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			PRAISE FOR

			You Are Not Your Brain

			“A testament to mind over brain. . . . It’s the truth of the matter that sheer willpower can truly make you break free.”

			—Leonardo DiCaprio

			“Operating on the highly rational perspective that we are not our brains but rather substantial free agents who exercise control over our brains, Schwartz and Gladding develop a simple yet profoundly insightful approach for developing a flourishing life. The result is truly life-giving, and it will bring healing and hope to all who read it and practice its wisdom.”

			—J. P. Moreland, author of The God Question

			“How can the brain, which is just a complex network of interconnected nerve cells, give rise to consciousness and to thought? Dr. Jeffrey Schwartz and Dr. Rebecca Gladding argue, persuasively, that the mind actually has massive causal effects on the functioning of the brain. In other words, you can not only change the way you think, feel, and behave through conscious effort when you’re upset, but you can also change the programming and chemistry of your brain. A compelling and important message.”

			—David D. Burns, M.D., author of Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy

			“The idea that we can deliberately and systematically change our brains with our minds was once thought ridiculous. But now, largely due to Jeffrey Schwartz and his UCLA research on neuroplasticity and OCD, this once revolutionary idea is well accepted. Rebecca Gladding and Jeffrey Schwartz adapt Schwartz’s extraordinarily successful program for a mainstream audience, giving simple, self-directed tools to help achieve greater happiness, emotional balance, and overall well-being.”

			—Susan Kaiser Greenland, author of The Mindful Child

			“The book You Are Not Your Brain will be very helpful to those who want to improve their outlook on life and enhance their quality of life. As this book shows, and most every musician knows, You Are Not Your Brain. The Heart and the Spirit are the source of real creativity. The brain is a vehicle to express that creativity.”

			—Kenny Burrell, jazz guitarist, National Endowment for the Arts Jazz Master Professor of Music and Ethnomusicology, UCLA
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			Habit, if not resisted, soon becomes necessity.

			—Saint Augustine

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			There are only a few true necessities in life, but for many of us, it doesn’t feel that way. A lifetime of habits, ingrained by repetition, can seemingly make us slaves to a not always beneficial master—our own brain.

			Nothing is more confusing or painful than when your brain takes over your thoughts, attacks your self-worth, questions your abilities, overpowers you with cravings, or attempts to dictate your actions. Have you ever felt that something is compelling you to “go” places, mentally or emotionally, where you don’t want to be? Do you find yourself acting in uncharacteristic ways or doing things you don’t really want to be doing?

			The reason is simple: Deceptive brain messages have intruded into your psyche and taken over your life. Left to its own devices, your brain can cause you to believe things that are not true and to act in any number of self-destructive ways, such as:

			
					Overthinking problems and fretting over things that are out of your control

					Getting stuck or panicked by unfounded fear and worries

					Blaming and chastising yourself for things that are not your fault

					Engaging in unhealthy behaviors to escape life’s daily stresses

					Reverting to past patterns when you are trying to make a change

			

			The more often you act in these unhealthy ways, the more you teach your brain that what is simply a habit (a learned behavior) is essential to your survival. Your brain does not distinguish whether the action is beneficial or destructive; it just responds to how you behave and then generates strong impulses, thoughts, desires, cravings, and urges that compel you to perpetuate your habit, whatever it may be. Unfortunately, more often than not, these behaviors are not ones that improve your life.

			Clearly, the brain can exert a powerful grip on one’s life—but only if you let it. The good news is that you can overcome the brain’s control and rewire your brain to work for you by learning to debunk the myths it has been so successfully selling you and by choosing to act in healthy, adaptive ways. That’s the mission of this book and the cornerstone of our approach: to share our innovative, empowering method of learning how to identify and demystify deceptive brain messages, so that you develop healthy, adaptive brain circuits that enable you to live a fulfilling life free from these unwanted, unhelpful, and false intruders.

			It will be your life, the life you have chosen, with the brain you have sculpted—not the old path of troubling actions and behaviors imposed upon you by deceptive brain messages.

