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The concept of change

How habits are formed

The role of beliefs in behavior

Neuroplasticity

How we can make changes



We ask clients to change all the time

We are also forced to make changes 
ourselves

Our whole business lives are about 
change

Without it, we don’t have a business

And if clients don’t change then their 
health issues remain 



We talk about how the emotional 
affects the physical

But what’s the path for emotions to 
the physical? 

How do they connect?

Research is providing some answers

And it affects how we make changes or 
not 



Why Do We Resist Change?
Change starts with uncertainty

And we don’t like uncertainty

But it has more to do with how our 
brains function

And it’s not just about our emotional 
feelings about the process 

Although they play a role



Change creates feelings of uncertainty

Threat response (fight or flight) -
resources are moved from the frontal 
cortex- where planning and deeper 
thought occurs

We are in survival mode & can increase 
anxiety and fear

Reduces ability to focus and think clearly

This can impair performance and 
increase emotional response



Does all change come with uncertainty?



When brain sense changes  - sends out 
signals from the orbital cortex that 
something is not normal

It’s closely connected to the amygdala 

Which is associated with emotions and 
fear

The signals distract from the focus to 
change and instead reinforce keeping 
things the same 



Attention density refers to how much we 
pay attention to something

Making a substantial change requires a 
high level of attention density on the new 
idea

Focusing on new ideas or activities helps 
make new brain connections

It builds the longer we focus on the 
change

With enough attention density for new 
thoughts and habits - become part of us



The pre-frontal cortex is where we 
think,  

It determines good and bad, helps us 
plan the future and possible 
consequences of our actions

And allows us to work towards our 
goals

Change is initiated here

It’s where we learn new activities – it 
has limited resources and gets tired 
easily

***Can only hold a few ideas at a time 



Basal Ganglia
Important for long-term habits 

Activated by repetitive actions and 
behavior

Because brain circuits have been 
formed by repetitive actions 

Less energy is required as it’s defined 
by experience

We use our working memory to 
process new information and this is 
more work



For repetitious activities, the basal 
ganglia take over

Freeing the prefrontal cortex for new 
information

Because the habit, good or bad, it’s 
hardwired into our brain – make it 
difficult to change

We have so many habits – many 
operate on a subconscious level –
making it even more difficult to change



In the basal ganglia (in the striatum):

Excitatory neurons fire at the onset of 
the behavior

And again when it’s done – signals that 
task is complete

In between the beginning and the end 
interneurons activate and prevent 
other neurons from initiating another 
task

Part of the hardwiring of the habit



Change is dependent on:

1. The way the brain is set up to 
function

2. Emotional perception to change

3. Belief system around behavior and 
need for change or ability to change



Is your nutrition knowledge 
based on facts or beliefs?



The law of inertia:

An object will continue to be in the 
state of rest or in a state of motion 
unless an external force acts on it

As a survival mechanism – our bodies 
work best when energy is used 
efficiently with as few calories as 
possible

The autonomic nervous system 
monitors how we use energy to ensure 
our muscles work properly



“Cognitive inertia is the tendency to 
resist change and ignore new 
information that contradicts prevailing 
beliefs”

Habits we keep are based on beliefs 
that what we’re doing is a good thing

Or something we can’t do without



What is the belief for someone who 
smokes cigarettes?



Behaviors and beliefs reinforce each other

The more you’ve invested into the belief, the 
less likely you’re going to give up the 
behavior

In order to change your habits, you need to
change your beliefs to accommodate the 
new behavior

You may have seen this when clients are 
resistant to your suggestions



Neuroplasticity
Use to believe the brain was fixed after 
childhood

Neuroplasticity refers to the ability of the 
brain to change its structure and how it 
functions 

Our thoughts, experiences, behaviors, and 
emotions contribute to this change

Makes the brain quite resilient

But also vulnerable to outside and inside 
influences



Functional plasticity: Refers to the 
brain's ability to move functions from 
one area of the brain to another (ie in 
the case of brain damage)

Structural plasticity: Refers to the 
brain's ability to actually change its 
physical structure when learning 
occurs

The more plastic the brain, the easier 
it is for the brain to adapt to new 
information



Neuron connections we used often are 
strengthened

One we don’t use are “pruned”

Allows the brain to adapt to changes in 
our experience or environment

New experiences can strengthen 
existing connections or create new 
ones



Benefits of Neuroplasticity
Helps us learn new things

Supports existing cognitive abilities

Aids recovery from strokes and brain injuries

Helps prevent Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s

Can strengthen areas of the brain if some 
functions are lost or decline (get back what we 
had)

Improving neuroplasticity can boost brain 
fitness

The key is to use the brain to keep it plastic 



Anticipatory Dopamine Release 
Dopamine is part of the neuroplastic change

The first time something new is experienced –
dopamine is released after the event

