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INTRODUCTION 

Context plays a crucial role in how we interpret, understand and 

react to events in life. Context in habit work is especially important 

as it exists as the initial filter we use to interpret and respond to 

what’s happening. For instance, when we’re triggered by something 

which causes us to drop into a ritual or routine, it’s because of the 

context surrounding that person, place or thing – how we perceive 

what’s happening and what we think it means. 

There are numerous different definitions for the word context; I’ve consolidated and 

simplified many into one I believe works well to establish clarity and understanding. 

Context: the set of facts and meaning we assign to a situation or event, acting as a filter for 

our interpretation and response. It includes external factors (physical setting, people, 

situational cues, cultural norms) and internal factors (beliefs, past experiences, emotional 

states, personal narratives). I say “we assign” because context is not objective - it’s deeply 

personal. Everyone brings their own filters, beliefs, and experiences to each situation. Two 

people can witness the same event yet experience it in completely different ways, each 

shaped by their own subjective lens. 

For example, in the workplace, one person might respond to a stressful situation by 

practicing mindful meditation, while another reacts with frustration or an angry outburst. 

Understanding and modifying context is often the key to breaking destructive cycles and 

reclaiming agency over one’s actions. 

CONTEXT IN ADDICTION HABITS 

Context is integral to the habit cycle because it influences the cues that trigger habitual 

behaviors – specifically how the cue is expressed as behavior. In my Cascading Model of 

Addiction I highlight the role of epigenetics in the formation of addiction; just as epigenetics 

determines how genes are expressed through histones and methylation (Aboud et al. 

(2023); Gibney & Nolan (2010); Handy (2011)), context ‘reads information into’ how the cue 

results in behavior. 

Understanding the specific context in which a harmful or unwanted habit occurs allows for 

targeted interventions, making it possible to disrupt the Trigger-Ritual-Relief loop and 

replace it with more positive behaviors. 

  

https://narrativescoaching.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Cascading-Model-of-Addiction-Core-Graphic-1-Page.pdf
https://narrativescoaching.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Cascading-Model-of-Addiction-Core-Graphic-1-Page.pdf
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In habit change, recognizing the trigger, then understanding the context, is often the first 

and most important step in creating sustainable change. This is shown in Figure-1. 

This gives us the following statements about 

context as it relates to habits: 

▪ Context (perception) is integral to the 

habit cycle because it influences how 

the cue or trigger is expressed as 

behavior. 

▪ Understanding the specific context in 

which a harmful or unwanted habit 

occurs allows for targeted interventions. 

▪ It is possible to reframe the context (how the cue is perceived) which in turn changes 

the way the cue leads to routine, followed by reward. 

You’ll notice I’m using context and perception interchangeably; while not technically the 

same, I’m equating how one perceives a situation as primarily responsible for setting the 

context – the specific way it occurs to the person. Here are additional distinctions: 

1. Cue-Driven Behavior: 

• Cues in Context: Habits are often triggered by specific cues within a particular 

context. These cues can be environmental (e.g., location, time of day), 

emotional (e.g., stress, boredom), social (e.g., being with certain people), or 

even internal (e.g., thoughts, feelings). The context in which these cues arise 

is integral to the habit loop because it sets the stage for the habitual behavior 

to occur. 

• Example: If someone has a habit of smoking when they drink alcohol, the 

context of being in a bar with friends serves as a powerful cue. Removing or 

changing that context can help disrupt the habit. 

• Another example – I used to smoke cigarettes; somewhere along the way I 

connected smoking with stressful phone conversations. Any time the phone 

would ring or I’d have a stressful call scheduled, I automatically reached for a 

cigarette. One day at work while talking on the phone, I had a cigarette 

burning in the ashtray, was holding a lit cigarette, and was reaching into my 

pocket for another cigarette. I was able to quit with help from a friend. 

