of the largest and most successful attempts 
at wide-scale habit change was born. 

Sitting in the basement was a thirty-nine-year·old alcoholic 

named Bill Wilson. Years earlier, Wilson had taken his first drink 

during officers' training camp in New Bedford, Massachusetts, 

where he was learning to fire machine guns before getting shipped 
to France and World War I. Prominent families who lived near the 

base often invited officers to dinner, and one Sunday night, Wilson 

attended a party where he was served rarebit and beer. He was 

twenty-two years old and had never had alcohol before. The only 
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polite thing, it seemed, was to drink the glass served to him. A few 

weeks later, Wilson was invited to another elegant affair. Men were 

in tuxedos, women were flirting. A butler came by and put a Bronx 

cocktail-a combination of gin, dry and sweet vermouth, and or

ange juice-into Wilson's hand. He took a sip and felt, he later said, 

as if he had found "the elixir of life." 
By the mid-1930s, back from Europe, his marriage falling apart 

and a fortune from selling stocks vaporized, Wilson was consuming 

three bottles ofbooze a day. On a cold November afternoon, while 

he was sitting in the gloom, an old drinking buddy called. Wilson 

invited him over and mixed a pitcher of pineapple juice and gin. He 

poured his friend a glass. 
His friend handed it back. He'd been sober for two months, he 

said. 
Wilson was astonished. He started describing his own struggles 

with alcohol, including the fight he'd gotten into at a country club 
that had cost him his job. He had tried to quit, he said, but couldn't 

manage it. He'd been to detox and had taken pills. He'd made prom
ises to hls wife and joined abstinence groups. None of it worked. 

How, Wilson asked, had his friend done it? 
"I got religion," the friend said. He talked about hell and tempta

tion, sin and the devil. "Realize you are licked, admit it, and get will

ing to turn your life over to God." 
Wilson thought the guy was nuts. "Last summer an alcoholic 

crackpot; now, I suspected, a little cracked about religion," he later 

wrote. When his friend left, Wilson polished off the booze and went 

to bed. 
A month later, in December 1934, Wilson checked into the 

Charles B. Towns Hospital for Drug and Alcohol Addictions, an up

scale Manhattan detox center. A physician started hourly infusions 

of a hallucinogenic drug called belladonna, then in vogue for the 

treatment of alcoholism. Wilson floated in and out of consciousness 

on a bed in a small room. 
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Then, in an episode that has been described at millions of meet

ings in cafeterias, union halls, and church basements, Wilson began 

writhing in agony. For days, he hallucinated. The withdrawal pains 

made it feel as if insects were crawling across his skin. He was so 

nauseous he could hardly move, but the pain was too intense to stay 

still. "If there is a God, let Him show Himsel£1" Wilson yelled to his 

empty room. "I am ready to do anything. Anything!" At that mo

ment, he later wrote, a white light filled his room, the pain ceased, 

and he felt as if he were on a mountaintop, "and that a wind not of 
air but of spirit was blowing. And then it burst upon me that I was 

a free man. Slowly the ecstasy subsided. I lay on the bed, but now for 

a time I was in another world, a new world of consciousness." 

Bill Wilson would never have another drink. For the next thirty-six 
years, until he died of emphysema in 1971, he would devote himself 

to founding , building, and spreading Alcoholics Anonymous, until 

it became the largest, most well-known and successful habit
changing organization in the world. 

An estimated 2.1 million people seek help from AA each year, 

and as many as 10 million alcoholics may have achieved sobriety 

through the group. AA doesrit work for everyone-success rates are 

difficult to measure, because of participants' anonymity- but mil

lions credit the program with saving their lives. AA's foundational 

credo, the famous twelve steps. have become cultural lodestones in

corporated into treatment programs for overeating, gambling, debt, 

sex, drugs, hoarding, self-mutilation, smoking, video game addic

tions, emotional dependency, and dozens of other destructive be
haviors. The group's techniques offer, in many respects, one of the 

most powerful formulas for change. 

All of which is somewhat unexpected, because AA has almost no 

grounding in science or most accepted therapeutic methods. 

Alcoholism, of course, is more than a habit. It's a physical addic

tion with psychological and perhaps genetic roots. What's interest

ing about AA, however, is that the program doesrit directly attack 
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many of the psychiatric or biochemical issues that researchers say 

are often at the core of why alcoholics drink. In fact, AA's methods 

seem to sidestep scientific and medical findings altogether, as well 

as the types of intervention many psychiatrists say alcoholics really 

need.* 
What AA provides instead is a method for attacking the habits 

that surround alcohol use. AA, in essence, is a giant machine for 

changing habit loops. And though the habits associated with alco· 
holism are extreme, the lessons AA provides demonstrate how al

most any habit- even the most obstinate-can be changed. 

• 
Bill Wilson didn't read academic journals or consult many doctors 

before founding AA. A few years after he achieved sobriety, he wrote 

the now-famous twelve steps in a rush one night while sitting in 

bed. He chose the number twelve because there were twelve apos-

* The line separating habits and addictions is often difficult to measure. For instance. the 
American Society of Addiction Medicine defines addiction as •a primaty, chronic disease of brain 
reward, motivation, memory and related circuitry .. .. Addiction is characterized by impairment 
in behavioral control, craving. inability to consistently abstain. and diminished relationships." 