			How can you achieve this? With our Four Step method, which teaches simple skills you can use and practice every day and apply to any unsatisfactory part of your life. The result will be a lasting change in perspective, courtesy of a source that has been seriously stifled by the deceptive brain messages: your intelligent, caring inner guide. This friend will help you counteract deceptive brain messages and act in concert with your own goals, values, and interests. You will finally see who you really are—not who your brain has been telling you that you are—and put your true self in the driver’s seat for the rest of your life.

			Sound difficult to accomplish? You won’t think so after you read the stories of others who have successfully employed our Four Step method to turn their lives around. You Are Not Your Brain touches on intimate personal journeys of several people whose lives were once plagued by deceptive brain messages and who managed to break the cycle—like Sarah, who struggled with depression and self-doubt; Ed, who was paralyzed by fears of rejection; Steve, who used alcohol to relieve stress; Liz, who worried about her future; Kara, who felt she was unlovable unless she was physically perfect; John, who repetitively checked e-mail as a way to assuage his fear that his girlfriend was leaving him; or Abby, who constantly worried that something bad would happen to someone she loved.

			While your situation may not be as dramatic or intense, some form of deceptive brain messages impacts almost everyone at some point in life. Even if our lives usually run smoothly, when we are stressed or feeling down these false thoughts and unhealthy actions find a way to sneak in and cause havoc. They can shake our confidence, make us find ways to escape reality, use drugs or alcohol, overeat, spend money we don’t have, avoid people we care about, become angry, develop excessive expectations of ourselves, not say what we really think or feel, limit our range of experiences, worry excessively . . . you name it. Even in the most benign situations, giving in to deceptive brain messages causes us to lose time that would have been better spent elsewhere. At its worst, we end up acting impulsively—in ways that are not representative of who we really are—and falling into grief and regret.

			Most encouragingly, however, this powerful approach will help you identify and deal with the majority of your problems, not just one symptom, because we focus on the underlying, unifying cause of your distress: deceptive brain messages. In short, You Are Not Your Brain will empower you to approach life’s ups and downs in a skillful way, using just four easily learned steps. You will find that repeated practice with the Four Steps will transform your life—and your brain—giving you the power to become the person you want to be.

			How This Book Is Unique

			A critical component to getting better—in the long term—is to understand that these highly deceptive intruders are coming from the brain (not you!) and that these false messages are not indicative of who you are or of the life you could lead. Other popular therapies have failed to focus on this crucial distinction between who you are and the symptoms you are experiencing. Although some methods may teach how to change the meaning of your thoughts (as in cognitive-behavioral therapy) or how to become aware of your thoughts (mindfulness), they do not emphatically tell you that these brain-based messages are not representative of who you really are and that you do not have to act on them.

			In contrast, this book combines the best of cognitive-behavioral therapy and mindfulness while simultaneously helping you bolster your belief that you deserve to be free of these unwanted intruders. In so doing, you learn that to truly change your life and your brain, you must reevaluate the deceptive brain messages and engage your mind to focus your attention on new, healthy actions and behaviors.

			So, not only do we teach you how to notice your deceptive brain messages and how to change your relationship to the deceptive brain messages, we also empower you by showing you that you have within yourself an intelligent, loving guide (your Wise Advocate) that knows that your brain has been the problem, not you or your mind.

			The Four Steps Change Your Brain Wiring in Healthy, Adaptive Ways

			The goal of the Four Steps is to teach you how to sharply focus your attention so that you rewire your brain in healthy, positive ways. How do we know this happens? We’ve already done the research at UCLA and proven it in people with obsessive-compulsive disorder.

