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IN BRIEF 
To nudge the habitual brain, we must understand the situations where people use 
deliberative thought as opposed to habitual thinking. When people are in habit mode, 
policymakers can design policies or restrict choices to force the exploration of alternatives. 
Interrupting habit and creating surprises in the action-reward relationship help to nudge 
the habitual brain. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
* Colin Camerer is the Robert Kirby Professor of Behavioral Economics. He earned a PhD from 
the University of Chicago in 1981, worked at Northwestern, Penn, and Chicago, and came to 
Caltech in 1994. He has been the past president of the Economic Science Association 
(experimental economics) and the Society for Neuroeconomics, was elected a member of the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences, and was named a MacArthur Fellow in 2013. He has 
published more than 180 peer-reviewed articles and book chapters and authored or edited 
four books.  
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UNDERSTANDING THE HABITUAL BRAIN 
 
The Habitual Brain has three modes of operation:  

• Model-based (Active learning) 

The model based mode of operation is deliberative and an active form of learning. The 
brain takes in all the information and carefully guides the computation of likely rewards 
from all possible actions. It leaves out the insignificant information, but only takes in the 
important and relevant information. This mode is slow and mentally costly. 

• Model-free (Passive learning) 

This mode of operation is a passive form of learning and it could occur via the senses. For 
example, when someone walks into a restaurant, his senses will, upon taking in the good 
smell, tell him that the food is going to taste good. The brain relates actions to rewards 
through reinforced repetitions. This mode is fast, simple and optimises cognitive 
processes through many repetitions. 

• Habit 

Habit is the case of an over-trained mode that is free from thinking. This is where the 
association between action and reward is so persistent that the choice becomes almost 
automatic—even if the reward is now extinct due to an external change. This mode of 
operation is sticky; thus, if you’re addicted to something, you will not readily respond to 
changes in prices and rewards regarding that action. 

 

 

INFLUENCING THE HABITUAL BRAIN 
 
How are habits formed? Our brains get accustomed to relations between actions and 
rewards. Over a prolonged period, if reward reliability is relatively constant and stable, habits 
will form. The habitual brain is thus formed through reward reliability.  

 

Habits are essentially the brain on auto-pilot in a man-machine control system. While habits 
are formed through choosing the same option, they can also be broken through sufficiently 
large surprises.  
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To nudge the habitual brain, we must therefore understand the situations where people use 
deliberative thought (model-based) as opposed to habitual thinking. When people are in habit 
mode, policymakers can design policies or restrict choices to force the exploration of 
alternatives. Interrupting habit and creating surprises in the action-reward relationship help 
to nudge the habitual brain. 

 

For example, one approach to breaking habits could be 
to make goods and services—that people are used to—
unavailable, thus encouraging them to look for better 
options through alternatives, e.g., subsidies. 

To sum up, an ideal nudge that breaks old habits needs 
to have the following components: 

 Choices made at the same time and place every 
day; and 

 Stability of environment conditions could be 
crucial, but can be engineered by choice 
architecture, design thinking, user interface, 
and user experience design. 

 

  

If people are highly rational and well-informed, and 
these are an important and high stake decisions, 
nudges are not going to make a big impact. 

 

 
REMEMBER! 

Nudges should possess three key 
characteristics: 
 Low-cost, not drastically affect 

the economic outcomes of the 
decision; 

 Thoughtful of the design of 
choices, in areas such as 
descriptions used, procedures 
and user interface; and 

 Imposes minimal costs on highly 
rational choosers. 
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