
We all have good and bad habits; a sequence of repeated actions that your brain has converted into an automatic 
routine. In ‘The Power of Habit,’ Charles Duhigg writes that the process of converting these sequential actions into 
routines is known as ‘chunking,’ and that there might be hundreds of behavioral chunks that we rely on every day. 
“Some [chunks] are simple: You automatically put toothpaste on your toothbrush before sticking it in your mouth. 
Some, such as getting dressed or making the kids’ lunch, are a little more complex.1” Others chunks are incredibly 
complicated, like your commute to the office. Whether simple or complex, most of these habitual routines occur 
by habit. When engaged in habitual behaviors, it’s almost as if your brain is operating on autopilot.  

While you’re operating on autopilot - being instinctually guided through a battery of familiar sequential activities - 
you’re conserving valuable mental energy, freeing up your brain to focus on less routine interactions. This can be a 
wonderfully efficient feature of our incredible evolutionary brains, but only if your energy-lite activities are leading 
you towards a desired destination. But if every time your brain switches to autopilot, you’re being guiding away 
from your intended target, you’re wasting energy twice over. If your target is creative mastery, you’ll need to 
establish habits that create energy and strengthen your pursuit. You’ll need to build regenerative habits. 

Adopting predictably sequential actions and familiar routines might seem obvious if you're working within a 
routine environment or leading repetitive work. But what if you're a creative, non-routine professional? Are 
routines still important? A frequent misconception of the creative process - a misconception held by creatives and 
non-creative alike - is that creative work can only begin with a lightning bolt of inspiration.  

Glenn Frey - a founding member of the incredibly popular rock band, the Eagles - discovered how routine can 
strengthen songwriting by observing one of his contemporaries at work. In the 2013 documentary, History of the 
Eagles, Frey describes listening to his next-door neighbor - the popular singer-songwriter Jackson Browne - get to 
work every morning:  

“Around nine in the morning,” Frey remembers, “I’d hear Jackson Browne’s teapot going off with this whistle in the distance, 
and then I’d hear him playing piano. I didn’t really know how to write songs. I knew I wanted to write songs, but I didn’t know 
exactly, did you just wait around for inspiration, you know, what was the deal? I learned through Jackson’s ceiling and my floor 
exactly how to write songs, ’cause Jackson would get up, and he’d play the first verse and first course, and he’d play it 20 times, 
until he had it just the way he wanted it. And then there’d be silence, and then I’d hear the teapot going off again, and it would 
be quiet for 20 minutes, and then I’d hear him start to play again … and I’m up there going, so that’s how you do it? Elbow 
grease. Time. Thought. Persistence.”2 

Observing Browne taught Frey that you need a routine to support creative production - you cannot just wait 
around for inspiration. 
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The benefits of routine on creative productivity have been reinforced by other artists and researchers, including 
Denise Shekerjian. Shekerjian interviewed 40 winners of the MacArthur Foundation Fellowship “genius” grant 
while researching her 1991 book “Uncommon Genius: How Great Ideas Are Born.” Through this research, she 
determined that practice and a regular routine were instrumental to fostering genius-level creativity: 

“a conscious application of raw talent, far more than luck or accident, is at the core of every creative moment … The trick to 
creativity, if there is a single useful thing to say about it, is to identify your own peculiar talent and then to settle down to work 
with it for a good long time.” 

In his contribution to the book “Manage Your Day-to-Day: Build Your Routine, Find Your Focus, and Sharpen Your 
Creative Mind” Seth Godin echoes the importance of routine: 

“Everybody who does creative work has figured out how to deal with their own demons to get their work done … The strategy is 
simple, I think. The strategy is to have a practice, and what it means to have a practice is to regularly and reliably do the work 
in a habitual way.” 

Our brains are wired3 to assist in our creation of habits and routines, automating our habitual actions to save 
energy for less predictable circumstances. But it’s up to each of us to write the code informing that automation, 
otherwise there’s no telling where you’ll end up.  
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1. “The Power of Habit” 2012 (Charles Duhigg) 
2. “The Eagles’ Greatest Hit” 2013 (Grantland)  
3. “Habits, scientists say, emerge because the brain is constantly looking for ways to save effort. Left to its own devices, the brain will try to 

make almost any routine into a habit, because habits allow our minds to ramp down more often.” 
“The Power of Habit” 2012 (Charles Duhigg)
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