			Drawing on Dr. Schwartz’s strong belief that the mind can change the brain, the UCLA researchers asked people with OCD to participate in a research study where they either took medication or learned our Four Step approach to dealing with the intrusive, negative messages they were bombarded with on a daily basis. The team scanned people’s brains before treatment and ten to twelve weeks after they had been following our method or taking medications.1 Much to our delight, they found that the people who used our Four Step method had the same positive changes in their brains as the people who took medications to treat their OCD. These incredible brain changes occurred because of our mind’s ability to change our brains (i.e., how we focus our attention). You can see the results for yourself in the images in figure I.1 below.
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			Figure I.1. Success with the Four Steps

			PRE shows the brain before using the Four Steps and POST shows the brain ten weeks after using the Four Steps. Notice the decrease in the size of the rCd (a part of the brain that is overactive in OCD) once participants had been using the Four Steps for ten weeks. Copyright © 1996 American Medical Association2

			Encouragingly, recent research in Germany replicated our findings. Those researchers found that OCD patients’ symptoms decreased significantly when they simply listened to an audio CD that explained our treatment method. That bears repeating because it is key to the path you are about to embark on: No other interventions were given to these participants—just an audio CD, their commitment, and their effort to make progress by following the Four Steps.

			THE FOUR STEPS

			Step 1: Relabel—Identify your deceptive brain messages and the uncomfortable sensations; call them what they really are.

			Step 2: Reframe—Change your perception of the importance of the deceptive brain messages; say why these thoughts, urges, and impulses keep bothering you: They are false brain messages (It’s not ME, it’s just my BRAIN!).

			Step 3: Refocus—Direct your attention toward an activity or mental process that is wholesome and productive—even while the false and deceptive urges, thoughts, impulses, and sensations are still present and bothering you.

			Step 4: Revalue—Clearly see the thoughts, urges, and impulses for what they are, simply sensations caused by deceptive brain messages that are not true and that have little to no value (they are something to dismiss, not focus on).

			With our Four Step method, you will learn how to focus your attention in beneficial ways—just like these people did—so that you can retrain your brain while simultaneously bolstering and empowering your true self.

			Whom This Book Is For

			Given that deceptive brain messages affect all of us at some point, this book can help anyone with excessive nervousness, worry and anxiety, tension, depression, anger, substance abuse, other addictions (including gambling, gaming, and sex), relationship problems, or other automatic behaviors and habits that are causing problems in your life, such as overeating, repeatedly checking things like texts/e-mail, excessively researching information, overthinking and overanalyzing situations and events, or avoiding important aspects of your life.

			You do not have to be diagnosed with a disorder for the Four Steps to help you. Rather, you just need to have had the experience of being stressed out and overrun by your brain—which can include thoughts, urges, impulses, repetitive behaviors, or uncomfortable physical or emotional sensations—and want things to be different in some way. Wherever deceptive brain messages surface and cause you to not trust reality or to do something you do not want to be doing (i.e., it is bad for you in the long run), the Four Steps can help.

			As a self-treatment method, the Four Steps work extremely well in those with mild to moderate symptoms—people who are functioning in the world to some extent (e.g., working, volunteering, going to school, caring for others) and are bothered by what their brains are doing. For example, you may get easily distracted and may have trouble getting through your day, but you can focus your attention some of the time, are able to consider the fact that your brain is causing these symptoms, and are ready, at least to some extent, to put forth effort to make changes in your life. If you are already in therapy, you can work with your therapist to integrate the Four Steps into your therapeutic plan.

			The Four Steps do not work well enough on their own (i.e., self-treatment) in people with debilitating symptoms—those that severely limit their ability to focus their attention and function in their day. People with severe symptoms likely need extra help by using medications or more intensive therapy (including weekly therapy or a structured program). Why? With severe symptoms, people are not able to focus their attention well enough to use the Four Steps and do not have the ability or insight to see that the deceptive brain messages might be false. The whole point of the Four Steps is to take you from believing so strongly in your deceptive brain messages to seeing their falsehood, so if your symptoms are at the point where you cannot even entertain the possibility that the deceptive thoughts are created by your brain, you will need some extra help. Similarly, we want to make sure you understand that the Four Steps do not treat severe psychiatric disorders where insight is severely compromised in a chronic fashion, such as schizophrenia, where the brain’s influences are too strong, such as mania in bipolar disorder, or when chronic thoughts of suicide are present.

