
WAKING UP FROM  
HABITUATION



THE SCIENCE OF 
HABITUATION



What is 
habituation? The brain is designed to ignore 

repetitive stimuli to conserve energy 
and mental resources

This us allows us to pay attention to 
new/changing information needed for 
survival and opportunity

Where the brain is placing attention is 
one of the most important questions 
we can ask.



• It’s a survival mechanism, allowing us to filter out 

unimportant information and focus on new, potentially 

dangerous events.

• This process occurs in the sensory cortex and is 

regulated by areas such as the prefrontal cortex 

(PFC) and the amygdala. 

• Over time, the brain reduces its response to a stimulus it 

perceives as familiar or non-threatening, even if it’s 

harmful, like chronic stress, self-criticism, or excessive 

drinking.



From Habituation to Habit Formation

• Habit formation involves the basal ganglia, a region 

responsible for storing routines. When you engage in a 

behavior repeatedly, your brain starts to automate it. This 

makes the behavior more efficient, reducing cognitive effort.

• Habits are reinforced through the release of dopamine, a 

neurotransmitter linked to reward. Even negative behaviors like 

self-criticism or over-drinking can release dopamine, especially 

if they temporarily alleviate anxiety or distress, creating a sense 

of reward.



Benefits of 
Habituation:

Conservation of Mental Resources

Emotional Regulation

Adaptation to Environments

Focus on Novelty

Habituation is designed to prevent sensory overload and to optimize 
efficiency. 



Habituation vs 
Adaptation: Habituation is about ignoring repetitive 

stimuli, mostly cognitive emotional 
process in the brain 

Adaptation is about adjusting your 
sensory systems to better handle the 
environment you’re in. (sounds, light)



Why do people often settle into 

unhelpful or negative patterns of 

behavior due to habituation?

• Cognitive Effort / Ease / energy

• Comfort Zone/Status Quo / Fear

• Dopamine Pathways (rewards for 

unbeneficial behavior)



What is the “hedonic treadmill,” and how 

does it relate to habituation?

• Habituation of Pleasure

• Desire for More

• Consumerism & Materialism
• A 2009 study from the *Journal of Neuroscience* found that repeated exposure to positive stimuli can reduce the activation of dopamine-

related areas of the brain. The Journal of Neuroscience*](https://www.jneurosci.org/content/29/30/9510)



The pursuit of new pleasures can lead 

to a cycle of wanting more as we 

habituate to previous rewards

• Diminished Pleasure

• Cycle of Pursuit

• I Can’t Get No Satisfaction – Rolling 

Stones



The relationship between habituation 

and complacency:

• Work - not challenged anymore or 

energized

• Relationships – bored, taking for 

granted

• Negative Impact on Engagement



Danger! Becoming habituated to Stress

• We get used to it as a fact in our lives

• But our body is still responding negatively 

to the stress

• We need to wake up and become of 

aware of the stress

• Not accepting it as normal

• Make changes



Danger! We can habituate to Anxiety:

• The brain is wired to prioritize efficiency and 

survival

• When we experience anxiety repeatedly, 

• The brain can start to treat that anxious 

response as a normal part of daily life.

• Anxiety becomes an accepted default mode in 

the brain and body



The Cycle of Anxiety and Habitual Responses 

(Hindrance)

• Negative thought patterns / reinforcing fear

• The amygdala's role (fear center of brain) begins to 

interpret neutral stimulus as threat

• Trying to control too many outcomes

• Stuck in the past or future

• Becomes a habitual adaptive response yet is 

causing us harm

• Anxiety becomes comfortable (in a strange way)

• Hypervigilance feels like a rewarding pattern 



Waking Up! 

The Buddha’s Teachings



Mindfulness works with Neuroplasticity 

and the process of breaking habits:

• Neuroplasticity - make new pathways

• Rewiring the Brain - neurons

• What Fires together Wires together

• Forming New Patterns

• Breaking Habits



Neuroscientific studies show that the brain’s plasticity allows us to 

reshape habits. 

• Just as habitual actions form strong neural connections, 

conscious effort to act differently can form new, healthier 

pathways.

• With mindfulness as a tool, we can observe the arising of 

habitual thoughts and actions without engaging in them, creating 

space for new, more skillful responses.



The Four Noble Truths

1. The Truth of Suffering (Dukkha)

 Life involves suffering. This includes obvious forms of suffering like illness, aging, and death, as well 

as more subtle forms such as dissatisfaction, impermanence, and the inability to hold onto happiness.

2. The Truth of the Cause of Suffering  

 The cause of suffering is craving or attachment (tanha). This craving is driven by ignorance (avijja) 

about the nature of reality, leading to attachment to things that are impermanent and unsatisfactory.

3. The Truth of the End of Suffering

 It is possible to end suffering by eliminating craving and attachment. This state of liberation or 

enlightenment is called Nibbana (Nirvana), where the cycle of birth and rebirth ceases.

4. The Truth of the Path to the End of Suffering

 The way to end suffering is by following the Noble Eightfold Path, a practical guide to ethical 

conduct, mental discipline, and wisdom.



