
The Brain
and Change

CONSULTING
YOUR
COMPASS

SKILLS FOCUS
● Adaptability 
● Reading
● Creativity 

GENERAL OVERVIEW 
● In Step 1, participants review initial weekly goals they set for themselves in the Goal Sett ing workshop and

identify  the ty pe of change required (specifi c steps, adding a new behavior or stopping an existing habit).
● Step 2 explores engrained habits and neuroplasticity  to understand the brain mechanisms involved in

creating/weakening mental habits.
● Step 3 demonstrates our ability  to control our thoughts and examines common ty pes of automated

thinking that can become habitual (cognitive distortions).
● Step 4 introduces the concept of ‘slogan practice’ to help reprogram negative thought patt erns.
● In Step 5 participants apply the neural pathways model to behavior change and visually represent the

stages of the process.

GET PREPARED and materials needed
 Handout 1:  Engrained in the Brain, one per learner
 Handout 2: Unhelpful Th ought Habits, one per learner
 Handout 3: Creating New Mental Habits, one per learner
 Paper, cardboard, markers or pencil crayons
 Sticky notes or index cards

PURPOSE 
● Understand that the brain has fl exibility  and that habits are reinforced in the brain through repetition and

weakened by a lack of use
● Understand that humans have control over how they think and that negative thoughts and distortions

become mental habits that shape our world and limit our ability  to change
● Practice becoming aware of the negative mental habits that may hold us back

WHEN TO USE/TIMING
● After the Goal Sett ing workshop and when looking to initiating positive change.
● 2 half days  + follow up

VIDEO PREVIEW
● Neuroplasticity : youtube.com/watch?v=ELpfYCZa87g
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LEARNING ACTIVITIES
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1. As a follow up to the Goal Sett ing workshop, have participants refl ect on the successes and challenges they 
encountered by sharing with a partner, small group or larger group.  Share challenges as a large group if possible, 
discussing the ‘why’ of issues that arose (e.g. didn’t have what I needed to start, forgot to do every day, did what I usually 
do instead, couldn’t get family on board, behavior too vague).

2. As a group, have people raise their hands if they chose objectives that were a) specifi c actions or ‘to-do’ items (e.g. 
buying running shoes, reading one chapter), b) adding a new or behavior habit (e.g. walking 10 minutes a day, fl ossing 
their teeth) or c) stopping an existing habit or behavior (e.g. not drinking pop, no screen time after dinner). Debrief with 
the following questions: 
● Did they experience any diff erences in their successes or challenges with those diff erent ty pes of goals? Which 

do they think is harder to do? (Stopping an existing habit is the most diffi  cult, especially if it is an engrained habit).
● How much of our everyday behaviour and actions are really habits or automatic behavior? Is this good or bad? 

(Studies indicate 40 - 95 percent of human behavior—how we think, talk and act—is habit, so likely at least 50% of 
what we say, do and think is automatic. It’s good when it helps us simplify  our life – turning on your signal when you 
want to turn left, and sometimes it’s bad, like thinking negative things about ourselves)

● How does this aff ect our ability  to work towards our life vision and the goals we set for ourselves? (Likely have 
to ditch some old habits and add some new habits in order to get where we want to go.)

● What does it mean to have a habit that is “engrained”? (It is really built in, deeply rooted in your brain and probably 
tied into your regular routine.)

STEP 01    Checking in

STEP 02   It’s all in your head

1. Distribute Handout 1:  Engrained in the Brain and ask participants to get ready to record (in notes or even 
drawings) relevant material fr om the video presentation. 

2. When participants are ready to go and have pen in hand, ask them to change hands, and write their name and the 
date on the top of the sheet using their other (non-dominant) hand.

Debrief with the following:
● Can they do it? Was it hard to do? How did it feel?
● Do they think they could learn to write with their non-dominant hand? Why or why not?
● Have they ever tried to change the way they do something or break a habit? Explain.

Ask learners to keep the writing example in mind as they watch the video. 

3. View the following video Neuroplasticity : youtube.com/watch?v=ELpfYCZa87g. At the end, give participants a 
few moments to fi ll-in more of their Graphic Organizer and discuss briefl y as a group. 

4. Return to the “writing with the opposite hand” experiment.  Discuss the following:
● What makes habits become engrained? (Repetition)
● What leads to habits becoming weaker? (Lack of repetition)
● Given what they have learned, would be possible to learn to write with the other hand?
● What would they have to do to make it happen?
● How hard would it be? (Discuss how “well worn” this pathway is and how these kind of pathways take more work to 

change, but it’s possible.)
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1. Have participants close their eyes and ask them to do the following (read this through slowly, giving them time to 
imagine the items).
Picture a red triangle in their minds. Now watch it fade away. Picture a large green tree by a river. Now watch it fade 
away. Picture a full moon. Now watch that fade away. 