			Structure of the Book

			We have chosen to divide this book into three parts so that we can emphasize how your sense of self gets fused with the deceptive brain messages (Part One), the skills you need to learn to untangle that unhelpful web of thoughts, emotions, and actions (Part Two), and how to apply the Four Steps to your life (Part Three). Note: If learning the skills, rather than knowing the theory and science, is your primary goal, you may want to read chapters 1 and 2, then skip to Part Two (chapter 6). You can always come back to the rest of Part One later.

			PART ONE. A SENSE OF SELF

			Given our emphasis on separating your sense of self from deceptive brain messages, we begin by teaching you what deceptive brain messages are and help you identify the ones that are bothering and impairing you. Then, you will see how the mind can powerfully and unexpectedly change the brain in positive ways when you intentionally direct your attention. From there, we explain why habits are so hard to break on a biological level and what happens inside your brain whenever deceptive brain messages surface. We also discuss how your sense of self fused with the deceptive brain messages.

			PART TWO. THE SKILLS

			We begin by discussing where many of your deceptive brain messages likely came from, then provide you with a brief overview of the key points you need to keep in mind as you begin learning the Four Steps. These are the tips and tricks our patients wished they had known from the start and that they thought we should share with you. With that background, we teach you each of the Four Steps, including how to become more aware of your deceptive brain messages with Step 1: Relabel; why deceptive brain messages bother you so much and lead to thinking errors with Step 2: Reframe; how to sharply focus your attention with Step 3: Refocus; and how to change your perspective of yourself with Step 4: Revalue. In these chapters, we will include many exercises to help you learn how to use the Four Steps effectively, and we discuss the major stumbling blocks others have encountered when trying to learn the Four Steps.

			PART THREE. APPLYING THE FOUR STEPS TO YOUR LIFE

			In this final section, we review various ways the Four Steps can be creatively applied to your life and explain the difference between true emotions (those that reflect your true self) and unhelpful emotional sensations (emanating from deceptive brain messages). We also explain how Step 3: Refocus can be used to help you deal with deceptive brain messages in relationships, when you are experiencing powerful cravings (such as stress eating), when you feel depressed or fatigued, when you are not getting out into the world because of fear of rejection, or when you have excessive expectations of yourself (i.e., perfectionism). The final chapter of the book is devoted to helping you develop your Four Step plan and living your life in accordance with your true self.

			The encouraging message from our more than twenty-five years of research and clinical practice is that you do have control over your responses to these deceptive brain messages and you can use your understanding of how the brain works to your advantage by using our Four Step approach.

			Let’s begin!
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			A Sense of Self
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			CHAPTER 1

			You Are Not Your Brain

			Nothing is more confusing or painful than when your brain takes over your thoughts, attacks your self-worth, questions your abilities, overpowers you with cravings, or attempts to dictate your actions. “It’s like the invasion of the brain snatchers,” says Ed, a talented Broadway performer whose career was on hold for years because of his intense stage fright and fears of rejection. Running on autopilot in a most unhelpful way, Ed felt like his “brain just took over,” filling him with self-doubt and anxiety. “It was horrible and humiliating . . . it told me all these things about me that just weren’t true. That I was no good, a second-class citizen, that I didn’t deserve anything.”

			What’s worse, those deceptive brain messages about Ed were dead wrong. The truth is that Ed is an accomplished performer who is revered and loved for his wit, ability to engage a crowd, and unshakable confidence on the stage. People are always excited to see him and are moved by his performances, yet his deceiving brain would not let him accept their rave reviews. Rather than believing in his inherently wonderful qualities and impressive skills, Ed’s brain was programmed to ignore his positive attributes and instead focus on what he might have done wrong or how people might perceive his mistakes—in essence, to home in on his minute flaws and imperfections.

			Where did these negative beliefs and doubts come from? Although he sees that most of his deceptive brain messages took root in childhood, one specific experience changed everything for him. It all began, he remembers, when he was standing before a famous Broadway producer at age twenty. As he prepared to run the scene, Ed became dazed and paralyzed. “I just left my body,” he says. “It was the most horrifying experience.” The event haunted his dreams and, by the time he was thirty, it began to plague his days. “I was no longer having nightmares about being onstage naked, I was having that feeling more or less whenever I went to an audition. I felt exposed and raw.” Beneath that competent and tranquil façade, Ed was gripped by a fear of rejection and was in turmoil. Taking his deceptive brain messages completely at face value, Ed avoided auditions altogether, believing that his career was over—that his anxiety and fear had won.

