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T he undeniable popularity of self-help books, wellness podcasts, and

happiness workshops reflects the constant human desire to make life

better. But could it be that many of our lives are already better than we

recognize?

While we may have a loving family, a good place to live, and a decent job, we

often fail to notice those things. It’s not because we are ungrateful or stupid.

It’s because of a basic feature of our brain, known as habituation.

Habituation is the tendency of neurons to fire less and less in response to

things that are constant. You enter a room filled with roses and after a short

while, you cannot detect their scent any longer. And just as you get used to the

smell of fresh flowers, you also get used to a loving relationship, to a

promotion, to a nice home, to a dazzling work of art.

Like the front page of a daily newspaper, your brain cares about what recently

changed, not about what remained the same. And so, what once took your

breath away becomes part of life’s furniture. You habituate to it—you fail to

notice and respond to elements of your life which you previously found

enchanting.

The good news is that you can dishabituate. That is, you can suddenly start

perceiving and responding to things to which you have become desensitized.

The key is taking small breaks from your daily life. For example, when people

return home from a long business trip, they often find their ordinary life has

“resparkled.” Mundane things suddenly seem amazing. The actress Jodie Foster

recently described this feeling when sharing her experience of returning home

after filming on location for six months. “I came back from somewhere that is

amazing and beautiful,” she explained. “But you know, you long for really dumb

things that you're just used to… Right now, I'm like ‘my God avocados are

amazing!’ or ‘I'm so glad I get to go to the gym again!’ Things that six months

ago were sort of what I was trying to escape from.”

Of course, Foster’s life is far from ordinary, but we think that in this case her

experience reflects a fundamental point. If something is constant, we often

assume (perhaps unconsciously) that it is there to stay. As a result, we focus

our attention and effort on the next thing on our list. But if we can make the

constant less so, our attention will naturally drift back to it. If it is good at its

core, it may just resparkle. This is why time away, however short, will enable

you to perceive your life with fresh eyes—and to break up reality.

Read More: Are You Making the Most Out of Life? Here’s How You Can.

The renowned couple’s therapist Esther Perel draws similar conclusions. When

Perel asked people to describe an incident when they were most drawn to their

partner, they mentioned two general situations. First, they were especially

drawn to their spouse when they felt unfamiliar and unknown—for example,

when they saw their partner from a distance or when they observed them deep

in conversation with strangers. Second, they were especially drawn to their

spouse when they were away and then when they reunited. Perel’s conclusion is

supported by science. A 2007 study of 237 individuals showed that when people

spend more time apart from their partner, they report greater sexual interest in

them.

But what if you are unable to get away from your daily routine, even for a short

while? Well, perhaps you can change your environment using your imagination.

Close your eyes and imagine your life, but without your home, without your job,

without your family; create vivid images with color and detail. This small act

might make you feel lucky about what you have.

It’s a bit like having a nightmare in which you lose a loved one—when you wake

up and realize it was all a dream and the person is right there beside you, you

feel especially thankful. Before the nightmare you may well have known that

you had a good thing, but after you awake from it, you feel it too.

Why, though, does the emotional response habituate so fast? Why have we

evolved a brain that derives less and less pleasure from good things that are

constant or frequent? And perhaps most importantly, wouldn’t it be great if

you marveled at your job, house, or spouse just as you did at the very

beginning?

Maybe, or maybe not. Habituation to the good drives you to move forward and

progress. If you did not experience habituation, you would be satisfied with

less. For example, you might end up being happy with a low-paying, entry-level

position many years after getting the job. Now, being satisfied with less may

seem desirable, but it also means that you would have reduced motivation to

learn, to develop, and to change. Without emotional habituation, our species

may not have ended up with the technological innovation and great works of

art we do, because people might not have had the motivation to create them.

A delicate balance must be struck here. On the one hand, without habituation

(and dare we say some boredom, restlessness, and greed), we might have

remained mere cave dwellers. But on the other hand, habituation can lead us to

be unsatisfied, bored, restless, and greedy. Perhaps then, rather than focusing

completely on how to better our life we need to also learn how to see our life

better—to notice the great things we have habituated to a little bit more. 

CONTACT US AT LETTERS@TIME.COM

TIME Ideas hosts the world's leading voices, providing commentary on
events in news, society, and culture. We welcome outside contributions.
Opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect the views of TIME editors.

Home

U.S.

Politics

World

Health

Business

Tech

Personal Finance by TIME Stamped

Shopping by TIME Stamped

Future of Work by Charter

Entertainment

Ideas

Science

History

Sports

Magazine

The TIME Vault

TIME For Kids

TIME CO2

Coupons

TIME Edge

Video

Masthead

Newsletters

Subscribe

Subscriber Benefits

Give a Gift

Shop the TIME Store

Careers

Modern Slavery Statement

Press Room

TIME Studios

U.S. & Canada Customer Care

Global Help Center

Contact the Editors

Reprints and Permissions

Site Map

Media Kit

Supplied Partner Content

About Us

© 2024 TIME USA, LLC. All Rights Reserved. Use of this site constitutes acceptance of our Terms of Service, Privacy Policy (Your Privacy Rights) and Do Not Sell or Share My Personal Information.