By that defin ition, some researchers note, it is difficult to determine why spending fifty dollars 
a week on cocaine 1s bad, but fifty dollars a week on coffee is okay. Someone who craves a latte 
evety afternoon may seem clinically addicted to an observer who thinks five dollars for coffee 
demonstrates an "impairment in behavioral control." Is someone who would prefer running to 
having breakfast with his kids addicted to exercise? 

ln general. say many researchers, while addiction is complicated and still poorly understood, 
many of the behaviors that we associate with it are often driven by habit. Some substances, such 
as drugs, cigarettes, or alcohol, can create phys1cal dependencies. But these ph)-sical cravings 
often fade quickly after use is discontinued. A physical addiction to nicotine, for instance, lasts 
only as long as the chemical is in a smoker's bloodstream-about one hundred hours after the 
last cigarette. Many of the lingering urges that we think of as nicotine's addictive twinges are 
really behavioral habits asserting themselves-we crave a cigarette at breakfast a month later not 
because we physically need it, but because we remember so fondly the rush it once provided each 
morning. Attacking the behavJors we think of as addictions by modifying the habits surrounding 
them has been shown, in clinical stud ies, to be one of the most effective modes of treatment. 
(TI1ough it is worth noting that some chemicals, such as opiates, can cause prolonged physical 
addictions, and some studies indicate that a small group of people seem predisposed to seek out 
addictive chemicals. regard less of behavioral interventions. The number of chemicals that cause 
long-term physical addictions, however. is relatively small, and the number of predisposed addicts 
is estimated to be much less than the number of alcoholics and addicts seeking help.) 
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ties. And some aspects of the program are not just unscientific, they 
can seem downright strange. 

Take, for instance, AA's insistence that alcoholics attend "ninety 

meetings in ninety days"-a stretch of time, it appears, chosen at 

random. Or the program's intense focus on spirituality, as articu

lated in step three, which says that alcoholics can achieve sobriety by 

making "a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of 

God as we understand him.n Seven of the twelve steps mention God 

or spirituality, which seems odd for a program founded by a onetime 

agnostic who, throughout his life, was openly hostile toward orga

nized religion. AA meetings don't have a prescribed schedule or cur

riculum. Rather, they usually begin with a member telling his or her 

story, after which other people can chime in. There are no profes

sionals who guide conversations and few rules about how meetings 

are supposed to function. In the past five decades, as almost every 

aspect of psychiatry and addiction research has been revolutionized 
by discoveries in behavioral sciences, pharmacology, and our under

standing of the brain, AA has remained frozen in time. 

Because of the program's lack of rigor, academics and research

ers have often criticized it. AA's emphasis on spirituality, some 

claimed, made it more like a cult than a treatment. In the past fif

teen years, however, a reevaluation has begun. Researchers now say 

the program's methods offer valuable lessons. Faculty at Harvard, 

Yale, the University of Chicago, the University of New Mexico, and 

dozens of other research centers have found a kind of science within 
AA that is similar to the one Tony Dungy used on the football field. 

Their findings endorse the Golden Rule of habit change: AA suc

ceeds because it helps alcoholics use the same cues, and get the 
same reward, but it shifts the routine. 

Researchers say that AA works because the program forces peo

ple to identify the cues and rewards that encourage their alcoholic 

habits, and then helps them find new behaviors. When Claude Hop

kins was selling Pepsodent, he found a way to create a new habit by 
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triggering a new craving. But to change an old habit, you must ad

dress an old craving. You have to keep the same cues and rewards as 

before, and feed the craving by inserting a new routine. 

Take steps four (to make "a searching and fearless inventory of 

ourselves") and five (to admit "to God, to ourselves, and to another 

human being the exact nature of our wrongs"). 

"It's not obvious from the way they' re written, but to complete 

those steps, someone has to create a list of all the triggers for their 
alcoholic urges," said J. Scott Tonigan, a researcher at the University 

of New Mexico who has studied AA for more than a decade. "When 

you make a self-inventory, you're figuring out all the things that 

make you drink. And admitting to someone else all the bad things 

you've done is a pretty good way of figuring out the moments where 

everything spiraled out of control." 
Then, AA asks alcoholics to search for the rewards they get from 

alcohol. What cravings, the program asks, are driving your habit 

loop? Often, intoxication itself doesn't make the list. Alcoholics crave 
a drink because it offers escape, relaxation, companionship, the 

blunting of anxieties, and an opportunity for emotional release. 

They might crave a cocktail to forget their worries. But they don't 

necessarily crave feeling drunk. The physical effects of alcohol are 

often one of the least rewarding parts of drinking for addicts. 

"There is a hedonistic element to alcohol," said UlfMueller, a Ger

man neurologist who has studied brain activity among alcoholics. 

"But people also use alcohol because they want to forget something or 
to satisfy other cravings, and these relief cravings occur in total ly dif

ferent parts of the brain than the craving for physical pleasure. n 

In order to offer alcoholics the same rewards they get at a bar, AA 

has built a system of meetings and companionship-the "sponsor" 

each member works with-that strives to offer as much escape, dis

traction, and catharsis as a Friday night bender. If someone needs 

relief, they can get it from talking to their sponsor or attending a 

group gathering, rather than toasting a drinking buddy. 
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"AA forces you to create new routines for what to do each night 

instead of drinking," said Tonigan. "You can relax and talk through 

your anxieties at the meetings. The triggers and payoffs stay the 

same, it's just the behavior that changes." 
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One particularly dramatic demonstration of how alcoholics' cues 

and rewards can be transferred to new routines occurred in 2007, 

when Mueller, the German neurologist, and his colleagues at the 

University of Magdeburg implanted small electrical devices inside 

the brains of five alcoholics who had repeatedly tried to give up 

booze. The alcoholics in the study had each spent at least s ix months 

in rehab without success. One of them had been through detox 

more than sixty times. 
The devices implanted in the men's heads were positioned inside 

their basal ganglia- the same part of the brain where the MITre

searchers found the habit loop-and emitted an electrical charge 
that interrupted the neurological reward that triggers habitual crav

ings. After the men recovered from the operations, they were ex

posed to cues that had once triggered alcoholic urges, such as photos 

of beer or trips to a bar. Normally, it would have been impossible for 
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them to resist a drink. But the devices inside their brains "overrode" 

each man's neurological cravings. They didn't touch a drop. 

