Keys to Changing the Brain

Rick Hanson, PhD - TalkBack - pg. 1

A TalkBack Session: Keys to Changing the Brain
with Rick Hanson, PhD; Ruth Buczynski, PhD; Ron Siegel, PsyD; and Kelly McGonigal, PhD
Dr. Buczynski: Well, it is always fun to talk with Rick Hanson and I am eager to begin to hear what the two of
you think of that. We are going to start our Talkback Session now, and this is the time when we reflect on
what has been said and chew on it and see what else we can learn from it and clarify some of the ideas.
I have been joined by two of my colleagues, two experts: Dr. Kelly McGonigal and Dr. Ron Siegel.
Kelly is an award-winning health psychology instructor at Stanford University and she is also at Stanford
Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education. She is also the author of The Willpower Instinct.
Ron is Assistant Clinical Professor of Psychology at Harvard Medical School and he is the author of several
books including The Mindfulness Solution.

So, guys, I’m looking forward to jumping into this with you. Thanks for being here.
Kelly, why don’t we start with you?

What Stood Out Most
Dr. McGonigal: You know, the thing that stands out to me the most was the recognition that positive
emotions are a resource rather than necessarily an end in itself.
Rick talked about positive emotions as building character and being character

“Positive emotions
are a resource
rather than an end.”

strengths – and I think we so often think about, “Well, I just want to be happy
because it’s better to be happy than not happy, and I’m just going to pursue
happiness.”

And there is some interesting psychology research that believing you need to be happy and pursuing
happiness for that reason actually makes people less happy.
This is a very different way of thinking about happiness: that we need to
cultivate positive emotions like gratitude and love and awe because they

“Believing you need
to be happy makes
people less happy.”
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make us better versions of ourselves; they give us strength and then they become something that we draw
on during times of suffering.
And this is very consistent with our research at the Center for Compassion – that it is not enough to be willing
to make contact with suffering, whether you are helping someone

“It’s important to have a
reserve of positive states that
can be brought into the
experience of suffering.”

else or dealing with your own suffering; it is so important to be able
to have a reserve of positive states that can be brought into the
experience of suffering.
And the way that Rick describes this process – and now we are

beginning to give people tools for thinking about how to actually do that. I am very impressed and very
inspired by that.
Dr. Buczynski: How about you, Ron – what stood out to you?
Dr. Siegel: Well, I am also inspired by Rick’s emphasis on cultivating positive emotions and really outlining

exactly why and how that is of use to us in terms of enhancing both our emotional and cognitive capacities.
I am also delighted each time I hear Rick, to hear how he is getting – each time comes up with another way to
take a complex concept and make it really graspable and really understandable.
And the ones that stood out here for me were certainly the idea – the lizard, mouse and monkey inside of us
– you know, even as people talk about the reptilian and
mammalian brain and stuff, but to think of it as the lizard,

the mouse and the monkey helps us to visualize it in a way
that I think makes it very experience-near for us.

“To think of [the brain] as the lizard,
the mouse, and the monkey, helps
us visualize it in a way that makes it
experience-near for us.”

Certainly the notion of HEAL – that he has worked out an
acronym for how to create and how to particularly take the time to absorb and integrate positive emotional
experiences, I think is a really wonderful contribution.

“When we have safety, we have a
sense of peace; when we have
satisfaction, we have a sense of
contentment and when we have
connection, we feel love.”

And, finally, seeing that there are basically these three systems
– you know, the system of longing for safety, for satisfaction,
for connection – and that there are emotions that correspond
to those: the sense that when we have safety, we have a sense
of peace; when we have satisfaction, we have a sense of
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contentment; and that when we have connection, we feel love in some way – and how these are different
from and opposite from the moments of fear, frustration and heartbreak.
Just thinking in terms of having these three sets of needs I think can help us that when we are in a state,
either a positive state, to notice what’s going on and to be able to appreciate it; or if we are in a negative, if
we are in a painful state, to see exactly which of these needs isn’t getting met, and to understand that.
And, again, I think that helps us to take it not so personally, but to be able to accept the experience better.
Finally, just a couple of little points that just struck me as delightful and very true: that Mother Nature wants
us to be frightened. I think is a very nice way of putting what I think all of us experience a great deal if we
introspect, which is, “My – fear plays an enormous role in human experience” and that this is very adaptive,
to be afraid, because then we are likely to both grasp opportunities when they come our way and avoid
misfortunes.
And related to this, the notion that we do have this sensitivity to

novelty and this tendency to zone out and not notice that which is
familiar. And we all experience this in terms of habituation and in

“We have this sensitivity to
novelty and this tendency
to zone out and not notice
that which is familiar.”

terms of the phenomena – Rick didn’t talk about at this time – but
the notion of the hedonic treadmill: that so many of the things that we pursue, to try to feel a sense of wellbeing or happiness, we wind up getting addicted to.
We need more and more of them just to feel the same sense of well-being.