As the event is repeated, dopamine is released 
earlier and earlier

Eventually, just the thought of it releases the 
dopamine

When dopamine precedes the event, motivates 
the person to perform the behavior

Repetition strengthens the behavior



BDNF
Brain-derived neurotrophic factor 
(BDNF) plays an important role in the 
survival of neurons and their growth, 

Modulate neurotransmitters

Is essential for learning a memory

Helps maintain neuroplasticity

Gut bacteria influence BDNF and 
serotonin levels



Gut Connection
Researchers are making connections 
between microbes and brain function

Psychobiotics refer to pro and 
prebiotics that can support brain 
health

Grains, legumes, fruits, vegetables help 
support good gut bacteria composition 
that aids brain function

Recommended for neuroplasticity



Stress connection
Neuroplasticity can work for the good 
or for the bad

HPA axis stimulates hippocampus, 
amygdala and prefrontal cortex and 
BDNF – neuroplasticity occurs in all 
these areas

This helps create long-term memories 
from a stress experience (PTSD)

Neuroplasticity is “cementing the 
memory”



Stress also plays a role for 
neuroplasticity

Extreme or chronic stress can decrease 
BDNF

It also affect the ability to make 
decisions in the prefrontal cortex

Damages dendrites in the prefrontal 
cortex

Make a person reflexive instead or 
reflective

Making it hard to decide to make 
changes or make the changes



Mental stress is a source of 
inflammation in the brain

Caused by neuronal activation

May cause pain in the brain – and 
throughout the body

Or increase the perception of pain

The inflammation is not necessarily 
bad – depends on the level



Making Changes
Bad habits can be replaced with good habits 
over time, changing the brain 

Requires on-going focused attention on new 
possibilities and new behaviours – not on the 
problem – and real commitment and effort over 
time.

Habits can be broken and new ones formed 
when new neural pathways are created in the 
brain

Building alternate neural pathways can break old 
habits and build new



1. When trying to break a habit – figure out 
what triggers the dopamine release

Then avoid it – can be in a small way so as to 
not overwhelm or change the environment

2. Lower stress - Easier said than done

Current brain plasticity can affect ability to 
lower stress with standard techniques

Chronic stress can inhibit the brain’s 
responsiveness



3. Pay attention – try to stay in the 
prefrontal cortex for new activity 

Otherwise the brain reverts back to 
the old pathway as soon as focus is lost

4. Think small – small steps require less 
willpower which uses serotonin

Those suffering from depression due 
to low serotonin have more trouble 
making changes



Why small activities
To have focus and activate key brain areas –
must be in a state of “flow”

“is the state of consciousness where we 
completely immerse in the task”

Flow is easier to accomplish when:

A new activity must have a clear set of goals 
and progress

It must result in immediate feedback 

Must be balanced between the perceived 
challenge and the perceived abilities –
confidence



To be in flow, a person must:

Know the purpose of the activity, prepare 
the mind, have control of the environment

Just do the task with no expectations, don’t 
get sidetracked and become immersed in it

See what it feels like (getting the insider’s 
perspective)

Enjoy the process (experiential)

Evaluate the results when the task is over



5. Raise serotonin – helps prefrontal 
cortex function and increases 
willpower

To increase serotonin: Sunlight, 
massage, improve microbiomes, 
exercising, and thinking about happy 
memories

6. Be aware: Awareness and 
mindfulness will help the prefrontal 
cortex override default habits

Affirmations, visualization and 
positive self-reflection all help 
awareness



7. Celebrate the small successes – this 
keeps the dopamine flowing, supporting 
motivation

Shift attention away from the long-term 
goals and focus on the small task every day

8. Positive Social Network – people can 
help your efforts or hurt them

Associating with people who have similar 
good habits make it easier to maintain

9. Don’t challenge clients beliefs – give 
another suggestion



Nutrients For Neuroplasticity
Magnesium for increasing plasticity in the 
prefrontal cortex

Cholesterol is critical for learning and memory 
as well as healthy cell membranes – 25% of 
cholesterol is found in the brain – helps with 
hormone production

Turmeric or curcumin protects against free 
radical damage and promotes neurogenesis 

A rat study found that it improve 
neuroplasticity and reduce depression



Antioxidants protect brain cells – usually 
ones we make and nutrients can help us 
make them

B vitamins help neurotransmitter 
communication between nerve-cell 
membranes

Omega 3 to regulate the balance of EFAs, 
lower inflammation and increase brain 
function

Support the gut – plays a role in brain 
function – how much? Don’t know yet



Change is complex

Think carefully what you ask a client to 
do

Keep the tasks small and let them 
experience them

For you – time to think about what you 
can’t change and why

But change is possible especially when 
supporting how the brain functions


