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A TalkBack Session: Keys to Changing the Brain 

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

Dr. Buczynski:  I always enjoy talking with Dan Siegel.  

Now we are going to start our TalkBack Segment and I am very eager to hear what my colleagues have to say.  

We are joined by Dr. Kelly McGonigal and Dr. Ronald Siegel. 

Kelly is a lecturer at Stanford University, in the Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education.  

Ron is a licensed psychologist and Assistant Clinical Professor of Psychology at Harvard Medical School.  

Both of them are prolific authors. Kelly is the author of The Willpower Instinct and Ron is the author of 

Mindfulness for Anxiety – those are just some of the books they have written. 

 

What Stood Out Most 

Dr. Buczynski:  But let’s jump in – and I guess tonight we will start with you, Kelly. What stood out to you 

most?  

Dr. McGonigal:  The first thing that stands out to me is how absolutely delightful it was to hear Dan talking 

about some of the most cutting-edge research in neuroscience and developmental psychology.  

This was actually packed full of ideas that are really, really at the forefront 

of how people are thinking about the brain and brain development. 

It is very refreshing to see someone who is able to not only communicate 

that science accurately and clearly, but also practically – exactly what the 

science means to us. 

What I loved so much was Dan giving us a compassionate frame for rethinking adolescence.  

That is something everyone can take away – trying to communicate some of the science to parents who are 

struggling with their teenagers.  

“The was packed full 

of ideas at the 

forefront of how 

people are thinking 

about the brain.” 
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When you understand some of the science that he talks about, you realize that what is happening is both 

normal and common – teenagers aren’t the enemy, they are not crazy, 

they aren’t out of control – there is a reason for what is happening.  

To even have that perspective can go so far in helping parents stay 

connected to teenagers, especially when their teenagers are acting in 

ways that might otherwise create a real sense of separation. 

Dr. Buczynski:  How about you, Ron – you have just finished raising two 

daughters out of “teenagerhood” and into adulthood. What stood out to you?  

Dr. R. Siegel:  I’m acutely aware and I don’t feel quite that finished. I have twin daughters and they are 

twenty-four, which is supposed to be when they graduate from adolescence, as Dan put it – and they have in 

many ways, but it is interesting how one of the things that stood out is just how long the period of 

adolescence is in humans compared to other mammals. 

Kelly’s point, I think, is a very important one. One of the things so 

wonderful about neurobiological research, generally, is how it helps 

us to normalize experience – how it helps us to no longer think that 

something that is happening, even if it is difficult, is about “me or 

mine,” but is simply part of our biological heritage in the human 

condition.  

Dan did a wonderful job of doing this, discussing adolescence, and in particular, helping with the problem 

that I saw as central. I have done clinical work with adolescents for years, which really means doing work 

with families. 

It’s amazing – the number of parents that forget their own adolescence. They forget their experiences or how 

they did something like it or something even worse.  

Parents are simply identifying with a prefrontal lobe position 

of rationality and attendance to consequences, but that’s 

not how it feels when you’re younger. 

It’s important to talk about how necessary it is to have the 

motivation to leave the nest – to have this kind of emotional 

“One of the things that 

stood out is just how long 

the period of adolescence 

is in humans compared to 

other mammals.” 

“Parents are simply identifying 

with a prefrontal lobe position of 

rationality and attendance to 

consequences, but that’s not how 

it feels when you’re younger.” 

“When you understand 

some of the science 

you realize that what is 

happening is both 

normal and common.” 
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energy to be able to overcome the fears about leaving the nest and to seek reward more vividly than seeking 

risk – which we also need.  

If we were at all rational as adolescents, we would never leave home – it is much too scary out there! 

I really enjoyed that focus – it was very helpful. I liked his making sense out of how so many 

psychopathologies appear in adolescence with this intensive period of 

myelination and pruning that allows brain structures that may not be up to 

the task of life to manifest more clearly.  

Finally, I really appreciated his humility around it. He very often said, “This 

seems to be the state of the science today,” rather than declaring these 

things as though we know them – it is such a fluid field, and while the 

advances in neurobiology are fascinating, we are still more in the dark than we are in the light.  

Based on my understanding, there are as many synapses in the brain as 

there are stars in the universe, and virtually every neurotransmitter circuit 

feeds back in either an inhibitory or excitatory way on other 

neurotransmitter systems.  

