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Habit Transformation Group

Session 4: Biological cues

Rebecca Liljendahl 





Overview of the programme

Session 1: Identifying change - 7th and 10th Feb 

Session 2: Understanding your habit (External Cues) - 14th and 17th Feb

Session 3: Managing your thoughts (Internal Cues) - 28th and 3rd March

Session 4: Master the repetition (Biological Cues) - 7th and 10th March

Session 5: Emotional Eating (Special Guest) - 14th March

Session 6: Reward and how to keep going - 21st and 24th March

Session 7: The Power of a Ritual - 28th and 31st March

Session 8: The End Game …There is no End Game - 21st April

In this Programme you will learn about the science of habit formation, so you can master the art of 
changing your own habits, and in doing so bring about long lasting sustainable change.  

12.30 Monday and 
Thursday. Please register 
where you can. The links 

will remain the same 



Session Overview
➢ Recap our understanding of the habit loop.  Remotivate ourselves to understand how and where real 

change comes from

➢ Understand ‘the valley of disappointment’ and how to get through it. 

➢ Check in, progress and challenges. 

➢ Now we understand our cues better we will explore how to change the response to reprogram our 
‘internal computers’. 

➢ Understand how stress affects our responses. 

➢ Understand how internal cravings for sugar or tiredness can influence how we behave. 

You will leave with a specific and clear understanding of what to do when you want to resist 
your internal cues, why they can be so powerful and how focusing on them rather than 

resisting them can help you to bring them under control. 



“Every behaviour is driven by a desire for a 
change in state”

To Feel less stressed, have more energy, be 

socially accepted

James Clear 



“All big things come 
from small beginnings. 
The seed of every habit 

is a single, tiny decision. 
But as that decision is 

repeated, a habit 
sprouts and grows 

stronger”
James Clear Atomic Habits



“Habits are the 
compound interest of 

self-improvement. 
Getting 1 percent better 
every day counts for a 

lot in the long run”
James Clear Atomic Habits

But at first any small changes will not 

receive any ‘results’ so How do you 

break through the valley of 

disappointment!?



Recap: 

What did you observe last week? 

What are the challenges you have faced?

What has been successful? What has 
worked for you?



Action

Reframe the 
‘self talk’

Surf the urge
Use your Anchor 

Statement
Redirect 
attention

Respond

Label Breathe

Awareness 

Thoughts Body

Take action on 
that little 
voice inside 
your head!



Your homework for session 3

UNDERSTAND 
YOUR INTERNAL 

TRIGGERS

SURF THE URGE

UNDERSTAND 
YOUR 

RESISTANCE

➢ Look for the discomfort that precedes the craving, focusing on 
the internal trigger: feeling anxious, stress, fear, feeling restless, 
avoidance, tiredness, mental fatigue, physical fatigue. Write 
down the internal trigger. 

➢ Write down the limiting beliefs that you hear in your inner voice.

➢ Explore your sensations – ‘leaves on a stream’ or ‘surf the urge’ 
using the 2 min rule. 

➢ What is your resistance? Write it down. Revisit your ‘why’.

➢ What is your anchor statement? Reframing your mindset.

➢ Habit challenge – meditate or journal or do focused breathing for 
4 mins before or after work (As soon as you close your laptop). 
Both if possible! 



Meditate OR journal OR do 
focused breathing for 4 mins 

before OR after work 

(As soon as you close or before 
you open your laptop). 

Your Challenge– How did it go!?



Habit formation comes from 
automating problem solving. 

You learn automatically how to 
change your internal or external 
state. 

Cue - You walk into a dark room
Craving – You want to see you
Response – You turn the light on
Reward – You satisfy your craving to see

You switch on the light whenever you 
walk into a dark room. 

Cue - You hit a problem at work, you feel stuck
Craving – You want to relieve the feeling of being stuck
Response – You check Social Media on your phone
Reward – You satisfy your craving to feel relieved

Checking social media becomes associated with feeling 
stuck.



Why do we 
crave such 
unhelpful 
behaviors 
when we are 
stressed?

Feel stressed at work

(Cue)

Body responds with a flight 
or fight response, releasing 

Cortisol

Cortisol tells your Brain to 
DO SOMETHING to aid 
your survival (Craving)

You do something…Such as 
drinking alcohol, eating sugary/ 

fatty foods, taking drugs, 
smoking or avoidance behaviour 

(Response)

Short term, your brain feels 
like you have done something 
and you feel better (Reward)

These actions lead to 
poorer outcomes poor 
sleep, poor exercise, 

poor thought patterns



More time 
moving, 
reduces 

Cortisol in 
your body. 
Helps you 

make better 
decisions. 

Lowers 
blood sugar 
and helps 
you sleep.

Knock on effect! 

You have 
done 

something 
to change 

your 
internal 

state! This 
reduces the 
Cortisol in 
your body 

and you feel 
better.

Reward – Feel 
better

You respond 
by Running, 

Walking, 
Stretching, 
Breathing, 

Dancing

Response -
Move

Cortisol tells 
your Brain 

to DO 
SOMETHING 
to aid your 

survival 

Craving-DO 
SOMETHING!

Flight or 
fight 

response, 
releasing 
Cortisol.

Cue - Feel 
stressed

Change your response to stress. 



The good news is we now have a great understanding of 
habit information so we can use this to change our response. 



