
Moving From 

Surviving  to 
Thriving 

Step One to finding more ease  and 
engagement – understand  your brain 

IOLE 

 Seeker of Flow , Ease and Connection 



We would never just get into a car and drive – it makes sense to have 
some understanding of how to accelerate and brake and steer.  It’s why 
we need a driving license.  And yet we wonder around with little or no 
idea of how to “drive” ourselves.  

 

Our brains are one  part of an infinitely complex system that,  when 
understood,  can be harnessed to bring us greater peace and happiness. 
Learning how our operating system works is the first step towards a 
more easeful life, with less anxiety and less strife. 

 

 

 

 

“Our comforting conviction that the world makes sense 
rests on a secure foundation: our almost unlimited ability 

to ignore our ignorance.”  
―Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow 

https://www.facebook.com/engagecoachingglobal/
https://twitter.com/engagedcoaching?lang=en
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Neuroscientists are only beginning to understand how complex 
and  interconnected each part is with each other. But for our 
purposes a simplistic  way to think of the brain is as having “hot, 
fast” areas and “cool, slow ” areas. 

 

The “hot and fast” areas are parts of the Mammalian brain formed 
millennia ago which operates mostly at an unconscious level where 
it records memories of pleasant vs unpleasant feelings and thereby 
uses emotions to connect feelings with specific events.  This is the 
seat of unconscious values and judgement (bias) and you know it’s 
in control when there’s anger, fear, frustration and pity. It’s been 
the key to our  survival in hostile and uncertain  environments.   

 

 The  “cool and slow”  areas of the brain  include the pre-frontal 
and neo cortex  and came later. They focus on the activities of 
Human Thinking and it’s here that we find the basis of  language, 
abstract thought, imagination, decision making,  purposeful  
behaviour and the ability to have a vision of the future. When we 
are planning, organising and in the flow it’s the boss. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The emotional tail wags the rational dog.”  
 Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. 
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 The brain has developed in this way over time in order to ensure 
our  survival.  Having a part of the brain that is hot and fast  (limbic 
system  with the hippocampus, amygdala and hypothalamus) is 
designed to help us avoid objects and situations that might be 
threatening and encourages us to approach those that  that we 
perceive to be safe and  rewarding. This survival instinct extends 
to our social interactions and unconsciously shapes our 
perceptions of the world. 

  

In today’s world the  downside of this is that the brain doesn’t 
differentiate between an attack by a wild animal and  a perceived 
insult in a meeting,  a missed deadline generates the same 
chemical reaction as a face-off with a tiger. And a snake in the 
boardroom drives the same response as a real one in the bush. 
And reading about a world in turmoil feels very real to your brain. 

 

This primary drive for  survival creates a situation where we have 
two different brain states;  

 

 away (from what we perceive as a threat)   

or 

towards (what we believe is a reward)  

 

  

“Everything you do in life is based on your brains 
determination to minimise danger or maximise reward – 

it’s the organising principle of the brain”.   
Dr Evian Gordon, Brain Resource Company. 
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In order to survive we are much more attuned to what might go 
wrong than to what might go right. The away state, driven by our  
hot and fast limbic brain, is much a much stronger reaction than 
the towards state, driven by the cool and slow pre-frontal cortex. 

 

 

  

 

This  means we tend to hear criticism louder than praise, we 
dislike uncertainty  and although we crave connection , we 
distrust more easily than we trust. 

 

 

  

 

 

“The same neural responses that drive us toward food or 
away from predators are triggered by our perceptions of 

the way we are treated by other people.” 
Dr David Rock 

Because the neurochemistry of the towards state is much 
heathier for us than that of the away state,  great performance 
and good health depends on our ability to help ourselves, and 
others, stay in the towards state. 
 
The good news is we  have the power to make this happen!  
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5 Small  Things you can start  doing  today. 

 

1. Find three things to be grateful for everyday - write them 
down in a notebook every morning or evening. You can grab a 
gratitude journal template  here. 

2. Do one kind thing for someone else everyday – something 
small is fine and it doesn’t need to be obvious 

3. Pause - whenever you feel a strong emotion, pause and turn 
your attention to your jaw and throat, spend one minute 
focussing on releasing the tension.  

4. Practice mindfulness in baby steps - once or twice a day do 
something with your full attention (brush your teeth, make 
coffee, eat a piece of fruit).  Notice the tastes, smells, textures, 
colors, whether it's hot or cold, keep bringing your attention 
back when it wonders. 

5. Check this list before making changes that effect others so that 
you avoid triggering an away state. 

 

 

 
Small deeds done are better than  

great deeds planned.  
 Peter Marshall 
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5 Bigger  Things you can  do going forward. 

 

1. Practice mindfulness regularly. There are lots of online 
resources . Check out a list of the one’s we like here. 

2. Read more about the Brain. We like these if you’re 
looking for a book. 

  Thinking Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman 

  Quiet Leadership  by David Rock 

  The Power of Habit by Charles Duhigg 

  Mindset by Dr Carol S Dweck 

3. Take an assessment to measure your Neurovitality here 
or contact us for a  personal assessment and feed back. 

4. Build meaning in your life – a mission statement is a 
great way to start.  Download this template to develop 
one for yourself. 

5. Join our 90 day challenge and get support for those 
shifts you need to make. 

 

 

 
You don’t have to be great to start,  
but you have to start to be great.  

Zig Ziglar 
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“ 
You will never change your life 
until you change something 
you do daily 

John C Maxwell 

“ 

https://www.facebook.com/engagecoachingglobal/
https://twitter.com/engagedcoaching?lang=en
https://www.linkedin.com/in/engagewithiole/


I though you’d never ask. 

 

Please feel free to share this with as many people 

as you’d like… by email, social media,…. encased 

in chocolate, whatever works. 

 

Leave a comment on the Facebook page to share 

your brilliant execution of the ideas shared. 

 

And generally keep in touch 

iole@engagedcoaching.co.za 

What next?. 
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