Debrief with the following. 
● Was it easy to do? Could they make the images appear and disappear?
● What does it tell us about our brains and our abilities as humans? (We have the ability  to clearly visualize things 

that are not in fr ont of us. We have the ability  to control the thoughts and images in our minds. Th e thoughts and the 
thinker are not the same – there is separation.)

● Do they feel they have the ability  to control their thoughts? Or do they seem automatic? (Th oughts can become 
habits that we reinforce by thinking them over and over so they feel automatic. Th ese automatic thoughts can shape 
every experience, aff ect our relationships and the things we do or don’t do.)

2. Ask participants to get ready for a quick quiz. Ask all 4 questions fi rst then take up their guesses and then the real 
answers. Th ey need to write down the answers.
● How many thoughts do you think the average person has in a day? (Th e average person has about 12,000 to 60,000 

thoughts per day.)
● What percentage of those thoughts are negative? (80%)
● What percentage of all thoughts are repetitive and thought on most days? (95% were exactly the same repetitive 

thoughts as the day before.)
● What percentage of people found that when their worries did come true, they either handled it bett er than 

they expected, or the diffi  culty  taught them a lesson worth learning (79% - making  97% of our worries are 
useless!).

Have participants take 5 minutes to brainstorm some of the negative things they tell themselves. Encourage 
whatever comes to mind about their body, their abilities, or their future possibilities and make it clear this is not 
something they need to share with anyone. 

3. Write the following on the board.

  Events + Th oughts = Emotions

Ask participants to work with a partner and refl ect on what they think the “formula” means and how it relates to 
automatic thinking and forming mental habits. 

Points for Discussion
o Our thoughts act like a fi lter on everything that we experience. 
o It’s our thoughts, not events, that really determine how we feel and what we believe we can do.
o What we habitually think will determine how we habitually feel and set limits on how we act. 
o Given how much of what we think is negative, we are causing ourselves a lot of misery! 
o When we think about changing behavior to reach out goals, we need to include thought habits that can hold us 

back.  

STEP 03   Exploring possible futures 
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We will be coming back to interrupting negative thoughts in other workshops. For now the goal is to understand that thoughts can also 
be habitual and initiate awareness about our own thought distortions that are unhelpful, especially as we begin to take on behavioural 
change. 

4. Distribute Handout 2: Unhelpful Th ought Habits. Discuss how we can begin to change and disrupt our negative 
mental habits by becoming aware of what and how we are thinking. As it turns out, there are some really common 
ways the human brain distorts events into the negative, and we can start to make changes by recognizing the traps 
we fall into. 

Have participants read through the handout, paying att ention to the ones that feel very familiar to them. Have 
them refl ect on the negative self talk they recorded earlier and see if they can fi nd where that ty pe of thinking fi ts 
in.  

Debrief with the following.
● Were you surprised how many you of the thought distortions you could identify  with?
● How does it feel knowing that all humans tend towards the same negative thought habits? 
● When you look at some of the things you say to yourself, would you say them to a fr iend? Your children? 
● How do you think we can try to shift these mental habits? (Th e fi rst step - and most important step - is becoming 

aware, then we can apply some of our habit changing techniques and start replacing them with more positive 
messaging to build new neural  pathways.)

● Have participants react to the following quote.

“ Make sure your worst enemy is not living between your own two ears. ” - Laird Hamilton

STEP 04   Forming new paths

1. Introduce learners to the concept of “Lojong” or slogan practice. Th ese are simple one line sayings that you recite 
to reprogram your brain’s automatic (negative) responses. Th e idea is to rewire our brains by repeating the slogan 
and forming a new mental pathway that will both guide your immediate behavior and start to crowd out the old 
negative thoughts. Write some of the following on the board:
● Th ink beyond either/or
● Drop the story
● Look how far I have come
● Undistort the distortion

2. Have participants think about a slogan or mantra the addresses a thought patt ern they would like to address (or 
use one fr om above). Have them copy it out onto post it notes or index cards to put in visible places to get them 
started creating the new habit of using the slogan. Suggest they add a gesture (e.g. hand on heart) or a powerful 
pose to make it even more eff ective. 

3. Have the group share some of their Mantras if they are comfortable doing so and have them create posters for the 
room if they feel they would be helpful. 

Th e idea and some of the slogans above were taken fr om M.J. Ryan’s book Habit Changers: 81 Game-Changing Mantras to Mindfully
Realize Your Goals. It is also in the Suggested Shared Reading list and is a great reference for habit change. 