Keep going with the response – it’s the 

repetition that makes the change. 

▪ This in turn changes how you view your self. 

▪ Neurons that wire together fire together – you are changing how 
the neurons fire.

▪ Neuroplasticity – brain functions and circuits can change. 

▪ You will have sculpted a new path for your brain’s messages to 
take, one you have chosen that aims towards your goals not 
against them. 

“You will finally see who you are – not who 
your brain has been telling you that you are –

and put yourself in the drivers seat for the 
rest of your life.” 

You are not your brain



How we are reprogramming our computer.
You are not your brain!

You and 
how you 

react

The Human

- Your mind

- The wise Advocate

- Conscious awareness

- Makes decisions about 
what you want

The Chimp

- Fast reacting 

- Interprets emotional input

- Impulses

- SurvivalThe Computer

- Your personal machine 

- Memory bank

- Holds info about the world

- Memory and automatic 
processes

▪ Our habits and automated 
processes are stored in the 
computer programme 

▪ The helpful ones are Autopilots 
▪ The unhelpful ones are Gremlins 

and can be reprogrammed 



The survival impulses of the chimp (well some of them) !



Your Circadian Rhythm –
Work with it not against it!

➢ We have a 90 min Circadian Rhythm. Your 
circadian rhythm will affect your cravings. 

➢ If you go to bed just before you dip you will 
get to sleep quicker. Miss it and it will take 
longer for you to go to sleep. Be very aware 
of the second wind! 

➢ If you are trying to push through a project or 
start a task at your lowest dip wait 15 mins 
and you will soon be on the up. 

➢ Try and set your alarm for your optimal time 
to wake, it will be much easier to get up. 



More observation! What does your body like? 

➢ I am not a dietitian

➢ The amount of dietary information is confusing and overwhelming! 

➢ Instead take this on as your own experiment. Notice what gives you energy, what 
makes you feel good and what makes you hungry half an hour later! 
Notice, notice notice!



The knock on effect.

• When we have a bad nights 
sleep we …

• Choose more sugary and 
fatty food. 

• When we choose more 
sugary and fatty foods this 
can disrupt our blood sugar 
and decrease our quality of 
sleep. 

• More small simple changes 
to either to get that knock on 
effect. 



Beware the sugar 
crash!

➢ Insulin is the chief driver of 
fat accumulation in the 
body.

➢ The higher the blood sugar 
rise the more insulin is 
secreted in response. 

➢ The bigger the crash, so the 
bigger the craving and the 
hungrier you are! 



Beware the sugar cravings!

➢ Many grain-based foods including wheat, bread, white rice, rice cakes and of course 
breakfast cereals generally have very high GIs and GLs! 

➢ Compared with fruits and vegetables, grains are quite un-nutritious foods! 

➢ Eating non processed foods – like a cave man / woman is the best way to go! 

➢ What is the answer! Have a low GI diet. (the 
extent to which a food destabilizes blood sugar 
levels is expressed as its ‘glycaemic index’ (GI).

➢ Blood sugar and insulin levels are also largely 
influenced by how much food is eaten (GL) 
‘glycaemic load’.



Some new 
habits to try, 
change or 
start again…



➢ Observe your biological patterns such as your sugar crashes and 
what you crave to push through your tiredness. 

➢ How does this influence what you want to change?

➢ Do you need to change a corner stone habit? 

➢ Now you have a much better idea of your cues, internal and 
external and your cravings. Try to reprogram your response. 
Every time you do this you rewire your brain. 

➢ Notice – when are you on a dip. When do you feel most sleepy? 

➢ Notice – when are you hungry – what food sustains you for 
longer? Do you know what true hunger feels like? 

Your homework for session 4

UNDERSTAND YOUR 
BIOLOGICAL 
CRAVINGS

SUGAR CRASH VS 
HUNGER

YOUR CIRCADIAN 
RHYTHM



Your Challenge should you choose to accept it! 

Get to bed! 
Track your circadian rhythm. 
Get to bed before your dip! 

Change your breakfast to nuts, 
oats, seeds, fruit, full fat 

yogurt, milk or milk alternative
OR!



Remember…

➢ Breaking an old habit or starting a new one is really difficult, but stick with 
it.  Once you have started the process, you will break through. 

➢ Focus on the process and not the outcome. 

➢ If you are not making any breakthroughs yet, revisit your habit.  Is there a 
Cornerstone habit you need to address first? 

➢ By changing Cornerstone/ Keystone habits, you can make small simple 
changes which build real momentum to changing your lifestyle habits. 

➢ Take baby steps, do not make this too hard.  Change the smallest thing and  
do it everyday. 



Next Week… 

➢ My guest special – Dorothy Matthews on Emotional Eating. 

➢ The same link. We will recap in 2 weeks time. 

➢ No repeat session on Thursday. 



Thank You
Follow up: 

▪ Feedback/Questions to Rebecca@halsawellbeing.com

mailto:Rebecca@halsawellbeing.com


Reading List

• The Power of Habit, why we do what we do and how to change. Charles 
Duhigg, 2013

• Atomic Habits. James Clear, 2018

• The life-changing Magic of Tidying Up. Marie Kondo

• Body Thrive. Cate Stillman, 2019

• Escape the diet Trap. Dr John Briffa

• Teaching the World to Sleep. Dr David Lee