We see that with money, we see that with fame, we see that with popularity – all sorts of things like this –
and that that might be tied to this very, very basic notion that the organism evolved to seek out novelty
because it represented either opportunity or threat.
I thought that was a very interesting and useful point.

How the Evolution of the Brain Impacts Us
Dr. Buczynski: Kelly, Rick talked in the beginning about the evolution of the brain.
Many of us are in leadership roles where we might be thinking about the person that we are working with
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and their brain, or we might even want to be teaching them about their brain.
How would this concept about the evolution of the brain – how would that be relevant or helpful?
Dr. McGonigal: I think one of the most interesting and important things that Rick talked about was how
evolution operates in the brain – that it doesn’t basically take an “old brain” and completely overhaul and
give you a “new and improved brain,” but that evolution is more like getting upgrades that will increase the
flexibility and diversity of human responses.

“One of the most
interesting and important
things Rick talked about
was how evolution
operates in the brain.”

But, you know, evolution doesn’t get rid of what he would refer to as
the “lizard brain” and the other aspects of the brain that seem more
primitive.
And that is really important for people to understand – that there is no

way to fundamentally remove some of the experiences we have that feel maybe irrational or emotional –
things like stress or anxiety, things like social conflict.
These are things that are part of what it means to be human, and evolution has given us also diversity and
flexibility about which systems are dominant and our choice of responses.
And that gives us a lot of, I think, common humanity and self-compassion.

“Evolution has given us
diversity and flexibility.”

And even to be able to recognize which system might be dominant – what
mode you might be operating from, and to recognize that as a fundamental human need, that evolution has
maintained because it is important to our well-being.

“This goes a long way in
helping people not feel
like there is something
fundamentally wrong
with them.”

And I think this just goes a long way in helping people not feel like there is
something fundamentally wrong with them because they have these
experiences that we sometimes devalue or are looking to escape or
evolve away from.

Using HEAL in Our Everyday Lives
Dr. Buczynski: Ron, how can we take Rick’s idea of HEAL – he went into H-E-A-L – and apply that to our
everyday lives?
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Dr. Siegel: I think it is enormously applicable. Just to review it, the H in HEAL is Have, which is really simply to
notice when some kind of positive emotional experience is occurring.
The E is to Enrich, which is to, in essence, think about it a little bit, to allow ourselves to appreciate it, to see,
for example, if somebody is kind to us, to see other ways they may have been kind to us, or to resonate with
other moments of kindness in our lives – to Absorb it, to spend the time to hang out with it for a while, to
deliberately savor the experience.
And then finally – and he said this one is optional – is to Link it; that when we are having this more positive
emotional experience, to also bring to mind something which
has been troubling to us and perhaps notice that that troubling
event exists against the backdrop of this positive experience.

“The systematic set of steps
contrasts with many traditional
psychotherapeutic approaches.”

So it is very nice to have a systematic set of steps that we can
follow to really absorb and incorporate these positive emotional experiences.

And what strikes me is how this contrasts with many traditional psychotherapeutic approaches, because
many traditional psychotherapeutic approaches actually turn their attention deliberately, mostly toward
what is painful, with the idea that things that have been painful are due to past traumas, large or small, and
that it is necessary, in order to integrate these often pushed-away

“What I think has been
neglected in
psychotherapeutic
traditions is this idea that
we savor the positive.

experiences, to open to them and turn our attention to them.
And there is certainly a great deal of merit to that in healing as well.

But what often I think has been neglected in psychotherapeutic
traditions is this other idea – that we might actually savor the positive.

And we see that I think somewhat more in religious traditions: I think of Thich Nhat Hanh, the Vietnamese
Zen master who is fond of saying, “I want you to remember the last time that you had a really bad toothache.
Remember what that was like.” He said, “I have wonderful news for you today: no toothache!”
And that is really what Rick is encouraging us to do, is to appreciate all
of the toothaches that aren’t here at this moment.
And the way he suggests that we even take the fact that we are, as far
as we know, not terribly sick right now – I know, Kelly, you have a bit of

“Rick is encouraging us
to appreciate all of the
toothaches that aren’t
here at this moment.”
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a cold, but nonetheless, to appreciate how powerful that is.
And, frankly, for me, you know, it runs so strongly against a sort of ethnic tradition that I come from – I come
from a New York Jewish ethnic tradition where the standard line is, “You think you’ve got tsores” – and
tsores means grief, bad luck, difficult things happening – and the entire

“It is a very useful
antidote to start
thinking in terms of
the HEAL process.”

culture tends to circulate around this.
And it is a very – for me I find it a very useful antidote, to start thinking in
terms of the HEAL process and say, “Yes, yes, that pain and suffering is
there. We are not going to sugarcoat it; we are not going to deny it. This

isn’t just, you know, ‘I simply remember my favorite things, and then I don’t feel so bad.”
But nonetheless, we can cultivate these positive states of mind.