● Don’t believe everything you think
● Th ere are other possibilities
● Do I know for sure that this is true?
● Assume good intentions
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1. Distribute Handout 3: Creating New Mental Habits. Read the introduction together as a class. 

2. Distribute paper or cardboard, and markers or pencil crayons. Have participants work in pairs or triads to create a 
visual “storyboard” of the “3 steps to making change”. Encourage creative representations that clearly illustrate the 
strategies.

3. Use the fi nal creations as a reference and reminder about changing behaviour. Debrief with the following.
● We often think of failing at goals or resolutions as a failure of willpower. Is it? (Will power and motivation will 

never be enough to keep us on track, they swing wildly all the time. We have to design things in ways that set ourselves 
up for success, and that’s what we are going to work on together.)

● How does the experience of failing to reach our goals ty pically make us feel? What are the things we say to 
ourselves? Does that help? 

4. Discuss the following quote and the unhelpful nature of negative self-talk.

“You change best by feeling good, not feeling bad.” - BJ Fogg, Behavioural Scientist

STEP 05   Setting a course

CHECK OUT QUESTION
● What’s one mental habit that you would like to change?

SPIRALLING CONCEPTS
● Revisit the cognitive distortions and negative thinking patt erns as you move through the session. Make it 

a group eff ort to recognize the patt erns and call them out in ourselves and each other.  Work as a group to 
make sure thoughts and words build people up instead of tearing them down.

● Encourage the inclusion of mental habits in the next two workshops on Building Positive Habits and 
Addressing Negative Habits. 

● Encourage and demonstrate the use of slogan practice as you move forward, as a way to remind ourselves 
to think (and act) diff erently.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
● Have participants keep a 24 hour log of negative self talk in themselves and others.
● Have learners play out possible consequences of the thought habits in Handout 2: Unhelpful Th ought 

Habits and off er alternative self-talk suggestions that might lead to bett er outcomes. 
● Ask participants refl ect on the following quote in their journals. 

 “ Its not what we say out loud that really determines our lives. 
It’s what we whisper to ourselves that has power. “ - Robert T. Kiyosaki 
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H
andout 1: Engrained in the B

rain

What is Neuroplasticity? What makes certain behaviours 
become habits?

What makes habits get weaker? What does it take to rewire your brain?
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Mind Reading is the habit of assuming you know what someone else is thinking. We imagine what’s going 
on in someone else’s head, which is a) impossible, b) usually negative and c) doesn’t consider other neutral 
or even positive possibilities. 

Your fr iend doesn’t respond to your text and you immediately start to think “She must be mad at me 
for something.” 

Fortune Telling is very similar, but you are making predictions about the future with litt le to no evidence, 
and when your mind throws you a negative outcome or worst case scenario we “go with that” and tell 
ourselves that that’s what will happen.

While you are waiting for your fr iend to text you back, you start thinking how you need to make new 
fr iends, but you never will be able to. You are just going to be lonely and fr iendless for the rest of your 
life. 

Overgeneralization is when we take one or two instances or examples and generalize them to be an 
overall patt ern that is true for eternity . Th ese habits of mind often include words like “always” and “never”. 
It ty pically has a mental fi lter that zooms in on the negative behavior and ignores any other positive 
experiences or examples. It also can lead to us labelling (and mislabeling) ourselves and others with 
inaccurate, distorted terms. 

After gett ing one poor grade in a course, you tell yourself “I always fail at everything I try. I am such a 
loser.”

Magnifi cation is when we take our own fl aws or mistakes and make them huge or we take small negative 
events and turn them into massive disasters in our minds (catastrophizing).

After forgett ing something you meant to say in a job interview, you keep telling yourself “I totally 
blew that interview. I DEFINITELY WON’T GET THE JOB. How am I going to pay my rent? Th at’s 
probably the only job I was qualifi ed for. I’m going to be homeless.” 

Minimization is the exact opposite. It’s when we dismiss our strengths and positive qualities or the 
likelihood of good things happening. It can also lead us to disqualify  positive input altogether, unable to 
accept compliments or examples of being good at things.

After gett ing a great grade in a test, we tell ourselves “Th at was a fl uke. Th e test wasn’t worth that 
much anyway. I’ll probably still fail the next one.”

H
andout 2

: U
nhelpful Thought H

abits

Example

Example

Example

Example

Example
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Black and white thinking is the habit of looking at everything in terms of extreme categories with no 
shades of grey. Th ings are fantastic or horrible. You are perfect or a complete failure. 

