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There is enormous pressure to accelerate our learning and readiness for change in this new ever-evolving world of 

exponential change – catching up on new trends, tech, apps .. never mind figuring out how to collaborate, 

crowdsource or engage with the gig economy effectively. We are expected to be more curious (explore and learn 

faster), more creative (experiment and innovate), more courageous (lead through uncertainty and ambiguity), 

more conscious (on how we show up), more critical (in how we discern and decide), more collaborative (in the way 

we engage), better change influencers (to drive  impact) and bigger contributors (that make a difference). We also 

have a constant battle wishing for change or improvement in our personal lives (healthier habits, less digital 

distraction, managing our stressors and saying no) but struggling to stick to our good intentions. And yet after many 

good intentions, goal setting sessions, personal development plans, vision boards, coaching sessions and learning 

programs, we still struggle to overcome our default personalities, preferences and habits to fundamentally and 

consistently change to achieve the results we desire – either personally or professionally.   

Why is it so hard to change our habits and make new (and better one’s) stick?  
 
We believe that the answer lies in understanding how our brain 
really works. The good news is that our BRAINS and the way 
we think, process information, respond emotionally and 
make decisions CAN CHANGE. Science has proven that our 
brains are malleable and can be re-trained and re-
organised to work more effectively. This is known as 
neuroplasticity. 
 

Neuroplasticity = the ability of the brain to form and 
reorganize synaptic connections, especially in response to 
learning or experience 

 
The challenge with this simple statement is that it takes a willingness to understand what is required and a deep 
commitment to doing the daily work - to literally re-wire the brain to think and perceive our realities differently. 
Our neural pathways are deeply ingrained, our automatic responses hard-wired and it is all too easy to relax into 
our comfort zones and default behaviours than to do the work that is required. As Malcolm Gladwell concludes in 
Outliers – it takes 10 000 hours to master a new skill. (*Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell). This translates into a daily 
practice of a new skill an hour a day. Under the right conditions, with the correct mindset, coaching and learning 
attitude, we should be able to attain proficiency in just over three years. Imagine the possibilities!  
 
“Change will not come if we wait for some other person or some other time. We are the ones we've been waiting 
for. We are the change that we seek.” Barack Obama 
 
A simple view of how we typically operate 
 
Imagine a morning where you wake up refreshed and ready for the day. You are in a good mood and feeling calm, 
clear and connected with your goals, plans and attitude for the day. Then you remember that you have a tough 
negotiation to face and you are not sure of your ability to achieve the outcome you need. Or you may have a difficult 
discussion and need to deliver a tough message knowing that the person will react really badly and possibly get 
angry, defensive, resign, reject you or become unproductive or toxic for an extended period of time. You start 
thinking about how uncertain or difficult these conversations are going to be and how much negative emotions or 
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conflict or fall out they might result in. You start feeling anxious, frustrated, maybe even angry at the person or 
situation and possibly a little guilty as you think about what you could have done differently to prevent things 
getting to this point. Notice how your body reacts as your shoulders drop, your hands and jaw tenses, your heart 
rate accelerates and your breathing gets faster and shallower. You may find yourself acting this out by getting 
irritated with your spouse, kids or the other idiot drivers in traffic and getting yourself all worked up about what 
could go wrong, go wrong, go wrong .. possibly messing up that team target or planned promotion you have been 
chasing. The result? Anxiety, Stress, Tension. All of this can happen in a matter of seconds, as our brains switch 
from our ALIVE brain state (pre-frontal cortex, parasympathetic nervous system) in which we are calm, clear and 
connected … to our SURVIVE brain state (limbic system, sympathetic nervous system, fight, flight, freeze state) in 
which our bodies are flooded with adrenaline and cortisol and develop a stress response in readiness to fight, flight 
or freeze. We believe (at a sub-conscious level) that our survival is under threat and we need to divert all of our 
resources (oxygen, glucose, chemicals, etc.) that usually feed our thinking brain get diverted to our reacting brain 
and limbs ready for immediate defensive action. We therefore stop thinking clearly and rationally and are the 
victims of our ancient, automatic programs.  
 

 
 
Why do we react like this?  
 
Everything we experience in our lives is based on our past experiences, which creates our perceptions around the 
possible result of this coming situation. If we perceive a situation as bad (the difficult conversation), it will create 
negative feelings in our bodies such as fear and anxiety. The body will send signals to the hypothalamus (our control 
center for responses to outside stimulus), which in turn prompts hormone production in the pituitary glands (the 
stress hormone cortisol) and gets our body ready for the ‘fight’. 
 
