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A TalkBack Session: Keys to Changing the Brain 

with Daniel Amen, MD; Ruth Buczynski, PhD; Ron Siegel, PsyD; and Kelly McGonigal, PhD 

Dr. Buczynski: I am joined by my friend Dr. Ronald Siegel. He is Assistant Clinical Professor of Psychology at 

Harvard Medical School, a licensed psychologist, and the author of The Mindfulness Solution, among many 

other books.  

Also here is my friend Dr. Kelly McGonigal. She is a lecturer at Stanford University at the Center for 

Compassion and Altruism Research and Education, and she is the author of The Willpower Instinct. 

Thank you both for being here – I am looking forward to your insights. 

 

What Stood Out Most 

Dr. Buczynski:  Ron, let’s start with you – what stood out to you most? 

Dr. Siegel:  I thought it was fascinating to delve into and to consider gender differences and what their 

neurobiological correlates might be.  

Clearly, any of us who lives with anybody who is not of our own gender or has contact with anybody who is 

not of our own gender knows that there certainly are differences which do seem to pattern across gender.  

I was both intrigued by it and enjoyed the way that it helped to depersonalize it; it is less about, “Why is this 

other person so strange?” and more about us having these differences. 

But it also raised the question in my mind of, “I wonder what we really know here?”  

People have talked about biological difference as a reason for one group to subjugate another for millennia, 

and oftentimes, differences that are observed are assumed to be biological.  

I found myself thinking, “I wonder what an anthropologist would say, hearing this talk and having awareness 

of how gender manifests in different cultures – how uniform is it?”  

It also made me wonder about the biology of gender – whether the differences that we are observing in the 
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brain are genetic – and Dr. Amen spoke about many interesting differences – or whether they develop over 

time and culture.  

We know that neurons that fire together wire together, and maybe 

the differences we observe in the brain are trained as people’s gender 

roles are trained. I was very intrigued with these sorts of questions. 

Lately, in particular, I have been watching Mad Men reruns and 

thinking about all of the aspects of gender that were assumed to be biologically based.  

There have been a lot of retrospectives about President Kennedy. I heard one of his speeches where he was 

talking about the importance of women in the work world and he said, “Even though the woman’s primary 

role is certainly in the home, maybe we should also consider looking after their interests at work.” 

All of these ideas leave me with many questions – I was very intrigued by the interview.  

Dr. Buczynski:  How about you, Kelly – what stood out most to you? 

Dr. McGonigal:  First, I should say I really appreciate that point of view, Ron – to be both interested in the 

biological differences that might exist as well as to be a little bit 

skeptical of them. I think that’s a really great perspective to bring to the 

science.  

There was a big study that came out arguing for some differences 

between male and female brains that got a lot of press, and I think it is 

important to hold all of that research in an expansive view – being 

curious and also wanting to be careful not to use that science in a way that is not helpful. 

What stood out to me the most was, first of all, what Daniel said that gets to the heart of why it is that we 

are even having this seminar and why it is that people would even share brain science with their clients.  

He talked about the importance of showing images of the brain to clients – it would help them fall in love 

with their brain and then they would be motivated to take care 

of it.  

That just jumped right out at me because it is such a novel idea – 

to want people to fall in love with their brain – or even to fall in 

“Maybe the differences we 

observe in the brain are 

trained as people’s gender 

roles are trained.” 

“It’s important to hold 

research in an expansive 

view—being curious and 

wanting to be careful.” 

“Showing images of a brain to 

clients would help them fall in 

love with their brain.” 
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love with their own biology.  

So often, we are talked to as if our brain and body are these ticking time 

bombs that are just going to turn on us – we need to worry about them, 

and we need to control them.  

The idea that you can be curious about your own brain and that you can take good care of it and make 

friends with your brain is such a wonderful approach to helping people to help themselves change. 

The other thing that stood out to me was this idea that has not so much to do with the brain but with the 

idea that change is social.  

Both at the beginning of the webinar and at the end – he talked about 

the idea that wives are very helpful in motivating husbands to make 

healthy change and in helping families change.  

The Saddleback Project that Daniel described is founded on five pillars 

that include family, faith, and friends, and he described how important it is to have a tribe of people to 

support you when you are trying to improve your own health.  