"One of them told me the craving disappeared as soon as we 
turned the electricity on," Mueller said. "Then, we turned it off, and 

the craving came back immediately." 

Eradicating the alcoholics' neurological cravings, however, wasn't 

enough to stop their drinking habits. Four of them relapsed soon 

after the surgery, usually after a stressful event. They picked up a 
bottle because that's how they automatically dealt with anxiety. 

However, once they learned alternate routines for dealing with 
stress, the drinking stopped for good. One patient, for instance, at

tended AA meetings. Others went to therapy. And once they incor

porated those new routines for coping with stress and anxiety into 

their lives, the successes were dramatic. The man who had gone to 

detox sixty times never had another drink. Two other patients had 

started drinking at twelve, were alcoholics by eighteen, drank every 

day, and now have been sober for four years. 
Notice how closely this study hews to the Golden Rule of habit 

change: Even when alcoholics' brains were changed through sur
gery, it wasn't enough. The old cues and cravings for rewards were 

still there, waiting to pounce. The alcoholics only permanently 
changed once they learned new routines that drew on the old trig

gers and provided a familiar relief. "Some brains are so addicted to 

alcohol that only surgery can stop it," said Mueller. "But those peo

ple also need new ways for dealing with life." 

AA provides a similar, though less invasive, system for inserting 
new routines into old habit loops. As scientists have begun under

standing how AA works, they've started applying the program's 

methods to other habits, such as two-year-olds' tantrums, sex addic

tions, and even minor behavioral tics. As ANs methods have spread, 

they've been refined into therapies that can be used to disrupt al

most any pattern. 
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In the summer of 2006, a twenty-four-year-old graduate student 

named Mandy walked into the counseling center at Mississippi 

State University. For most of her life, Mandy had bitten her nails, 

gnawing them until they bled. Lots of people bite their nails. For 

chronic nail biters, however, it's a problem of a different scale. 

Mandy would often bite until her nails pulled away from the skin 

underneath. Her fingertips were covered with tiny scabs. The end of 
her fingers had become blunted without nails to protect them and 

sometimes they tingled or itched, a sign of nerve injury. The biting 

habit had damaged her social life. She was so embarrassed around 

her friends that she kept her hands in her pockets and, on dates, 

would become preoccupied with balling her fingers into fists. She 

had tried to stop by painting her nails with foul-tasting polishes or 

promising herself, starting right now, that she would muster the 

willpower to quit. But as soon as she began doing homework or 
watching television, her fingers ended up in her mouth. 

The counseling center referred Mandy to a doctoral psychology 

student who was studying a treatment known as "habit reversal 

training." The psychologist was well acquainted with the Golden 

Rule of habit change. He knew that changing Mandy's nail biting 

habit required inserting a new routine into her life. 
"What do you feel right before you bring your hand up to your 

mouth to bite your nails?" he asked her. 
"There's a little bit of tension in my fingers," Mandy said. "It hurts 

a little bit here, at the edge of the nail. Sometimes I'll run my thumb 
along, looking for hangnails, and when I feel something catch, I'll 

bring it up to my mouth. Then I'll go finger by finger, biting all the 

rough edges. Once I start, it feels like I have to do all of them." 

Asking patients to describe what triggers their habitual behavior 

is called awareness training, and like AA's insistence on forcing al

coholics to recognize their cues, it's the first step in habit reversal 
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training. The tension that Mandy felt in her nails cued her nail bit

ing habit. 
"Most people's habits have occurred for so long they don't pay 

attention to what causes it anymore," said Brad Dufrene, who treated 

Mandy. "I've had stutterers come in, and I'll ask them which words 

or situations trigger their stuttering, and they won't know because 

they stopped noticing so long ago." 
Next, the therapist asked Mandy to describe why she bit her nails. 

At first, she had trouble coming up with reasons. As they talked, 

though, it became clear that she bit when she was bored. The thera
pist put her in some typical situations, such as watching television 

and doing homework, and she started nibbling. When she had 

worked through all of the nails, she felt a brief sense of complete

ness, she said. That was the habit's reward: a physical stimulation 

she had come to crave. 
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At the end of their first session, the therapist sent Mandy home 

with an assignment: Carry around an index card, and each time you 

feel the cue-a tension in your fingertips-make a check mark on 

the card. She came back a week later with twenty-eight checks. She 

was, by that point, acutely aware of the sensations that preceded her 

habit. She knew how many times it occurred during class or while 

watching television. 
Then the therapist taught Mandy what is know:: .;;5;; ·::-:::~_:-~ 
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response." Whenever she felt that tension in her fingertips, he told 

her, she should immediately put her hands in her pockets or under 

her legs, or grip a pencil or something else that made it impossible 

to put her fingers in her mouth. Then Mandy was to search for 

something that would provide a quick physical stimulation-such 

as rubbing her arm or rapping her knuckles on a desk- anything 

that would produce a physical response. 
The cues and rewards stayed the same. Only the routine 

changed. 
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They practiced in the therapist's office for about thirty minutes 

