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Aspects of personality to consider  

when developing new habits 

 

This classification is based on Gretchen Rubin’s book: Better Than Before 

(London: Two Roads, 2015). 

 

Although in the longer-term habits save effort it can take determination to get 

to the stage where the behaviour is habitual. To minimise the difficulties in 

forming new habits it helps to choose an approach that fits with your 

personality. Are you someone who minds untidiness? Or not? Are you 

someone who enjoys a regular routine or are you happier being more 

spontaneous? Which of the following is you? 

A little and often, or a crash course?  

Anthony Trollope wrote, in his autobiography: A small daily task, if it be really 

daily, will beat the labours of a spasmodic Hercules. Although Trollope’s point 

that regular, (almost) daily, time spent on a task is generally more effective 

than bursts of furious activity followed by long periods of absence from the 

task, this is not true for everyone. Some people are most effective when they 

tackle a task sporadically but energetically. And for some people, and some 

tasks, an initial burst of activity followed by establishing a regular routine may 

be better than starting with the regular routine. 

 

Lark or Owl? 

Many of us tend to be either larks or owls but not both. Larks have more 

energy for tasks that require concentration and effort in the morning; owls 
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have more energy in the evening. It may be easier to develop a new habit at 

the times when your energy is at its highest. Often, however, the time of day 

for developing the habit is not under your control but is determined either by 

other commitments, such as your paid work, or by the nature of the habit, for 

example bed-time routine to help in getting to sleep. 

 

Upholder, Questioner, Obliger, Rebel? 

These are what Gretchen Rubin calls The Four Tendencies – different ways in 

which people typically respond to the expectations that we have for ourselves 

and to the expectations of others. The idea is that we can help ourselves to 

develop a new habit better if we know which ‘Tendency’ we have.  

 

Upholders want to know what is expected of them – expected either by 

others or by themselves – and to meet those expectations. In establishing a 

new habit what is most useful is for the habitual behaviour to be clearly 

defined so that there is no ambiguity, no doubt what to do – e.g. take off your 

shoes when you enter a house. Also important for Upholders is that 

developing the habit is expected of them. For some it will be enough that they 

expect it of themselves. For some it helps if others expect it of them. If you are 

in this latter group then it may help if you ask a trusted friend to be involved in 

monitoring your progress in establishing the habit. 

 

Obligers are motivated by external accountability. They meet the 

expectations of others and put themselves out to fulfil their responsibilities. 

But they find it harder to meet their inner expectations. If you are an obliger 

then it will be most valuable in developing a new habit to involve one or more 
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trusted friends who will expect you to carry out the behaviour according to an 

agreed schedule. If you can join a group that is committed to the habit, so 

much the better. An example might be attending Weightwatchers or going to 

an exercise class or similar groups in which all participants have a shared 

goal. 

 

Questioners question all expectations. They are motivated by reason, logic 

and fairness. They don’t like doing things that don’t make sense to them. If 

you are a questioner then it will be important to be clear about the reasons for 

developing the habit in the first place and to be convinced by them – flossing 

will prevent gum disease which leads to other health problems. You may also 

be helped by writing these reasons down so you can access them at times 

when you are struggling to keep the behaviour going and questioning whether 

it is worthwhile to do so. 

 

Rebels resist all expectations – those of others and their own inner 

expectations. They resist even self-control. Rebels will tend to resist forming 

habits since carrying out habitual behaviour will be experienced as control. 

Gretchen Rubin quotes a “Rebel” as saying: “If I have to do something ‘every 

day’ it guarantees I won’t do it. But if I take it one day at a time, and decide I’ll 

do it this time, then more often than not I end up with a streak.” 

Finisher or Opener? 

Some people are good at keeping going at a task and get a strong sense of 

achievement – a real thrill – at completing what they had set out to do. Such 

people find forming habits relatively easy although if the habit is for the long 

term they may lose interest if they get no sense of completion. For such 



Butler, Grey & Hope: Manage Your Mind, 3e 

Additional Material for Chapter 9 

4 

© Oxford University Press, 2018. All rights reserved. 

people – the Finishers – it helps if they can see the habit as enabling them to 

progress along some kind of journey, and if the ‘journey’ can be conceived as 

having stages.  

 

Openers, on the other hand, are excited by starting out on a new venture. 

The problem for Openers in establishing a new habit is that they lose interest 

before the habit is established. If you are an opener but are clear that 

establishing the habit is what you want to do then be aware that you are likely 

to lose interest in keeping the habit going when a new venture captures your 

imagination. If you want to protect yourself against giving up the habit at that 

stage think through what steps you can take in order to do so. The “if … then 

method” in Manage Your Mind: Chapter 10:  Goals and how to use them 

provides the following example: 

1. Plan to remind yourself when your enthusiasm for the habit 

begins to wane that you had predicted this, and have ready the 

reasons why you wanted to develop the habit in the first place. 

Have these written down in your diary, phone or similar. 

2. Involve trusted others in encouraging you, perhaps reporting on 

a frequent basis how you are progressing with developing the 

habit and planning how you want them to respond if and when 

you start to falter. 

3. Choose a way of developing a new habit so that it will be as 

useful for new ventures as for the present venture. For example, 

if your current enthusiasm is to go swimming on a regular basis 

but you realise that in due course you might get bored with that 

and instead take up squash, or watercolour painting, then 

develop a habit that can respond to these changes. Instead of 
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establishing the habit to go swimming from 6 – 7 pm, establish 

the habit as ‘hobby time’ from 6 – 7 pm. 

 

 