Although he didn’t talk about it from the brain perspective, the brain has three different motivational 

systems and we are used to talking about only two – the short 

term and the long term: “Do I want what’s good and pleasurable 

now or do I want what’s good for me in the long term?”  

But the brain also has a social motivational system that is a little bit bigger than just, “Do I want to be happy 

now?”  

The social motivational system really looks at, “Is this something that’s going to help me connect to my tribe 

and the people I care about?”  

Anything we can do to help people tap into that social motivational system is going to make all these changes 

that Daniel talked about – whether it is diet or exercise or other goals – it is going to make it so much more 

possible. 

Dr. Buczynski:  I like what you just said, Kelly, because a lot of times it’s all about the motivation of, “What’s 

in it for me? Should I go with what’s in it for me in short term, or what’s in it for me in long term?”  

“The idea that you can 

be curious about your 

own brain is such a 

wonderful approach.”  

“Wives are very helpful 

in motivating husbands 

and families to make 

healthy change.” 

“The brain has three different 

motivational systems.” 
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But another way to look at it might be, “What’s in it for my family/my community/my country?”  

Dr. McGonigal:  Yes, often the social motivation is totally automatic. I may not even need to think about, “Is 

this good for my relationship with my husband?” But if it matters to my husband because my social brain 

encodes him as part of myself, I am going to instinctively be motivated to do things that matter to him, and 

that is a really good way to amplify our motivation. 

Dr. Siegel:  I’d like to just jump in here because it reminds me of Desmond Tutu’s famous line. He says that in 

a lot of African cultures you can’t really answer the question, “How are you?” The answer is always, “We are 

fine or we are not so fine” – and it’s a very, very helpful perspective.  

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks.  

 

Finding the Balance: Too Much or Too Little Worry 

Dr. Buczynski:  One of the things that Daniel talked about was the idea that a little bit of worry can be a good 

thing – and his emphasis was on a little bit of worry – but many times, people really go overboard and they 

worry way too much, and sometimes about things that don’t necessarily need to be worried about.  

Ron, I will direct this to you: how can we help people find the balance 

between too much and too little worry? 

Dr. Siegel:  As a lifelong expert in worry, I think about this a great deal – 

you alluded, at one point during the interview although you didn’t call it 

by name – to Hans Selye’s famous stress response curve that basically points out that if we are really not very 

aroused, we may not be very engaged.  

As the stress curve comes up, we reach a sort of optimal level in which we are aroused enough for full 

engagement, but when it starts to tip over beyond that, we start to have another set of problems.  

Basically, we start to feel our fear and our arousal interfering with optimal engagement.  

The trick is finding some midpoint in which we are not so relaxed. I sometimes think about the people who 

have bumper stickers that say – and I’ll paraphrase – “excrement happens” and I’ll think, “Yes, it probably 

happens to them disproportionately because they are so not worried and not thinking about consequences 

“If we are really not 

very aroused, we may 

not be very engaged.” 
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to their actions that bad things befall them quite often.”  

Yet, we all know that it is quite possible to be riddled with 

fears in a way which is not helpful. 

One of the things that I find interesting here is to see the 

relationship between rationality and fear. Sometimes we say, 

“Is it a reasonable fear or not?” Then we run into a problem 

which is that very often, people who are highly anxious are actually more accurate in their risk-appraisal skills 

than people who aren’t so anxious.  

They notice while driving down the highway, “Gosh, I’m speeding through space in a tin can at sixty-five/

seventy miles an hour; one moment’s inattention on my part or the part of another driver, and I’m toast,” 

and we see there is a lot of inattention around us. 

Part of the difficulty is that when we are not somewhat in denial – when we are actually seeing reality as it is 

– there is much cause for fear and much cause for alarm.  

Then the question is, “What do we do with this?” I think the key – and you see this in both cognitive behavior 

therapy and in the mindfulness tradition – is how we relate to that 

fear. Very often, we are not going to be able to make the fear go 

away, except through denial. 

The question, then, is: Are we able to be with the fear? Are we able 

to ride the waves of arousal? Are we, as Daniel pointed out, able to 

notice these as just changing neurobiological states – not taking them so personally? Are we able to learn to 

ride those waves?  