and Mandy was sent home with a new assignment: Continue with 

the index card, but make a check when you feel the tension in your 

fingertips and a hash mark when you successfully override the 

habit. 
A week later, Mandy had bitten her nails only three times and 

had used the competing response seven times. She rewarded her

self with a manicure, but kept using the note cards. After a month, 
the nail-biting habit was gone. The competing routines had become 

automatic. One habit had replaced another. 
"It seems ridiculously simple, but once you're aware of how your 

habit works, once you recognize the cues and rewards, you're half

way to changing it," Nathan Azrin, one of the developers of habit 

reversal training, told me. "It seems like it should be more complex. 
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The truth is, the brain can be reprogrammed. You just have to be 

deliberate about it."* 

Today, habit reversal therapy is used to treat verbal and physical 

tics, depression, smoking, gambling problems, anxiety, bedwetting. 

procrastination, obsessive-compulsive disorders, and other behav

ioral problems. And its techniques lay bare one of the fundamental 

principles of habits: Often, we don't really understand the cravings 

driving our behaviors until we look for them. Mandy never realized 

that a craving for physical stimulation was causing her nail biting, 

but once she dissected the habit, it became easy to find a new rou
tine that provided the same reward . 

Say you want to stop snacking at work. Is the reward you're seek

ing to satisfy your hunger? Or is it to interrupt boredom? If you snack 

for a brief release, you can easily find another routine- such as taking 
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* It is important to note that though the process of habit change is easily describl>d. it does not 

necessarily follow that it is easily accomplished. It is facile to imply that smoking, alcoholism. over· 
eating. or other ingrained patterns can be upended Without real efTort. Genuine change requires 
work and self-understanding of the cravings driving behaviors. Changmg any habit requires deter· 
mination. No one will quit smoking cigarettes simply because they sketch a habit loop. 

However. by understanding habits" mechanisms. we gain insights that make new behaviors 
easier to grasp. Anyone struggling with addiction o r destructive behaviors can benefi t from help 
from many quarters. includ ing tramed therapists, physicians. social workers, and clergy. Even 
professionals in those fields, though. agree that most alcoholics, smokers, and other people strug· 
ghng with problematic behaviors quit on their own, away from formal treatment settings. Much 
of the time, those changes are accomplished bec.1usc people examine the cues, cravings. and 
rewards that drive their behaviors and then find ways to replace their self-destructive routines 
with healthier alternatives, even if they a relit fully aware of what they arc doing at the ti me. Un· 
derstanding the cues and cravings driving your habits wodt make them suddenly disappear-but 
it will give you a way to plan how to change the pattern. 
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a quick walk, or giving yourself three minutes on the Internet- that 

provides the same interruption without adding to your waistline. 

If you want to stop smoking, ask yourself. do you do it because 

you love nicotine, or because it provides a burst of stimulation, a 

structure to your day, a way to socialize? If you smoke because you 

need stimulation, studies indicate that some caffeine in the after

noon can increase the odds you'll quit. More than three dozen stud

ies of former smokers have found that identifying the cues and 

rewards they associate with cigarettes, and then choosing new rou

tines that provide similar payoffs- a piece of Nicorette, a quick se

ries of push-ups, or simply taking a few minutes to stretch and 

relax-makes it more likely they will quit. 
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If you identify the cues and rewards, you can change the routine. 

At least, most of the time. For some habits, however, there's one 

other ingredient that's necessary: belief. 

Ill. 

"Here are the six reasons everyone thinks we can't win," Dungy told 

his Buccaneers after becoming head coach in 1996. It was months 

before the season started and everyone was sitting in the locker 

room. Dungy started listing the theories they had all read in the 

newspapers or heard on the radio: The team's management was 
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messed up. Their new coach was untested. The players were spoiled. 

The city didn't care. Key players were injured. They didn't have the 

talent they needed. 

"Those are the supposed reasons," Dungy said. "Now here is a 

fact: Nobody is going to outwork us." 

Dungy's strategy, he explained, was to shift the team's behaviors 

until their performances were automatic. He didn't believe the Buc

caneers needed the thickest playbook. He didn't think they had to 

memorize hundreds of formations. They just had to learn a few key 
moves and get them right every time. 

However, perfection is hard to achieve in football. "Every play in 

football-every play-someone messes up," said Herm Edwards, 

one of Dungy's assistant coaches in Tampa Bay. "Most of the time, 

it's not physical. It's mental." Players mess up when they start think

ing too much or second-guessing their plays. What Dungy wanted 
was to take all that decision making out of their game. 

And to do that, he needed them to recognize their existing habits 

and accept new routines. 
He started by watching how his team already played. 

"Let's work on the Under Defense," Dungy shouted at a morning 

practice one day. "Number fifty-five, what's your read?" 

"I'm watching the running back and guard," said Derrick Brooks, 

an outside linebacker. 
"What precisely are you looking at? Where are your eyes?" 

'Tm looking at the movement of the guard," said Brooks. "I'm 
watching the QB's legs and hips after he gets the ball. And I'm look

ing for gaps in the line, to see if they're gonna pass and if the QB is 

going to throw to my side or away." 

In football, these visual cues are known as "keys," and they're 

critical to every play. Dungy's innovation was to use these keys as 

cues for reworked habits. He knew that, sometimes, Brooks hesi

tated a moment too long at the start of a play. There were so many 

things for him to think about-is the guard stepping out of forma-
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tion? Does the running back's foot indicate he's preparing for a run

n ing or passing play?-that sometimes he slowed down. 

Dungy's goal was to free Brooks's mind from all that analysis. 