TIME may receive compensation for some links to products and services on this website. Offers may be subject to change without notice.

Meet the 2024 Women of the Year

Greta Gerwig's Next Big Swing 

East Palestine, One Year After Train Derailment
In the Belly of MrBeast

The Closers: 18 People Working to End the Racial Wealth Gap

How Long Should You Isolate With COVID-19?
The Best Romantic Comedies to Watch on Netflix

Want Weekly Recs on What to Watch, Read, and More? Sign Up for Worth
Your Time

MORE MUST-READS FROM TIME

YOU MAY ALSO LIKE

IDEAS

How Technology Can Help

Us Remember Better

IDEAS

How to Have More

Meaningful Conversations

HEALTH

7 Low-Stress Ways to Start

Decluttering

LIVING

Does Marriage Really Bring

People Happiness? A

Discussion

SUBSCRIBESIGN UP FOR OUR IDEAS NEWSLETTER

https://time.com/section/ideas
https://time.com/tag/psychology
https://time.com/author/tali-sharot-and-cass-r-sunstein/
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Look-Again/Tali-Sharot/9781668008201
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Look-Again/Tali-Sharot/9781668008201
https://podcasts.apple.com/dk/podcast/148-jodie-foster-on-building-truthful-characters/id1501641442?i=1000622479512
https://time.com/61989/are-you-making-the-most-out-of-life-heres-how-you-can/
https://www.ted.com/talks/esther_perel_the_secret_to_desire_in_a_long_term_relationship/transcript?language=en
https://toddkshackelford.com/downloads/Shackelford-Goetz-McKibbin-Starratt-JCP-2007.pdf
mailto:letters@time.com
https://www.time.com/ideas
https://time.com/
https://www.facebook.com/time
https://www.facebook.com/time
https://www.twitter.com/time
https://www.twitter.com/time
https://www.instagram.com/time
https://www.instagram.com/time
https://www.pinterest.com/timemagazine/
https://www.pinterest.com/timemagazine/
https://time.com/
https://time.com/section/us/
https://time.com/section/politics/
https://time.com/section/world/
https://time.com/section/health/
https://time.com/section/business/
https://time.com/section/tech/
https://time.com/personal-finance/
https://time.com/shopping/
https://time.com/charter/
https://time.com/section/entertainment/
https://time.com/section/ideas/
https://time.com/section/science/
https://time.com/section/history/
https://time.com/section/sports/
https://time.com/magazine
https://time.com/vault/
https://www.timeforkids.com/
https://www.co2.com/
https://time.com/coupons
https://timeedge.com/login
https://time.com/collection/video/
https://time.com/time-masthead/
https://time.com/newsletters/?source=TD_Footer_Link
https://time.com/subscribe-footer-time
https://time.com/subscriber-benefits/
https://time.com/giveagift/
https://timecoverstore.com/
https://time.com/longform/join-time/
https://time.com/modern-slavery-statement/
https://time.com/section/press-room/
https://time.com/studios/
https://support.time.com/hc/en-us
https://support.time.com/hc/en-us/sections/1500001791741
mailto:feedback@time.com
https://www.parsintl.com/publication/time
https://time.com/html-sitemap/
https://time.com/mediakit/
https://time.com/partnercontent/
https://time.com/longform/about-time/
https://time.com/privacy/privacy_terms_service.html
https://time.com/privacy/privacy_policy.html
https://time.com/privacy/privacy_policy.html#_Toc26698205
https://time.com/collection/women-of-the-year/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/collection/women-of-the-year/6692799/greta-gerwig-interview/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/east-palestine-train-derailment/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/collection/time100-leadership-series/6693255/mrbeast-interview/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/collection/closers/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/6695102/covid-19-isolation-guidelines-experts/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/6694338/best-rom-coms-on-netflix/?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
http://time.com/worth-your-time?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
http://time.com/worth-your-time?utm_source=roundup&utm_campaign=20230202
https://time.com/section/ideas
https://www.time.com/6768012/mindful-technology-memory-essay/
https://www.time.com/6768012/mindful-technology-memory-essay/
https://time.com/section/ideas
https://www.time.com/6695336/how-to-have-meaningful-conversations-charles-duhigg-essay/
https://www.time.com/6695336/how-to-have-meaningful-conversations-charles-duhigg-essay/
https://time.com/section/health
https://www.time.com/6693296/how-to-declutter-mental-health/
https://www.time.com/6693296/how-to-declutter-mental-health/
https://time.com/section/living
https://www.time.com/6696116/marriage-happiness-brad-wilcox-interview/
https://www.time.com/6696116/marriage-happiness-brad-wilcox-interview/
https://time.com/subscribe-header-time
https://time.com/
https://time.com/
https://cloud.newsletters.time.com/signup?nln=pov