The tools with which we look at these – PET scans and functional MRIs and 

MRIs and high-resolution EEGs – are pretty crude instruments. It is hard to see clearly.  

Just to hold that in mind as we are looking at this is fascinating. We are discovering so much, and yet there is 

so much we don’t know. I thought Dan did a really nice job of representing that balance. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks.  

 

Teaching the Brain Self-Awareness 

Dr. Buczynski:  Dan mentions that self-awareness can help the teenage brain to make better decisions.  

That leads me to ask: How can we teach self-awareness? How can we train the brain to consistently be more 

self-aware? 

“While the advances in 

neurobiology are 

fascinating, we are still 

more in the dark than 

we are in the light.” 

“There are as many 

synapses in the brain 

as there are stars in 

the universe.” 
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Dr. McGonigal:  It is really helpful to start by understanding how it is that teenagers get a sense of self.  

When you are a teenager, your sense of self is very much mediated; it is mediated by the mirror, the physical 

mirror – so many teenagers are used to looking outward to assess how 

they are and who they are. 

Then, there is the social mirror – they are very much attuned to feedback 

from others about what they should want, what they should do, and who 

they are.  

One of the best ways to counter the sometimes destructive nature of 

having a mediated sense of self is to rely on something that Dan talks about as interoception, which literally 

means self-sensing.  

Interoception is the ability to sense what is happening within the self.  

That includes both what is happening physically in different systems 

of your body – detecting your heart rate and your breathing – but 

also, importantly, detecting your emotions and detecting the 

embodied aspect of emotions – being able to rely on gut decisions. 

When Dan talked about that, I thought it was very important in terms of thinking about what is helpful to 

train in teenagers.  

One of the ways that I like to train interoception in young adults – and I have taught this to eighteen-year-

olds in Stanford University – is through the practice of yoga and the practice of learning to direct your 

attention to what is happening to the body from the inside out – but not using mirrors. 

I’ll ask: “What does this pose feel like? What does this stretch feel like? What does your breathing feel like?”  

You can use the process of attending to sensation in the body as a tool when you are trying to make decisions 

or make choices. 

Here’s one of my favorite exercises to teach younger and older 

people. If you are making a difficult decision or you are trying to 

figure out, “What do I want in this situation?” you sit quietly, turn 

your attention to your body and breath, and pretend like you have 

“When you are a 

teenager, your sense 

of self is mediated by 

the physical mirror and 

the social mirror.” 

“Interoception is the ability 

to sense what is happening 

within the self.” 

“You can use the process of 

attending to sensation in the 

body as a tool when you are 

trying to make decisions.” 
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made up your mind – “The decision I am going to make is X. I am going 

to say yes to this. I am going to do it.”  

Then, you sit and breathe, and notice what arises in the body – and you 

use that as information.  

Then you flip it – try on the other: “What would it feel like if I said no to this? Let’s pretend that my decision 

is no.” You sit and use this ability to sense how the body changes in response to that decision. 

These are two ways that you can train interoception to support the kind of self-awareness that Dan talks 

about as being one that motivates young people to do things that are in their best interest in the long term. 

 

How to Harness Biology and Motivation for Decision-Making  

Dr. Buczynski:  Ron, how can we help to guide an adolescent into making good decisions when they are 

biologically motivated to push away from us and to push away from parental figures in particular?  

Dr. R. Siegel:  Yes, that is a great question, one that has faced anybody who has tried to raise or counsel 

adolescents.  

It is so true that there is this biological thrust toward separation and independence from parents and it so 

easily leads to “Romeo and Juliet” effects where kids are drawn to precisely the activity that their parents are 

saying they don’t want them to do. 

Now, sometimes this can be used skillfully in a way which is a little like 

Judo. Richard Gardner, a prolific psychiatrist out of New Jersey, wrote 

all sorts of books on child treatment. I once heard him talk about the 

brilliant innovation of long hair on boys in the 1960s.  

He said it like this, “What a great cultural event that was because here was something that was completely 

and utterly harmless. Kids could have intense arguments with their parents about long hair instead of the 

arguments of a decade earlier about driving their cars to the edge of a cliff or drinking excessively. All they 

had to do was not go to the barber! It was such a more benign way to play this out.” 

One answer is to know that this is part of what is going on.  

“This biological thrust 

toward separation and 

independence from 

parents so easily leads to 

Romeo and Juliet effects.” 