Like Alcoholics Anonymous, he used the same cues that Brooks was 

already accustomed to, but gave him different routines that, eventu
ally, occurred automatically. 

"I want you to use those same keys," Dungy told Brooks. "But at 

first, focus only on the running back. That's it. Do it without think

ing. Once you're in position, then start looking for the QB." 
This was a relatively modest shift-Brooks's eyes went to the 

same cues, but rather than looking multiple places at once, Dungy 

put them in a sequence and told him, ahead of time, the choice to 

make when he saw each key. The brilliance of this system was that 

it removed the need for decision making. It allowed Brooks to move 

faster, because everything was a reaction-and eventually a habit

rather than a choice. 

Dungy gave every player similar instructions, and practiced the 

formations over and over. It took almost a year for Dungy's habits to 
take hold. The team lost early, easy games. Sports columnists asked 

why the Bucs were wasting so much time on psychological quackery. 

But slowly, they began to improve. Eventually, the patterns be

came so familiar to players that they unfolded automatically when 

the team took the field. In Dungy's second season as coach, the Bucs 

won their first five games and went to the play-offs for the first time 

in fifteen years. In 1999, they won the division championship. 

Dungy's coaching style started drawing national attention. The 

sports media fell in love with his soft-spoken demeanor, religious 

piety, and the importance he placed on balancing work and family. 
Newspaper stories described how he brought his sons, Eric and 

Jamie, to the stadium so they could hang out during practice. They 

did their homework in his office and picked up towels in the locker 

room. It seemed like, finally, success had arrived. 
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In 2000, the Bucs made it to the play-offs again, and then again 

in 2001. Fans now filled the stadium every week. Sportscasters 

talked about the team as Super Bowl contenders. It was all becom

ing real. 

But even as the Bucs became a powerhouse, a troubling problem 
emerged. They often played tight, disciplined games. However, dur

ing crucial, high-stress moments, everything would fal! apart. 
In 1999, after racking up six wins in a row at the end of the sea

son, the Bucs blew the conference championship against the St. 

Louis Rams. In 2000, they were one game away from the Super 

Bowl when they disintegrated against the Philadelphia Eagles, los

ing 21 to 3. The next year, the same thing happened again, and the 
Bucs lost to the Eagles, 31 to 9, blowing their chance of advancing. 

"We would practice, and everything would come together and 

then we'd get to a big game and it was like the training disappeared," 
Dungy told me. "Afterward, my players would say, 'Well, it was a 

critical play and I went back to what I knew,' or 'I felt like I had to 

step it up.' What they were really saying was they trusted our system 

most of the time, but when everything was on the line, that belief 

broke down. " 
At the conclusion of the 2001 season, after the Bucs had missed 

the Super Bowl for the second straight year, the team's general man

ager asked Dungy to come to his house. He parked near a huge oak 

tree, walked inside, and thirty seconds later was fired. 
The Bucs would go on to win the Super Bowl the next year using 

Dungy's formations and players, and by relying on the habits he had 

shaped. He would watch on television as the coach who replaced 

him lifted up the Lombardi trophy. But by then, he would already be 

far away. 
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IV . 

About sixty people- soccer moms and lawyers on lunch breaks, old 

guys with fading tattoos and hipsters in skinny jeans- are sitting in 

a church and listening to a man with a slight paunch and a tie that 

complements his pale blue eyes. He looks like a successful politi

cian, with the warm charisma of assured reelection. 

"My name is John," he says, "and I'm an alcoholic." 

"Hi, john," everyone replies. 

"The first time I decided to get help was when my son broke his 

arm," John says. He's standing behind a podium. "I was having an 

affair with a woman at work, and she told me that she wanted to end 

it. So I went to a bar and had two vodkas, and went back to my desk, 

and at lunch I went to Chili's with a friend, and we each had a few 

beers, and then at about two dclock, me and another friend left and 

found a place with a two-for-one happy hour. It was my day to pick 

up the kids- my wife didn't know about the affair yet-so I drove to 

their school and got them, and I was driving home on a street I 

must have driven a thousand times, and I slammed into a stop sign 

at the end of the block. Up on the sidewalk and, bam, right into the 

sign. Sam- that's my boy-hadn't put on his seat belt, so he flew 

against the windshield and broke his arm. There was blood on the 

dash where he hit his nose and the windshield was cracked and 1 

was so scared. That's when I decided I needed help. 

"So I checked into a clinic and then came out, and everything 
was pretty good for a while. For about thirteen months, everything 

was great. I felt like I was in control and I went to meetings every 

couple of days, but eventually I started thinking, I'm not such a loser 

that I need to hang out with a bunch of drunks. So I stopped going. 

"Then my mom got cancer, and she called me at work, almost 

two years after I got sober. She was driving home from the doctor's 

office, and she said, 'He told me we can treat it, but it's pretty ad

vanced.' The first thing I did after I hung up is find a bar, and I was 
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pretty much drunk for the next two years until my wife moved out, 

and I was supposed to pick up my kids again. I was in a really bad 

place by then. A friend was teaching me to use coke, and every after

noon I would do a line inside my office, and five minutes later I 

would get that little drip into the back of my throat and do another 

line. 
''Anyways, it was my turn to get the kids. I was on the way to their 

school and I felt totally fine, like I was on top of everything, and I 

pulled into an intersection when the light was red and this huge 
truck slammed into my car. It actually flipped the car on its side. I 

didn't have a scratch on me. I got out, and started trying to push my 

car over, because I figured, if I can make it home and leave before 

the cops arrive, I'll be fine. Of course that didn't work out, and when 

they arrested me for DUI they showed me how the passenger side 

of the car was completely crushed in. That's where Sammy usually 

sat. If he had been there, he would have been killed. 
"So I started going to meetings again, and my sponsor told me 

that it didn't matter if! felt in control. Without a higher power in my 

life, without admitting my powerlessness, none of it was going to 
work. 1 thought that was bull- I'm an atheist. But I knew that if 

something didn't change, I was going to kill my kids. So I started 

working at that, working at believing in something bigger than me. 