 

Figure 1: Addiction Cycle with Space to Change Context 
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2. Automaticity and Context Dependency: 

• Contextual Triggers: Because habits are automatic, they often bypass 

conscious decision-making. The brain associates specific contexts with certain 

behaviors, so when the context reappears, the behavior is triggered 

automatically. Understanding the context in which a habit occurs helps to 

identify the triggers that sustain it (and vice versa – it works in both 

directions – identify the trigger to better understand the context). 

• Example: A person may unconsciously reach for a snack every time they 

watch TV. The context of sitting in front of the TV cues the habitual behavior 

of snacking, even if they are not hungry. 

3. Behavioral Patterns and Contextual Cues: 

• Consistency of Context: Habits are reinforced by consistency in context. The 

more often a behavior is performed in a particular context, the stronger the 

association becomes. This is especially true of behaviors that overstimulate 

the reward pathway and are known to release abnormal amounts of 

dopamine (e.g., pornography (Neuroscience News, 2019)). Changing the 

context can weaken the habit by disrupting the established cue-response 

relationship. 

• Example: Moving to a new environment can naturally disrupt certain habits 

because the familiar contextual cues are no longer present. 

4. Context in Behavior Change: 

• Identifying Triggers: To change an unwanted habit, it’s essential to 

understand the context in which it occurs. Identifying and analyzing the 

specific cues within that context can help in developing strategies to either 

avoid those cues or replace the habitual response with a more desirable one. 

• Example: If stress at work triggers emotional eating, identifying this context 

allows for the development of alternative coping mechanisms, such as taking 

a walk or practicing mindfulness instead of reaching for food. 

• Altering the Environment: By altering the context, such as changing routines, 

modifying the environment, or planning ahead to deal with specific triggers, 

individuals can create new cues that support the desired behavior change.  
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• Example: Rearranging the kitchen to make healthy snacks more accessible 

and placing unhealthy snacks out of sight can alter the context in a way that 

supports healthier eating habits. 

5. Context and Habit Strength: 

• Habit Strengthening or Weakening: The strength of a habit is often tied to the 

consistency and intensity of the context in which it is performed. Repeated 

exposure to the same context strengthens the habit, making it more resistant 

to change. Conversely, altering or avoiding the context can weaken the habit. 

• Example: Someone trying to quit smoking might avoid places where they 

used to smoke (like certain social settings) to reduce the strength of the 

smoking habit. 

6. Relapse Prevention: 

• Contextual Awareness: Understanding the context is also crucial for relapse 

prevention. Many relapses occur when individuals encounter familiar 

contexts that trigger the old habit. Being aware of these contexts allows for 

proactive strategies to avoid or manage these high-risk situations. 

• Example: A person recovering from addiction might prepare for social events 

by bringing a supportive friend or having a plan in place to leave if they feel 

tempted. 

CONCLUSION: THE POWER OF CONTEXT IN HABIT AND ADDICTION CHANGE 

Understanding context is crucial for breaking maladaptive habits and addiction cycles. 

Context acts as the filter through which we interpret cues, shaping whether a behavior 

becomes automatic or remains within our conscious control. When a habit or addiction is 

deeply ingrained, it is not just the trigger itself that leads to action, but the context in which 

the trigger is experienced. 

The Cascading Model of Addiction highlights how context functions similarly to epigenetics, 

where histonically-stored information is read into gene expression during methylation. 

Likewise, context determines how cues are expressed as behavior by ‘reading in’ perception. 

This means that modifying perceptual context can be a key intervention point for shifting 

behavior patterns. Through identifying triggers, altering environments, and reframing 

responses, individuals can weaken destructive habits and reinforce positive ones. 
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Further, contextual consistency plays a major role in habit strength. The more frequently a 

behavior occurs in the same setting, the more automatic it becomes. This is why relapse 

prevention strategies must focus on recognizing high-risk contexts and proactively changing 

them, whether that means avoiding specific environments, reshaping daily routines, or 

preparing alternative responses. 

Ultimately, by understanding and consciously reshaping context, individuals can regain 

control over behaviors that once felt automatic and inevitable. Context is not fixed; it can be 

modified to create space for better choices, leading to lasting change.  
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