The main reason we react to this pending conversation in such a way is that we have experienced similar situations 
like this one before, and more often than not, the results were not pretty. Our brain now knows or assumes (based 
on these past experiences) what is very likely going to happen and gets the body ready the most likely 
predetermined stressful outcome. Each time this happens we build a stronger and stronger neural path / belief i.e. 
difficult conversations = anxiety = conflict = pain OR change = hard = stressful = loss. Over time, our perceptions 
and embedded neural pathways create our responses, our habits and therefore our reality - before we are even 
able to make a choice.  
 
For positive habits such as brushing our teeth, wearing our seatbelts and telling our children we love them, these 
autopilot behaviours can be very useful and healthy. However, when we want to change some of these deeply 
ingrained behaviours and habits, such as being more open to change and uncertainty, trusting our collaboration 
partners more, competing less or allowing people or projects to fail in the interests of experimenting, innovation 
and learning … this can become almost impossible. The downside of an extended stress response that is reinforced 
often throughout the day – in the traffic, in a difficult meeting, losing a deal, having conflict with your colleagues or 
spouse – is a significant negative impact on health. When cortisol floods our systems, it takes approximately 20 
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minutes to dissipate. Chronic high cortisol leads to widespread body damage including high blood pressure, high 
blood sugar, heart disease, accelerated aging, Alzheimer's disease, fatigue, obesity, diabetes, and many other 
effects.(* Mind to Matter, Dawson Church) 
 
“Our brains don’t know the difference between an imaginary threat and a real one.” Dawson Church 
  
The path to sustainable change 
 
The greatest power to influence or shift our behaviour and habits comes at the point of CHOICE. This is the point 
at which we receive external stimuli and either perceive this as a threat or an opportunity. If we can raise our level 
of awareness and the choices we have in this moment, we can change our perception i.e. if we choose to be 

confident and compassionate in the upcoming difficult 
conversation, knowing an authentic conversation will far more 
likely result in a better outcome for both parties, we can remain 
calm and clear in our approach. If sudden change is forced upon 
us in the form of a restructure or health scare, we can choose to 
embrace the change and actively look for the opportunities and 
gifts in the experience, or we can choose to get angry and resist 
the change and act in a passive-aggressive manner. Change 
starts from within. If we can recognize a potential stressful 

situation, put the brakes on and pause before we react – we give ourselves the space to choose. We then have the 
option to see the situation with a new and different perspective, with new eyes, and not allowing our fully 
automated brain and hormone programme to run its automatic course. We need to become fit at rethinking the 
possibilities and outcomes of events AND reprogram our physical and emotional reactions to keep ourselves in the 
ALIVE brain state to make effective and rational choices to achieve the results we want. We need to build new 
neural pathways that become the new default over time.  
 
It sounds too easy – there must be more too this 
 
Changing these automatic reactions into new behaviours takes time and is not easy at first. In the moment of stress, 
your body is instantly flooded with stress hormones and our thinking brains are temporarily shut down making it 
difficult to think clearly or even remember we have a choice. Only with time and practice (remember the 10 000 
hour rule), we will remember our moment of choice sooner and be able to change our automatic reactions and 
perceptions into more choice driven responses. As we catch ourselves and shift our responses, perceptions, options 
and our emotional experience – we build a stronger neural path for the future – and this becomes our new more 
positive empowering habit. For example: if you are unexpectedly confronted by a co-worker or spouse, you are 
likely to experience strong emotions instantly, such as stress, frustration, anger, fear. If your reaction to this new 
situation does not change instantly, you are predestined to have the same confrontational experience as you always 
had. You are however able to change this outcome, if you train yourself to take a deep breath, shift your perspective 
to alternative (positive) options and continue the conversation in a more relaxed, less emotive way. We will explore 
further techniques to train your brain to shift instantly in high stress scenarios in our future blogs. 
 
Vision without action is merely a dream. Action without vision just passes the time. Vision with action can change 
the world. Joel A. Barker 
 
If you want to develop your creativity, curiosity and courage; or be more critical, collaborative and conscious in 
your interactions; or be a more conscious, contributing change influencer – then stay tuned to the release of our 
future articles, and our upcoming book and toolkit, where we will discuss techniques for how to create this change 
from within, accelerate our ability to learn new healthy habits and achieve lasting, life changing personal and 
professional results.  We will show you practical tools and examples to become future ready, build new mindsets 
and skills to survive and thrive in this rapidly changing world.  
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