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How the World Around You Shapes Your Thoughts
and Actions

In 1952, polio killed more children in America than any other communicable

disease. Nearly 58,000 people were infected that year. The situation was on the

verge of becoming an epidemic and the country desperately needed a vaccine.

In a small laboratory at the University of Pittsburgh, a young researcher named

Jonas Salk was working tirelessly to find a cure. (Years later, author Dennis

Denenberg would write, “Salk worked sixteen hours a day, seven days a week, for

years.”)

Despite all his effort, Salk was stuck. His quest for a polio vaccine was meeting a

dead end at every turn. Eventually, he decided that he needed a break. Salk left the

laboratory and retreated to the quiet hills of central Italy where he stayed at a

13th-century Franciscan monastery known as the Basilica of San Francesco

d'Assisi.

The basilica could not have been more different than the lab. The architecture was

a beautiful combination of Romanesque and Gothic styles. White-washed brick

covered the expansive exterior and dozens of semi-circular arches surrounded the
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plazas between buildings. Inside the church, the walls were covered with stunning

fresco paintings from the 14th and 15th centuries and natural light poured in from

tall windows.

It was in this space that Jonas Salk would have the breakthrough discovery that

led to the polio vaccine. Years later, he would say…

“The spirituality of the architecture there was so inspiring that I was able to

do intuitive thinking far beyond any I had done in the past. Under the

influence of that historic place I intuitively designed the research that I felt

would result in a vaccine for polio. I returned to my laboratory in Pittsburgh

to validate my concepts and found that they were correct.”

-Jonas Salk

Today, the discovery that Salk made in that Italian monastery has impacted

millions. Polio has been eradicated from nearly every nation in the world. In 2012,

just 223 cases were reported globally.

Did inspiration just happen to strike Jonas Salk while he was at the monastery? Or

was he right in assuming that the environment impacted his thinking?

And perhaps more importantly, what does science say about the connection

between our environment and our thoughts and actions? And how can we use this

information to live better lives?



Columns and arches at the Basilica of San Francesco d'Assisi. (Image by Konrad Glogowski

(https://www.�ickr.com/photos/teachandlearn/3390528147).)

The Link Between Brains and Buildings

Researchers have discovered a variety of ways that the buildings we live, work, and

play in drive our behavior and our actions. The way we react and respond is often

tied to the environment that we find ourselves in.

For example, it has long been known that schools with more natural light provide

a better learning environment for students and test scores often go up as a result.

(Natural light and natural air are known to stimulate productivity

(https://jamesclear.com/productivity) in the workplace as well.)

Additionally, buildings with natural elements built into them help reduce stress

and calm us down (https://jamesclear.com/working-hard) (think of trees inside a

mall or a garden in a lobby). Spaces with high ceilings and large rooms promote

https://www.flickr.com/photos/teachandlearn/3390528147
https://jamesclear.com/productivity
https://jamesclear.com/working-hard


more expansive and creative thinking.

So what does this link between design and behavior mean for you and me?

Change Your Environment, Change Your Behavior

Researchers have shown that any habit you have — good or bad — is often

associated with some type of trigger or cue. Recent studies (like this one

(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S002210311100254X)) have

shown that these cues often come from your environment.

This is important because most of us live in the same home, go to the same office,

and eat in the same rooms day after day. And that means you are constantly

surrounded by the same environmental triggers and cues.

If your behavior is often shaped by your environment and you keep working,

playing, and living in the same environment, then it’s no wonder that it can be

difficult to build new habits. (The research supports this. Studies show

(http://psycnet.apa.org/index.cfm?fa=search.displayRecord&uid=1998-04232-

003) that it is easier to change your behavior and build new habits when you

change your environment.)

If you’re struggling to think creatively, then going to a wide open space or moving

to a room with more natural light and fresh air might help you solve the problem.

(Like it seemingly did for Jonas Salk.)

Meanwhile, if you need to focus and complete a task, research shows that it’s more

beneficial to work in a smaller, more confined room with a lower ceiling (without

making yourself feel claustrophobic, of course).
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And perhaps most important, simply moving to a new physical space — whether

it's a different room or halfway around the world — will change the cues that you

encounter and thus your thoughts and behaviors.

Quite literally, a new environment leads to new ideas.

Putting This Into Practice

In the future, I hope that architects and designers will use the connection between

design and behavior to build hospitals where patients heal faster, schools where

children learn better, and homes where people live happier.

That said, you can start making changes right now. You don’t have to be a victim of

your environment. You can also be the architect of it. Here’s my simple 2-step

prescription for altering your environment so that you can stick with good habits

and break bad habits (https://jamesclear.com/habits):

1. To stick with a good habit, reduce the number of steps required to perform the

behavior.

2. To break a bad habit, increase the number of steps required to perform the

behavior.

Here are some examples…

Want to watch less TV? Unplug it and put it in a closet. If you really want to

watch a show, then you can take it out and plug it back in.

Want to drink more water? Fill up a few water bottles and place them around
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the house so that a healthy drink is always close by.

Want to start a business? Join a co-working space where you’re surrounded by

dozens of other business owners.

These are just a few examples, but the point is that shifting your behavior is much

easier when you shift to the right environment. Stanford professor BJ Fogg refers

to this approach as “designing for laziness.” In other words, change your

environment so that your default or “lazy” decision is a better one.

By designing your environment (https://jamesclear.com/lewins-equation) to

encourage the good behaviors and prevent the bad behaviors, you make it far more

likely that you’ll stick to long-term change. Your actions today are often a response

the environmental cues that surround you. If you want to change your behavior,

then you have to change those cues.

1. Jonas Salk on Wikipedia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonas_Salk)

2. Additional resources:

Utopias and Architecture (https://jamesclear.com/book/utopias-and-architecture) By Nathaniel

Coleman (ebook (https://jamesclear.com/ebook/utopias-and-architecture))

Historic Cities and Sacred Sites: Cultural Roots for Urban Futures

(https://jamesclear.com/book/historic-cities-and-sacred-sites) by Ismail Serageldin

Brain Landscape: The Coexistence of Neuroscience and Architecture

(https://jamesclear.com/book/brain-landscape) by John P. Eberhard

FOOTNOTES
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Thanks for reading. You helped save a life.

Whenever you buy one of my books (https://jamesclear.com/books), join the Habits Academy

(https://habitsacademy.com), or otherwise contribute to my work, 5 percent of the pro�ts are donated to the

Against Malaria Foundation (AMF).

With each donation, AMF distributes nets to protect children, pregnant mothers, and families from mosquitos

carrying malaria. It is one of the most cost-effective ways to extend life and ful�lls my bigger mission to spread

healthy habits and help others realize their full potential.
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BETTER HABITS

Behavioral Psychology (https://jamesclear.com/behavioral-psychology)

Habits (https://jamesclear.com/habits)

Motivation (https://jamesclear.com/motivation)

Procrastination (https://jamesclear.com/procrastination)

BETTER PERFORMANCE

Constant Improvement (https://jamesclear.com/continuous-improvement)

Deliberate Practice (https://jamesclear.com/deliberate-practice-theory)

Goal Setting (https://jamesclear.com/goal-setting)

Productivity (https://jamesclear.com/productivity)
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BETTER THINKING

Creativity (https://jamesclear.com/creativity)

Decision Making (https://jamesclear.com/decision-making)

Focus (https://jamesclear.com/focus)

Mental Toughness (https://jamesclear.com/grit)

OPTIMAL HEALTH

Better Sleep (https://jamesclear.com/sleep)

Eating Healthy (https://jamesclear.com/eat-healthy)

Strength Training (https://jamesclear.com/strength-training)
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