Cultivating Positive States
Dr. Buczynski: Kelly, we are going to focus a little bit on Rick – he talked about the red light/the green light
and so forth.
How can we help people, when they are entering a red-light zone or red-light situation, how can we help
people deal with that more effectively?

Dr. McGonigal: I think first of all, even just to talk about them as opportunities to cultivate positive states.
You know, so often we are motivated to escape the red-light state as soon as
we are in it, if we have any awareness of it, and we may turn to behaviors
that are actually quite counterproductive.

“When you are in a
red-light state, it is
often because a
need is unmet.”

And one of the things that Rick talked about that I think is incredibly insightful
and important is that when you are in a red-light state, it is often because a need is unmet and something

happened that triggered the felt sense of that need being unmet – whether a lack of safety or a lack of
getting your basic needs met for rewards or mastery or flow, or a sense of disconnection or social conflict.
And he says that the antidote that will be balancing, the positive state that will be balancing and relieve that
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suffering, is connected to the need that is unmet – that it is not enough to turn for any positive experience,
but to actually embrace the unmet need and look for strategies that allow you to connect the essence of that
need, even while you are experiencing pain around the fact that it is unmet or that it has been triggered in
you. And that is so important.
And one of the things, examples that he gives is that if you are feeling lonely or disconnected or rejected,
that practicing loving has the same effect as the experience of being loved, and that when you are
experiencing that need being unmet, you don’t necessarily need to go out and find people to prove that they

love you, but to choose an attitude of love or be able to commit an act of love will meet the need in the same
way biologically and psychologically.

“Loving has the same
effect as the experience
of being loved.”

And I think this is a true act of self-compassion he is talking about here –
how when we are suffering from a sense of not having these basic needs
met, it is a tremendous act of courage as well as self-compassion to say,

“I’m going to honor this need rather than deny it or reject it or try to meet it in an unhealthy way, and I’m

going to actually really dive into what it would mean to meet this need in a way that is possible in this
moment,” or see how it’s already met – as Rick talks about.

Understanding the Brain’s Negativity Bias
Dr. Buczynski: Ron – Rick talked about the brain being biased toward negative learning and kind of weak in

positive learning.
What is one thing we can do to build up our resistance toward negative learning?
Dr. Siegel: I think the most powerful thing we can do is to simply become aware of the negativity bias.
Rick didn’t talk about it in great length in this particular
interview but he has famously said that the mind is like Velcro
for bad experiences and Teflon for good ones – the bad ones
stick and the good ones slip away.

“The most powerful thing we
can do is to simply become
aware of the negativity bias.”

And this makes perfect sense, evolutionarily, because it would be a real disaster for us in terms of passing on
our DNA if we were to mistake a lion for a beige rock – but mistaking a beige rock for a lion we can do time
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“When we see the mind expecting
the worst, we don’t believe in the
cognitions as much.”
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and again and still survive.
Simply noticing that this is the case is very, very helpful –
you know, that we are all, like Mark Twain famously said

near the end of his life when he said, “I’m an old man now. I’ve lived a long and difficult life filled with so
many misfortunes – most of which never happened.”
You know, when I read that, I thought, “Oh, yes, well it sounds like he’s been living in my mind” – this is how
it works.
So simply seeing this phenomena, simply seeing that the mind is going from default to expecting the worst;
the mind is going to default toward remembering the bad things, the trauma, and tending to forget about the
good ones, unless we consciously encode them in the way that Rick is suggesting that we do – simply keeping
this in mind I think is our greatest asset because then we don’t believe in the cognitions as much.
Then, when the fearful thought comes up that, “It’s going to be a disaster,” or, “Once again I’m going to be

hurt” and all of that, we can have another voice that says, “Oh, yes – there’s that old tape. Yes, there I am
being Mark Twain again; there I am playing out my evolutionary fate to avoid getting eaten by a lion.”
I think the other thing that is very, very helpful is – and this relates to what Kelly was talking about, about
identifying, “What is the need system that is being activated here?” is that when we do find ourselves
involved in this kind of negativity, to think, “What exactly is it that I am fearing or trying to ward off here? Is it
that I am desperately trying to preserve my rank in the primate troop? Is it that I am desperately trying to
make sure that I don’t experience some bodily discomfort? Is it that I’m afraid of some fantasy I have of what
death is like? What is it that I am so afraid of here?”
And I think that often, if we do that with some care and some detail, we notice that, you know, we are afraid
of experiencing an unpleasant cognition, an unpleasant affect, an unpleasant body sensation – and that all of
these things that we fear are actually tolerable if we see them for what they are rather than get caught up in
their symbolic meanings and their narrative.

So I think that also helps us to not get so stuck in the negative.
Dr. Buczynski: That kind of connects to the idea that Kelly started

“All of these things that we
fear are tolerable if we see
them for what they are.”

with – the whole idea of avoiding: we avoid things/experiences that aren’t comfortable.
I am afraid we are out of time. Kelly and Ron, thanks for being here tonight. Bye-bye now.
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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.