Mindfulness of Feeling (Vedana): Second Foundation of Mindfulness

• When we become aware of whether a feeling is pleasant, 

unpleasant, or neutral, we can see how the mind reacts and starts 

to form habitual responses.

• The Buddha taught that if we can become mindful of this process, 

we can prevent the mind from automatically grasping after 

pleasant experiences or rejecting unpleasant ones. 

• This mindfulness of vedana helps break the cycle of habituation, 

allowing us to engage with each moment freshly without the filter 

of old habits. Help our brains work for us not against us.



6th element of Eightfold Path: Right Effort:

• The Buddha’s teachings on *Right Effort* in the Noble Eightfold 

Path provide guidance for skillfully working with habits. We are 

encouraged to make effort to prevent unwholesome habits from 

arising, abandon those that have arisen, cultivate wholesome 

habits, and maintain those that have already arisen.

• We can see how certain habits lead to dissatisfaction and apply 

Right Effort to break free from them, while cultivating mindfulness 

and gratitude to counteract negative habituation.



The Buddha also emphasized the importance of contentment and 

equanimity as an antidote to the endless craving that leads to 

dissatisfaction. I can’t get no satisfaction. The joy of the present 

moment. The truth of impermanence.

• Contentment comes from understanding that external conditions 

will never bring lasting satisfaction due to their impermanent 

nature.

• By practicing contentment, we become less prone to habituating to 

pleasant experiences and constantly wanting more. Instead, we 

learn to appreciate and find fulfillment in what is already present, 

which aligns with cultivating gratitude and mindfulness.



The Five Hindrances – habit forming mindstates

• Sensual desire 

• Ill will

• Sloth and torpor

• Restlessness and worry

• Doubt

—are some of the most common mental states that drive habitual, 

unskillful behavior. These hindrances cloud the mind and prevent 

us from seeing clearly, keeping us stuck in familiar, conditioned 

patterns.



Sensual Desire:

 

• This is the craving for sense pleasures—whether it be through 

sights, sounds, tastes, smells, or touch. Sensual desire pulls us 

into the habit of seeking external stimuli for pleasure, often leading 

to overindulgence or attachment.

• Example: Many people habitually use food, shopping, or other 

external pleasures to cope with stress or discomfort, seeking relief 

from emotional pain or boredom. These habits reinforce 

dependency on external sources of pleasure, creating cycles of 

craving and dissatisfaction.



Ill Will: 

• Ill will arises when we harbor anger, resentment, or aversion 

toward ourselves or others. It manifests in habitual ways of 

responding to challenges with irritation, judgment, or hostility.

• Example: A person may habitually react to criticism with 

defensiveness or anger. Over time, this reaction becomes 

automatic, leading to strained relationships and internal turmoil.

• Strengthening those neural pathways



Sloth and Torpor

• This hindrance refers to a state of dullness, laziness, or lack of 

energy. It often leads to procrastination, avoidance of tasks, and a 

general sense of lethargy. Sloth and torpor can become deeply 

ingrained habits, particularly in modern life, where distractions like 

excessive screen time reinforce these states.

• Example: People often fall into patterns of procrastination or 

avoiding responsibilities by mindlessly scrolling through social 

media, reinforcing a sense of dullness.

• Brain’s attempt to conserve energy – but stays in rut



Restlessness and Worry:

• This hindrance involves an agitated, restless mind, often filled with 

anxiety, regret, or scattered thoughts. When restlessness 

becomes habitual, it leads to an inability to be still, a constant 

need for distraction, and a lack of peace.

• Example: A person may habitually worry about future events, 

leading to chronic stress and an inability to be present. This can 

manifest as overworking, compulsively checking emails, or 

seeking distraction through entertainment.

• Can actually become addicted to this state



Doubt:

• Doubt manifests as indecision, uncertainty, and a lack of 

confidence in oneself or the path. It often prevents us from 

committing fully to practices that could lead to liberation and keeps 

us stuck in cycles of confusion.

• Example: A person may habitually second-guess themselves or 

their decisions, leading to inaction and feelings of being stuck. 

They may continually avoid meditation or other practices, feeling 

uncertain about their efficacy.



Relationship with Mind:

• Our brain can turn against us.

• Awareness and intentional response Interrupts 

habituation

• Prevent new automatic responses and break 

the chain

• The Buddha already knew the mind could play 

tricks on us

• Step by step instructions on how to break free 

from getting lost in these patterns



Good news: Meditation strengthens the 

prefrontal cortex’s role in breaking 

habitual patterns:

• Decision-Making and Self-Control

• Inhibition of Impulses

• Cognitive Flexibility

• Reduces flight or flight, amygdala 

activity



“By oneself is evil done; by oneself 
is one defiled. By oneself is evil left 
undone; by oneself is one made 
pure. Purity and impurity depend 
on oneself; no one can purify 
another.”

From the Dhammapada: The Buddha



“The difference between 

who you are and who you 

want to be is what you do.”
- Charles Duhigg (The Power of Habit)
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