And it's working. I don't know if it's God or something else, but 

there is a power that has helped me stay sober for seven years now 
and I'm in awe of it. I don't wake up sober every morning-I mean, 

I haven't had a drink in seven years, but some mornings I wake up 

feeling like I'm gonna fall down that day. Those days, I look for the 

higher power, and I call my sponsor, and most of the time we don't 

talk about drinking. We talk about life and marriage and my job, and 

by the time I'm ready for a shower, my head is on straight." 

The first cracks in the theory that Alcoholics Anonymous s-·~:

ceeded solely by reprogramming participants' habits s~-:eC ~;:-e;: 

ing a little over a decade ago and were CZ'.J..:;:~ :---r· ~-~ .:-:::-:: 
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alcohoHcs like John . Researchers began finding that habit replace

ment worked pretty well for many people until the stresses of 

life-such as finding out your mom has cancer, or your m arriage is 

coming apart-got too high, at which point alcoholics often fell off 

the wagon. Academics asked why, if habit replacement is so effec

tive, it seemed to fail at such critical m oments. And as they dug into 

alcoholics' stories to answer that question, they learned that replace

ment habits only become durable new behaviors when they are 
accompanied by something else. 

One group of researchers at the Alcohol Research Group in Cali

fornia, for instance, noticed a pattern in interviews. Over and over 

again, alcoholics said the same thing: Identifying cues and choosing 

new routines is important. but without another ingredient, the new 

habits never fully took hold. 

The secret, the alcoholics said, was God. 

Researchers hated that explanation. God and spirituality are not 

testable hypotheses. Churches are filled with drunks who continue 

drinking despite a pious faith. In conversations with addicts, though, 

spirituality kept coming up again and again. So in 2005, a group of 

scientists-this time affiliated with UC Berkeley, Brown University, 

and the National Institutes of Health-began asking alcoholics 

about all kinds of religious and spiritual topics. Then they looked at 

the data to see if there was any correlation between religious belief 

and how long people stayed sober. 

A pattern emerged. Alcoholics who practiced the techniques of 
habit replacement, the data indicated, could often stay sober until 

there was a stressful event in their lives-at which point, a certain 

number started drinking again, no matter how many new routines 

they had embraced. 
However, those alcoholics who believed, like John in Brooklyn, 

that some higher power had entered their lives were more likely to 

make it through the stressful periods with their sobriety intact. 
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It wasn't God that mattered, the researchers figured out. It was 

belief itself that made a difference. Once people learned how to be

lieve in something, that skill started spilling over to other parts of 

their lives, until they started believing they could change. Belief was 

the ingredient that made a reworked habit loop into a permanent 
behavior. 

"I wouldn't have sa id this a year ago-that's how fast our under

standing is changing," said Tonigan, the University of New Mexico 
researcher, "but belief seems critical. You don't have to believe in 

God, but you do need the capacity to believe that things will get bet
ter. 

"Even if you give people better habits, it doesn't repair why they 

started drinking in the first place. Eventually they'll have a bad day, 

and no new routine is going to make everything seem okay. What 

can make a difference is believing that they can cope with that stress 
without alcohol." 

By putting alcoholics in meetings where belief is a given-where, 
in fact, belief is an integral part of the twelve steps-AA trains peo

ple in how to believe in something until they believe in the program 

and themselves. It lets people practice believing that things will 
eventually get better, until things actually do. 

"At some point, people in AA look around the room and think, if 
it worked for that guy, I guess it can work for me," said Lee Ann Kasku

tas, a senior scientist at the Alcohol Research Group. "There's some

thing really powerful about groups and shared experiences. People 
might be skeptical about their ability to change if they're by them

selves, but a group will convince them to suspend disbelief A com
munity creates belief" 

As John was leaving the AA meeting, I asked him why the pro

gram worked now, after it had failed him before. "When T started 

coming to meetings after the truck accident, someone asked for vol

unteers to help put away the chairs," he told me. "I raised my hand. 
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It wasrit a big thing, it took like five minutes, but it felt good to do 

something that wasrit all about me. I think that started me on a dif
ferent path. 

"I wasrit ready to give in to the group the first time, but when I 

came back, I was ready to start believing in something." 

V. 

Within a week of Dungy's firing by the Bucs, the owner of the In

dianapolis Colts left an impassioned fifteen-minute message on his 

answering machine. The Colts, despite having one of the NFI.:s best 

quarterbacks, Peyton Manning, had just finished a dreadful season. 

The owner needed help. He was tired of losing, he said. Dungy 

moved to Indianapolis and became head coach. 

He immediately started implementing the same basic game 

plan: remaking the Colts' routines and teaching players to use old 

cues to build reworked habits. In his first season, the Colts went 
10-6 and qualified for the play-offs. The next season, they went 12-4 

and came within one game of the Super Bowl. Dungy's celebrity 

grew. Newspaper and television profiles appeared around the coun

try. Fans flew in so they could visit the church Dungy attended. His 
sons became fixtures in the Colts' locker room and on the sidelines. 

