
The Key to Success: Understanding How Our Brain Works 

Have you ever wondered why many of us are unable to stick to our New 
Year's resolutions? Eat healthily (whatever that means!), go to the gym 
three times a week, avoid chocolate, drink less, get to bed on time, zero 
inbox, complete that to- do list; the list goes on and on. 

We take on far too many changes at the same time. I suffered with this 
battle plan in the past. I now call it 'The Bridget Jones approach'. You 
know, you wake up on New Year's Day, slightly hung-over, sleep-deprived 
with zero energy and you want your whole life to change within the next 
six weeks, but preferably instantly. 

This is Mission Impossible. 

We over-estimate what we can achieve in six weeks and underestimate 
what we can achieve in a year. It is impossible for the brain to make all 
these changes. Change is tough on the brain, very tough. 

It might shock you, but your brain is fundamentally LAZY. 

That's harsh! Surprised me too when I first read that. I had my brain down 
as all- knowing, all-doing and working at full pelt all the time for my 
benefit. It turns out its sole focus is making sure we survive and in the 
process, use as little precious mental energy as possible. 

Change uses up a lot of valuable energy and any change no matter how 
small is interpreted in the brain as a threat. The brain cannot measure how 
big the threat is, and something very trivial can be catastrophised in our 
brain as something similar in scale to a 'nuclear threat'. 

Inside your brain, there is a daily struggle between your emotional brain 
(the limbic system) and your thinking brain (the prefrontal cortex). It's that 
never-ending battle between the 'I want' and the tedious 'I must'. 

Dan Siegel, world-renowned clinical professor of psychiatry, cleverly 
describes the inside of your brain as a house with an upstairs and 
downstairs. The downstairs represents the functions of the emotional brain 
(the limbic system). Its focus is on keeping us safe and making sure our 
needs are met. Downstairs are where our habits (good or bad) are coded, 
saved, and our impulses dwell. Our instinct for survival originates here. 



Downstairs looks out for danger, sounds the alarm and makes sure we are 
ready to fight, run, freeze or hide when we are faced with danger.  

The upstairs is your thinking brain (prefrontal cortex). This is where all the 
planning, decision making, emotional regulation (where we think about 
our feelings), creative genius and flexibility takes place and here resides 
your WILLPOWER. 

When we focus, we are using our thinking brain. Our brains work best 
when the upstairs and the downstairs work together. There are times when 
the upstairs (thinking brain - prefrontal cortex) decides we MUST at any 
cost make changes to our behaviours often around January 1st. The 
downstairs - the emotional limbic system - on the other hand, sees these 
changes as a massive threat that will compromise our safety and ultimately 
our survival. 

The downstairs doesn't want to play and throws its toys out of the 
bathwater. Now the upstairs can take matters into its own hands and 
enforce its decision by using 'WILLPOWER', but this is a valuable 
resource that demands a lot of mental energy. There are a lot of demands 
on the upstairs apart from willpower so our willpower can get depleted 
very quickly, especially at times when we need it most. We do need to use 
willpower initially when changing our behaviour, but then we hope and 
pray that the downstairs comes on board and starts converting these new 
behaviours that have been repeated numerous times into Habits. 

With the 'Bridget Jones approach,' we are setting ourselves up for abysmal 
failure. Yes, you can keep going on with gritted teeth and willpower for the 
first few days, even for a week or two, but soon your initial inspiration, 
motivation and resolve have expired. Upstairs and downstairs are suffering 
from miscommunication. 

To make changes in our lives, we need effective communication and 
collaboration between the upstairs of our brain and the downstairs. We 
have to build a solid set of stairs which allows messages to flow freely 
between them. 

As mentioned earlier, the downstairs is very, very stubborn to change. If it 
gets any hint of change or hasn't given its full approval to a change, it goes 



into lockdown, and any decision or new change enforced by the upstairs is 
immediately thrown into the bin. 

Let's look at the downstairs in a little more detail. As I mentioned earlier 
the areas in the brain responsible for habits the basal ganglia (Base- Al 
Gang-Lia) and impulses, the nucleus accumbens (New- Clee -Us- A- 
Come-Benz) are found in the downstairs part of the brain. Our habits are 
our default operating mode and use very little brain energy. The brain is 
happiest in this state. Our impulses are there so we can experience 
pleasure, thank goodness! Sex and food mean we reproduce and we thrive; 
essential to our survival. Habits and impulses work via dopamine release - 
our reward neurotransmitter. When habits are forming, dopamine release is 
necessary to keep us repeating an enjoyable sequence of steps so that they 
become encoded and automatic. 

We repeat what feels good. Acting on our impulses releases a huge amount 
of dopamine, and again this feels good, very good. Our nucleus accumbens 
is so efficient at seeking out pleasure that after a while, dopamine is 
released in anticipation of the pleasure. Once formed, your impulses are 
very hard to fight. 

Once I understood the upstairs/ downstairs concept of the brain, it was like 
I had full absolution for any previous failed attempts at making changes in 
my life before that point. This was literally like my 'get out of jail free 
card'. So it hadn't been my fault, my previous failed attempts. I just hadn't 
fully understood how the brain worked. 

The next step is for the upstairs and downstairs parts of our brains to fully 
co- operate with each other to change our behaviour, our habits and reach 
our goals. 

Let the story begin... 