What gets people most into trouble is when they start to resist the experience of fear, resist the experience 

of anxiety, and then they work themselves into various kinds of disorders through 

patterns of avoidance. 

I don’t think we are going to make fear/worry go away. We don’t really want it to 

go away entirely but we need to learn not to stop the waves, but to surf! 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks.  

“People who are highly anxious 

are actually more accurate in their 

risk-appraisal skills than people 

who aren’t so anxious.” 

“The key is how we relate to 

fear . Are we able to be with 

the fear? Are we able to ride 

the waves of arousal?” 

“We need to 

learn not to 

stop the waves, 

but to surf!” 
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How to Balance Hormones Naturally 

Dr. Buczynski:  Daniel and I talked a lot about hormones and the need for balance. Of course, the 

pharmaceutical industry is getting their hand in that, but if we wanted to try to balance our hormones 

naturally, how might we do that? 

Dr. McGonigal:  Let’s start with even why we might want to balance hormones naturally.  

If you think about what hormones are, their function is to shape 

your behavior and your thinking in a particular direction.  

Your body and brain release hormones in response to what is 

happening in your environment – both what is happening around 

you, what it perceives as your opportunities for action and what is going on internally – with your emotions.  

What the body and the brain are producing is not haphazard. 

When you understand that, it makes sense that you might not necessarily want to go in and just manipulate 

the hormones that are present, but you might want to rewind it a little bit and think, “If this particular stress 

hormone is very high/this particular sex hormone is a little bit low, it may be in response to something that is 

happening in my environment or something that is happening internally, or emotionally, that is driving this 

production of hormones.”  

You can actually balance your hormones by making changes to your environment and by choosing 

experiences that help shape your emotions – and the biology 

will follow. 

So, here’s a simple example. Daniel talked about cortisol. If you 

have very high levels of cortisol that do not go away, that may 

have consequences for your mood, your thinking, and your 

health.  

We know that if you choose an environment that has “green features” – if you are able to see a blue sky, if 

you are able to see nature – that really kicks in the brain and the body’s natural instinct to resolve whatever 

stress physiology is going on.  

“Your body and brain release 

hormones in response to 

what is happening in your 

environment.” 

“You can balance your 

hormones by making changes to 

your environment and by 

choosing experiences that help 

shape your emotions.” 
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We know that practices like yoga and meditation increase levels of GABA, which Daniel talked about as being 

very important in helping the brain and body to recover from any stress physiology.  

These are practices that give the psychological payoff that people 

are hoping they will get from hormone change, and the hormone 

change will happen naturally.  

I would encourage people to think about turning their attention 

outward toward their environment and looking for ways to shape it in a way that gives them moments of 

calm or flow – this could be a strategy for training the biology and the psychology at the same time.  

 

Imaging and Brain Screening 

Dr. Buczynski:  Ron – Daniel’s prediction that imaging may soon be as common as colonoscopies as a 

screening tool for brain diseases – what are your thoughts? 

Dr. Siegel:  I think he may be right, but I am a little concerned about it, to tell you the truth, and I have a few 

reasons for that.  

First, I have done a lot of work over the years as a clinician with chronic pain, particularly chronic back pain, 

and here we have an interesting phenomenon. 

Cultures that adopt medical imaging have far higher epidemics 

of chronic back pain than cultures that haven’t been exposed to 

medical imaging.  

Because the image shows abnormalities – and the vast majority 

of people have some sort of abnormality even if they are quite 

pain-free – the abnormality is pointed to as the cause of the difficulty. 

The same holds true in so many areas. There are all these studies that show, for example, that a torn 

meniscus is normative in men over fifty-five, or that torn rotator cuffs in the shoulder are normative in major-

league baseball players. 

We have all these questions about whether what we are seeing on the image is causative to the problem that 

“Yoga and meditation increase 

levels of GABA and give 

psychological payoff.” 

“Cultures that adopt medical 

imaging have far higher 

epidemics of chronic back pain 

than cultures that haven’t been 

exposed to medical imaging.” 
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we are dealing with – and it is easy to get a little concrete about this 

and to assume that, “It’s physical; I’ve observed it – and therefore 

must be real.”  

That brings us into an even larger question. Humanity has been trying 

to map consciousness for thousands of years. Some cultures have very detailed maps, like the Buddhist 

cultures, for example, with their detailed examination of what happens in meditation states.  