“You sit and breathe and 

notice what arises in the 

body—and you use that 

as information.” 
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If your kid, or the one you are counseling or caring for or in some way advising, is involved in some kind of 

tension where you can sense that the tension may simply be about the need to differentiate – this need to 

pull out of the nest – then go ahead, and have a battle over 

something silly.  

Knowing that the argument is over something silly can perform 

a very important function. 

That can help to create the balance. I’ve seen how this can be very effective in making clear the few things 

that are completely non-negotiable because the consequences are completely irreversible.  

Each family is going to have their own rules about this – there are going to be things like intoxicated driving 

perhaps, getting someone or becoming pregnant, contracting an STD – each person would have their own list 

– maybe it would include cigarette smoking – the definite “baddies” that we are trying to say, “That’s over 

the line.” 

The only way that works, though, is if there is “money in the relational bank.”  

I used to train clinicians about this a lot – most clinicians were reasonably well-behaved as children – but I 

would say, “What did it? What made you behave more or less reasonably? Was it the hope for reward or the 

threat of punishment in a very tangible way?”  

Usually it is not that – usually it is the sense of or internalization of the benign parent – there is a connection 

with and a feeling of, “I don’t really want to rupture the bond in my own heart and mind with that other 

person.”  

And the way that comes is by putting money into the relational bank, drip by drip – finding empathic ways to 

relate to the kid, showing understanding, playing together, doing things you enjoy together, and not having 

everything be about the coercion and control battles.  

Once there is “money in that bank,” then you can draw on 

that for the absolute. Then, you can fight all you want in 

colorful ways about long hair or whatever the current “issue 

du jour” is.  

 

“Knowing that the argument is 

over something silly can perform 

a very important function.” 

“Connection comes by putting 

money into the relational bank, 

drip by drip. Once there is money 

in the bank, then you can draw 

on that for the absolute.” 
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How the Brain’s Growth Spurt Impacts Development  

Dr. Buczynski:  Kelly – Dan mentions the idea of the brain experiencing a growth spurt. Do you believe that it 

does? What are your thoughts about that, and if it does, how do you think that affects development? 

Dr. McGonigal: The adolescent brain experiences a plasticity spurt. In adolescence, the brain is more 

sensitive to environmental influence than it was a few years earlier.  

There seems to be a few times in our life’s history where the brain is much more sensitive to what is going on 

in the environment, and at those times, the brain will restructure 

and reshape itself in a way that is allowing you to meet the 

environment.  

It happens in the womb; it happens right after birth; it happens 

the first years of life when the attachment is forming to the 

caregiver; it happens again during adolescence, and, interestingly, 

it happens when you become a parent or a caregiver.  

Those are times when the brain is most sensitive and most willing to change in relationship to what you 

experience. 

What’s really helpful for a parent or clinician to know and think about 

is: What are the environmental influences that most dramatically 

shape and change the brain during in adolescence?  

Theories that I am familiar with would suggest that there are really two influences that matter if you are 

hoping to make good use of that plasticity spurt: the brain learning to become resilient and the brain learning 

to develop in the way that you would hope. 

The first is the trusting relationship with adults. One of the big things 

that the adolescent brain is attuned to is how safe the environment 

is and how safe it is to have emotional needs and to try to connect 

with others.  

Peer relationships are important but it does seem like having a 

trusting relationship with an adult is especially important. It doesn’t have to be the parent – research has 

“There seems to be a few 

times in our life’s history 

where the brain is much more 

sensitive to what is going on in 

the environment.” 

“The brain is willing to 

change in relationship to 

what you experience.” 

“What are the 

environmental influences 

that most dramatically 

shape and change the brain 

during in adolescence?” 
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shown that you can have that trusting relationship with a coach 

or someone else in your life. 

That is incredibly important – and I am so glad that Ron has 

talked about “putting money in the emotional bank.” 

That is one of the best ways to make sure that a teenager 

develops in the way that the brain is meant to develop – self-control, resilience, and emotion regulation will 

happen naturally when influences are in place in the environment. 

Here’s the other thing that seems to really matter: the adolescent needs 

to have successful stressful experiences.It is very important to have both 

– successful and stressful.  

Teenagers need to experience struggle; they need to experience failure, 

and they will have needed to have that experience in a context in which 

they still feel adequate for life.  