You go on a fi rst date with someone who makes an awkward comment and you decide to write them 
off  as a loser (despite the fact that you had fun and they had a great sense of humour). 

Personalization is when we take everything personally or assume excessive amounts of responsibility , 
especially for things that are mostly or entirely outside our control (like other people’s feelings and 
actions).

Your fr iend is in a really bad mood one day when you go out walking and you think “I must have done 
something to make her angry.” 

Should Statements are a kind of self-talk about what you (or someone else) should do, must do, ought 
to do or not do. Often these should are voices in our heads that were planted when we were children. 
Although they seem to be helpful and the start of a behavior change, they often set us up for guilt and 
disappointment when our habit is to try to live by a lot of ‘shoulds”. If you can’t trade the “should” for 
“want to”, it’s probable a negative message.  

I should lose weight. I should make my children eat 10 vegetables a day. I should stop looking at social 
media. 

Th ere are other mental habits that can lead us astray as well. Th ings like Control Fallacies where we see 
ourselves as either helpless victims of fate or in complete control of the world around us. Or the belief 
that we can force those around us to change to get what we want, or that there is only one right way to 
do things or that life is fair and that everyone is always rewarded for their struggles and sacrifi ce. Humans 
are creative thinkers! 

Remember!

1. Be aware; catch yourself when you are talking negatively to yourself or falling into these kinds of 
distorted ways of thinking.

2. Don’t believe everything that you think! Be curious about where your negative self talk and unhelpful 
mental habits are coming fr om. 

3. Remember that you can take control of your thoughts. Which will help you bett er guide your actions 
and your future. 

H
andout 2

: U
nhelpful Thought H

abits (p2
)

Example

Example

Example
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H
andout 3: C

reating N
ew

 M
ental H

abits

01   Get real. Recognize your current path.

Brain plasticity  is a term that describes the incredible fl exibility  of YOUR human brain. We are not stuck 
being “the way we are”.  But just knowing this information won’t make a change.  And even positive 
thinking is not enough by itself.  It takes good ideas and practical steps to make change happen.  Th e 
brain is listening and ready to respond to your wishes, but it only changes with how you use it. You can
make changes and overcome habits of a lifetime. But to do this, you absolutely must take action 
repeatedly and consistently. (Remember? To create new paths, repeat, repeat, repeat.)

Here are 3 steps to making change, by using the awesome ability  of your brain to change.

Hold up the truth mirror to your life and take a long hard look. Do you repeat the same mistakes in 
relationships? Do you do things over and over that have negative consequences for you? Look at your 
beliefs and how they aff ect your actions. You may have old, stuck ideas that have shaped your brain (and 
your reactions). Like a well-worn path fr om your house to your fr iend’s house, these beliefs and ideas 
cause your thoughts (and then your actions) to take the same route every day – even if the route takes 
you past dangerous dogs or through poison ivy!! You have got to make a new path, even if it seems out of 
the way or awkward at fi rst. Don’t just do what you have always done!! Recognize where you are stuck and 
fi gure out a new path to move your behavour out of its usual rut.   

Creating new pathways in your brain takes eff ort. Your thoughts fall easily into well-worn paths (old 
habits). But you can reshape your brain by walking the new path over and over (and over) to create a new 
(and healthier) route. After a while, the new path will be clear, and the new habit will become easy and feel 
natural.  Let’s say you want to get up in the morning and greet your family with a cheerful, happy att itude 
instead of that crabby, grizzly bear mood that you are ty pically in. Tomorrow, and every morning until it 
becomes a habit,  force yourself to put on a big smile, put some energy into your voice, and be kind fr om 
the start. Do it again and again (and again), and you will create a new pathway in your brain. 

03   Get Vigilant. Watch out for lures and traps

Old habits and negative behaviors have had a lot of traffi  c. Th ey are well-worn tracks. It’s easier to follow 
a path that already exists than it is to hack a new track in a diff erent direction. Be vigilant about thoughts 
and actions that pull you back to the old path. Maybe your fr iend takes the old path every day and wants 
you to walk with him.  Maybe you are tired, and the old path is easier. Keep focused and plan ahead to 
deal with challenges. Get new fr iends to help you clear the path with you. Get more sleep so you aren’t 
so tired.  Remember the rewards of forging a new life. Continue to think positively and practice your new 
habits. Positive thoughts (even if they feel ‘fake’ to begin with) lead to positive feelings, which leads to 
positive actions. As you hack a new trail through the fi elds and forests of your mind, the new path will 
become clearer and clearer and the old path will become overgrown and disused - until it becomes ‘the 
way you used to think and be’.

02   Get Busy. Clear a new trail.
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