Yet with all of this access to consciousness – we all have access to it every day – we are unable to come up 

with an adequate map: it is too complicated; there are too many different features to consciousness and it 

moves too quickly to be able to describe it in an agreed-upon way. 

Let’s assume that consciousness is synonymous with brain activity just for a moment – the notion that if we 

look at the level of brain activity, what we can measure – that that it is going to make it any simpler. I find 

that hard to understand – if we are looking at the same thing at a 

different level.  

I have some concerns about that – I’m afraid that we may try to 

reduce and overly simplify a very complex realm and be like the 

proverbial drunk looking for his keys under the light post even though he lost them across the street. 

My fear is: “I can see the image, so that’s what I want to tend to; I don’t want to tend to the vast complexity 

of that which I can’t see.” 

 

Strategies to Develop the Prefrontal Cortex 

Dr. Buczynski:  Kelly, we often refer to the prefrontal cortex as “the CEO of the brain.” What strategies can 

people use to help develop their prefrontal cortex? 

Dr. McGonigal:  I was listening to NPR and a guest said, “If you want to improve the strength of your body, 

you exercise your body. If you want to improve the strength and health of your brain, you should exercise 

your brain.”  

It turns out that you should flip that around: if you want to increase the health and strength of your brain, 

“I’m afraid that we may try 

to reduce and overly simplify 

a very complex realm.” 

“Humanity has been trying 

to map consciousness for 

thousands of years.” 
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you should exercise your body. 

There is probably more evidence for this than for almost any other 

recommendation that I make – the idea that physical exercise, 

particularly exercise that elevates the heart rate – cardio respiratory 

fitness – increases the density of the prefrontal cortex as well as the 

function of the prefrontal cortex. 

It is not very clear why physical exercise seems to target the prefrontal cortex so much but researchers think 

it has something to do with the fact that the prefrontal cortex uses more energy than other parts of the 

brain.  

When you engage in physical exercise, it is teaching the brain and 

the body how to use energy more efficiently.  

You see brain-derived neurotrophic factor, vascular endothelial 

growth factor, and all these sorts of other factors that help the 

brain figure out how to better use energy. 

If you want to make your prefrontal cortex bigger and stronger, you really should prioritize physical health 

and physical activity.  

The second level of evidence would be for what I often recommend, which is meditation. The evidence isn’t 

quite as strong but like physical exercise, it seems to preferentially 

target the prefrontal cortex. 

Meditation asks you to use the different functions of the prefrontal 

cortex to pay attention, to engage intention, and to cultivate self-

awareness.  

Dr. Buczynski:  I am glad you brought both of those up – they will 

come up over and over again.  

“If you want to improve 

the health and strength of 

your brain, you should 

exercise your body.” 

“When you engage in physical 

exercise, it is teaching the 

brain and the body how to 

use energy more efficiently.”  

“Meditation asks you to 

use the different functions 

of the prefrontal cortex to 

pay attention, to engage 

intention, and to cultivate 

self-awareness.” 
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About the speakers . . .  

Ron Siegel, PsyD is an Assistant Clinical Professor 

of Psychology at Harvard Medical School, where he 

has taught for over 20 years. He is a long time 

student of mindfulness mediation and serves on the 

Board of Directors and faculty for the  Institute for 

Medication and Therapy.  

 

Dr. Siegel teachers nationally about mindfulness and 

psychotherapy and mind/body treatment, while 

maintaining a private practice in Lincoln, MA. He is  

co-editor of Mindfulness and Psychotherapy and  

co-author of Back Sense: A Revolutionary Approach  

to Halting the Cycle of Chronic Back Pain.  

 

 

Kelly McGonigal, PhD is a health psychologist and lecturer at Stanford University, and a  

 leading expert in the new field of ’science-help’. She is   

 passionate about translating cutting-edge research from  

 psychology, neuroscience, and medicine into practical  

 strategies for health, happiness, and personal success.  

 

  Her most recent book, The Upside of Stress: Why is  

  Stress Good for You and How to Get Good At It, shows  

  readers how to cultivate a mindset that embraces  

  stress, and activate the brain’s natural ability to learn  

  from challenging experiences.   