They don’t necessarily need to succeed at everything, but they need to have the experience of doing things 

that are difficult and knowing that it is okay to engage with challenges. It is 

okay to take risks toward your goals, and, “My parents won’t stop loving 

me if I fail. It’s not the end of the world if it’s not perfect.”  

It is really important to have the experience in adolescence of having true 

challenges that are meaningful and not necessarily succeeding in all of them.  

When you have that combination – in your environment there is at least one adult you can trust and you can 

learn through difficult experiences to trust yourself to go after 

your goals – then the brain reshapes itself to become an adult 

who is much more resilient, better at regulating emotions, and 

has more self-control. 

Those are the qualities that I would be thinking about trying to 

foster in teens during this very important time of additional 

plasticity.  

“Putting money in the 

bank is one of the best 

ways to make sure self-

control, resilience, and 

emotion regularly will 

happen naturally.” 

“The adolescent brain is attuned 

to how safe the environment is 

and how safe it is to have 

emotional needs and to try to 

connect with others.” 

“The adolescent 

needs to experience 

struggle and failure.” 

“When you have at least one 

adult who you can trust, and 

you learn to trust yourself, then 

the brain reshapes itself to 

become more resilient, better 

at regulating emotions, and has 

more self-control.” 
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How to Make the World Less Stressful 

Dr. Buczynski:  Ron, how do we make the world less stressful for teens when they have to deal with the 

stress of school, friends, their social lives, and just growing up in general? 

Dr. R. Siegel:  Just the other week I was invited to a local high school here to talk about this.  I had lengthy 

conversations with parents about stress, and it brought me back to 

thinking about what stress actually is and how come humans have so 

much stress.  

Stress obviously is pretty close to the word fear and pretty close to the word anxiety. Stress has to do with 

this activation of our fight/freeze/flight system.  

What exactly activates that in teenagers? The answer is: a few things. One is the fear that they are going to 

have some kind of failure experience – some kind of experience of rejection with peers, perhaps some kind of 

academic failure, or perhaps athletic/competitive failure.  

Those are the things that parents identified most often as what their kids are preoccupied with.  

One way to work with this is to step back and see, “Where does this come from?”  

All of the concern with competitive success seems to derive from our basic mammalian habit of comparing 

ourselves to the other members of the primate troop and being 

concerned with our position in that troop – it is a kind of 

vestigial preoccupation, much as our love of donuts is quite 

strong but is not all that helpful to us.  

I am inclined, with adolescents and particularly with their 

parents, to talk about how this gets going: how we become so 

concerned, as though these are life-or-death issues, when so 

many of the issues are simply symbolic representations of our worth, up or down, in the troop. 

Parents have to work on this because parents have so many concerns about their kid being the star – their 

kid getting into the best university, their kid being better behaved than the other kids. But this is all a 

representation of the parents’ rank in the primate troop as well.  

“How come humans 

have so much stress?” 

“The concern with competitive 

success derives from our basic 

mammalian habit of comparing 

ourselves to the other members 

of the primate troop and being 

concerned with our position.” 
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It takes a concerted effort on the part of everybody to deconstruct 

this fairly instinctual compulsion to have to succeed frankly. 

This doesn’t mean to not engage in life or put out effort – but it does 

mean to not be so concerned with self-esteem. 

One alternative to that – and my friends Kristin Neff and Chris Germer 

have been doing a lot of work with this– is developing self-compassion. 

When kids do have these disappointments – when things don’t go 

so well and saying, “Well, even though you didn’t make the team, 

you’re a whiz at math,” and continuing the idea that social rank is 

what is so important – we could say instead, “Yes, I was 

disappointed, too, when I didn’t make the team and I know that kind of thing can be painful, but it’s great 

that you tried out, and we’ll see what happens next time.”  

This can be more normalizing of winning and losing rather than hooking kids even more deeply into what 

they are naturally inclined to get all stressed-out about. 

Dr. Buczynski:  Thanks. Ron and Kelly, thanks for your part here – it has been lots of fun to get together with 

you and chew on these ideas and get your input and insights. Thanks so very much for your contribution.  

To everyone – take good care – we will see you next time.  

“It takes a concerted effort 

on the part of everybody to 

deconstruct this fairly 

instinctual compulsion to 

have to succeed.” 

“One alternative is 

developing self-compassion.” 
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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.   