In 2005, Jamie, his eldest boy, graduated from high school and went 
to college in Florida. 

Even as Dungy's successes mounted, however, the same trou

bling patterns emerged. The Colts would play a season of disci

plined, winning football, and then under play-off pressure, choke. 
"Belief is the biggest part of success in professional football," 

Dungy told me. "The team wanted to believe, but when things got 

really tense, they went back to their comfort zones and old habits." 

The Colts finished the 2005 regular season with fourteen wins 

and two losses, the best record in its history. 

Then tragedy struck. 
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Three days before Christmas, Tony Dungy's phone rang in the 

middle of the night. His wife answered and handed him the re
ceiver, thinking it was one of his players. There was a nurse on the 

line. Dungy's son Jamie had been brought into the hospital earlier 

in the evening, she said, with compression injuries on his throat. 

His girlfriend had found him hanging in his apartment, a belt 

around his neck. Paramedics had rushed him to the hospital, but 
efforts at revival were unsuccessful. He was gone. 

A chaplain flew to spend Christmas with the family. "Life will 

never be the same again," the chaplain told them, "but you won't 
always feel like you do right now." 

A few days after the funeral, Dungy returned to the sidelines. He 

needed something to distract himself. and his wife and team en
couraged him to go back to work. "I was overwhelmed by their love 

and support," he later wrote. "As a group, we had always leaned on 

each other in difficult times; I needed them now more than ever." 

The team lost their first play-off game, concluding their season. 

But in the aftermath of watching Dungy during this tragedy, "some
thing changed," one of his players from that period told me. "We 

had seen Coach through this terrible thing and all of us wanted to 
help him somehow." 

It is simplistic, even cavalier, to suggest that a young maris death 

can have an impact on football games. Dungy has always said that 
nothing is more important to him than his family. But in the wake 

of Jamie's passing, as the Colts started preparing for the next sea
son, something shifted, his players say. The team gave in to Dungy's 

vision of how football should be played in a way they hadrit before. 
They started to believe. 

"I had spent a lot of previous seasons worrying about my con

tract and salary, n said one player who, like others, spoke about that 

period on the condition of anonymity. "When Coach came ~d

after the funeral , I wanted to give him everything I co~::- ·:- -.:U:-.! 
away his hurt. I kind of gave myself to the team · 
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"Some men like hugging each other," another player told me. "l 

dorit. I haverit hugged my sons in a decade. But after Coach came 

back, I walked over and I hugged him as long as I could, because I 
wanted him to know that I was there for him." 

After the death of Dungy's son, the team started playing differ
ently. A conviction emerged among players about the strength of 

Dungy's strategy. In practices and scrimmages leading up to the 

start of the 2006 season, the Colts played tight, precise football. 

"Most football teams aren't really teams. They're just guys who 
work together," a third player from that period told me. "But we be

came a team. It felt amazing. Coach was the spark, but it was about 

more than him. After he came back, it felt like we really believed in 

each other, like we knew how to play together in a way we didn't 
before." 

For the Colts, a belief in their team-in Dungy's tactics and their 

ability to win-began to emerge out of tragedy. But just as often, a 

similar belief can emerge without any kind of adversity. 

In a 1994 Harvard study that examined people who had radically 
changed their lives, for instance, researchers found that some peo

ple had remade their habits after a personal tragedy, such as a di

vorce or a life-threatening illness. Others changed after they saw a 

friend go through something awful, the same way that Dungy's 

players watched him struggle. 

Just as frequently, however, there was no tragedy that preceded 

people's transformations. Rather, they changed because they were 
embedded in social groups that made change easier. One woman 

said her entire life shifted when she signed up for a psychology class 

and met a wonderful group. "It opened a Pandora's box," the woman 

told researchers. "I could not tolerate the status quo any longer. I 

had changed in my core." Another man said that he found new 

friends among whom he could practice being gregarious. "When I 

do make the effort to overcome my shyness, I feel that it is not really 

me acting, that it's someone else," he said. But by practicing with 
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his new group, it stopped feeling like acting. He started to believe he 

wasrit shy, and then, eventually, he wasrit anymore. When people 

join groups where change seems possible, the potential for that 

change to occur becomes more real. For most people who overhaul 

their lives, there are no seminal moments or life-altering disasters. 

There are simply communities-sometimes of just one other 
person-who make change believable. One woman told researchers 

her life transformed after a day spent cleaning toilets-and after 
weeks of discussing with the rest of the cleaning crew whether she 

should leave her husband. 

"Change occurs among other people," one of the psychologists 

involved in the study, Todd Heatherton, told me. "It seems real when 

we can see it in other people's eyes." 

The precise mechanisms of belief are still little understood. No 
one is certain why a group encountered in a psychology class can 

convince a woman that everything is different, or why Dungy's team 

came together after their coach's son passed away. Plenty of people 
talk to friends about unhappy marriages and never leave their 

spouses; lots of teams watch their coaches experience adversity and 

never gel. 
But we do know that for habits to permanently change, people 

must believe that change is feasible. The same process that makes 

AA so effective-the power of a group to teach individuals how to 

believe-happens whenever people come together to help one an

other change. Belief is easier when it occurs within a community. 

ltf)C 

Ten months after Jamie's death, the 2006 football season began. 

The Colts played peerless football, winning their first nine games, 

and finishing the year 12-4. They won their first play-off game, and 

then beat the Baltimore Ravens for the divisional title. At that point, 

they were one step away from the Super Bowl, playing for the con-



90 THE POWER OF HABIT 

ference championship-the game that Dungy had lost eight times 
before. 

The matchup occurred on january 21, 2007, against the New 

England Patriots, the same team that had snuffed out the Colts' 
Super Bowl aspirations twice. 

The Colts started the game strong, but before the first half ended, 

they began falling apart. Players were afraid of making mistakes or 

so eager to get past the final Super Bowl hurdle that they lost track 

of where they were supposed to be focusing. They stopped relying 

on their habits and started thinking too much. Sloppy tackling led to 

missed opportunities. One of Peyton Manning's passes was inter

cepted and returned for a touchdown. Their opponents, the Patriots, 

pulled ahead 21 to 3. No team in the history of the NFL had ever 

overcome so big a deficit in a conference championship. Dungy's 

team, once again, was going to lose. 

At halftime, the team filed into the locker room, and Dungy 

asked everyone to gather around. The noise from the stadium fil

tered through the closed doors, bul inside everyone was quiet. 

Dungy looked at his players. 

They had to believe, he said. 

"We faced this same si tuation-against this same team-in 

2003," Dungy told them. In that game, they had come within one 

yard of winning. One yard. "Get your sword ready because this time 

we're going to win. This is our game. It's our time." 

The Colts came out in the second half and started playing as they 
had in every preceding game. They stayed focused on their cues and 

habits. They carefully executed the plays they had spent the past five 

years practicing until they had become automatic. Their offense, on 

the opening drive, ground out seventy-six yards over fourteen plays 

and scored a touchdown. Then, three minutes after taking the next 

possession, they scored again. 
As the fourth quarter wound down, the teams traded points. 

Dungy's Colts tied the game, but never managed to pull ahead. With 
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3:49 left in the game, the Patriots scored, putting Dungy's players at 

a three-point disadvantage, 34 to 31. The Colts got the ball and began 

driving down the field. They moved seventy yards in nineteen sec

onds, and crossed into the end zone. For the first time, the Colts had 

the lead, 38 to 34. There were now sixty seconds left on the clock. If 

Dungy's team could stop the Patriots from scoring a touchdown, the 

Colts would win. 
Sixty seconds is an eternity in football. 

The Patriots' quarterback, Tom Brady, had scored touchdowns in 

far less time. Sure enough, within seconds of the start of play, Brady 
moved his team halfway down the field. With seventeen seconds 

remaining, the Patriots were within striking distance, poised for a 

final big play that would hand Dungy another defeat and crush, yet 

again, his team's Super Bowl dreams. 

As the Patriots approached the line of scrimmage, the Colts' de

fense went into their stances. Marlin jackson, a Colts cornerback, 

stood ten yards back from the line. He looked at his cues: the width 
of the gaps between the Patriot linemen and the depth of the run

ning back's stance. Tom Brady, the Patriots' quarterback, took the 

snap and dropped back to pass. Jackson was already moving. Brady 

cocked his arm and heaved the ball. His intended target was a Pa

triot receiver twenty-two yards away, wide open, near the middle of 

the field. If the receiver caught the ball, it was likely he could make 

it close to the end zone or score a touchdown. The football flew 

through the air. Jackson, the Colts cornerback, was already running 
at an angle, following his habits. He rushed past the receiver's right 

shoulder, cutting in front of him just as the ball arrived. jackson 

plucked the ball out of the air for an interception, ran a few more 

steps and then slid to the ground, hugging the ball to his chest. The 

whole play had taken less than five seconds. The game was over. 

Dungy and the Colts had won. 
Two weeks later, they won the Super Bowl. There are dozens of 

reasons that might explain why the Colts finally became champions 
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that year. Maybe they got lucky. Maybe it was just their time. But 

Dungy's players say it's because they believed, and because that be

lief made everything they had learned-all the routines they had 

practiced until they became automatic-stick, even at the most 

stressful moments. 
"We're proud to have won this championship for our leader, 

Coach Dungy," Peyton Manning told the crowd afterward, cradling 

the Lombardi Trophy. 
Dungy turned to his wife. "We did it," he said. 

00 

How do habits change? 
There is, unfortunately, no specific set of steps guaranteed to 

work for every person. We know that a habit cannot be eradicated-it 

must, instead, be replaced. And we know that habits are most mal

leable when the Golden Rule of habit change is applied: If we keep 

the same cue and the same reward, a new routine can be inserted. 

But that's not enough. For a habit to stay changed, people must 

believe change is possible. And most often, that belief only emerges 

with the help of a group. 
If you want to quit smoking, figure out a different routine that 

will satisfy the cravings filled by cigarettes. Then, find a support 

group, a collection of other former smokers, or a community that 

will help you believe you can stay away from nicotine, and use that 

group when you feel you might stumble. 
If you want to lose weight, study your habits to determine why 

you realty leave your desk for a snack each day, and then find some

one else to take a walk with you, to gossip with at their desk rather 

than in the cafeteria, a group that tracks weight-loss goals together, 

or someone who also wants to keep a stock of apples, rather than 

chips, nearby. 
The evidence is clear: If you want to change a habit, you must 
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find an alternative routine, and your odds of success go up dramati· 

cally when you commit to changing as part of a group. Belief is es

sential, and it grows out of a communal experience, even if that 

community is only as large as two people. 

We know that change can happen. Alcoholics can stop drinking. 

Smokers can quit puffing. Perennial losers can become champions. 

You can stop biting your nails or snacking at work, yelling at your 

kids, staying up all night, or worrying over small concerns. And as 
scientists have discovered, it's not just individual lives that can shift 

when habits are tended to. It's also companies, organizations, and 

communities, as the next chapters explain. 
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