			DECEPTIVE BRAIN MESSAGES

			Any false or inaccurate thought or any unhelpful or distracting impulse, urge, or desire that takes you away from your true goals and intentions in life (i.e., your true self).

			Even if you are not dealing with overwhelming anxiety, you may recognize the feeling of being assailed by deceptive brain messages. Consider the case of Sarah, a twenty-nine-year-old public relations specialist who struggled with depression and perfectionism for many years before starting our program.

			Like so many of us, she was afraid of not living up to expectations and questioned her abilities often. Even more troubling, Sarah was exquisitely sensitive to others’ comments and actions, which caused her to often overpersonalize interactions with friends, family, and coworkers. For example, if she was talking with a friend and he “paused, even for a second,” she says, she would assume that she had said something wrong or upset the other person in some way. She would not be able to step back from her deceptive brain messages and look for an alternate explanation for why her friend responded as he did or realize that it had nothing to do with her. Instead, she would become instantly anxious and replay the seemingly botched interaction over and over in her head, hoping to come to some sort of resolution. Her brain would run in endless loops, asking numerous questions and envisioning various scenarios in a desperate attempt to control her anxiety.

			No matter what she did, Sarah couldn’t figure it out or make the terrible feelings of anxiety go away. Inside, she felt like a failure and somehow ended up believing she was the problem. She hoped and pleaded with herself: If only she could figure out what had happened, she could prevent a similar situation in the future and avoid this uncomfortable feeling and the associated negative thoughts. Unfortunately, she never did. Instead, she would get more anxious and continually overanalyze the situation until she was exhausted.

			What Sarah didn’t know at the time was that her brain was sending her the destructive message that to receive love, acceptance, and adoration, she had to be perfect and take care of everyone else. In essence, she had to ignore her true self and focus on others, no matter the cost to her.

			TRUE SELF

			Living according to your true self means seeing yourself for who you really are based on your sincere striving to embody the values and achieve the goals you truly believe in.

			It includes approaching yourself, your true emotions and needs, from a loving, caring, nurturing perspective that is consistent with how your loving inner guide (Wise Advocate) sees you.

			Sarah’s deceptive brain messages became so overwhelming at times that she would stay in bed and try to shut out the world. She developed physical symptoms, including headaches, body pains, and a complete lack of motivation. It was as if a blanket of sleepiness had descended upon her and coated her entire being. As the depression progressed, Sarah stopped interacting with her family and friends, lost interest in her normal activities, and stopped exercising.

			The more her brain churned out these negative messages, the more Sarah believed, as she says, that she was “a loser.” Unable to resist those false thoughts or believe in herself, she fell deeper and deeper into despair until she was convinced that she was utterly worthless and that life was hopeless. Her depression came to inaccurately and inappropriately define her. “This is me,” she thought, “a depressed, negative person who is not worthy of anything.”

			Similar to Sarah, Abby also struggled with a tendency to overanalyze. Rather than questioning her self-worth, Abby’s deceptive brain messages caused her to constantly worry about the safety of her friends and family—and then repeatedly doubt whether she should say or do anything. Although she was fully capable of stating her views with clarity and conviction at work, Abby couldn’t ever quite tell the important people in her life what she really thought or how she felt. “I just never know if I am doing the right thing,” Abby said when she was in the thick of her symptoms. “How can I ensure the best for my family without making them feel like I am being overprotective or smothering them? What if someone gets hurt or makes a mistake and I knew it was a bad idea? How could I live with that, knowing that I could have done something to prevent that outcome?”

			Abby’s “guilt machine” often kicked into high gear when she did state her concerns, views, and opinions. For instance, if she put her foot down and forbade her children to do something, she would feel that she was disappointing them or depriving them in some way. As she explained, “I don’t like conflict, but I don’t like the results of staying quiet or being passive either.” It was a veritable catch-22: She could not live with the guilt, yet she felt anxious and scared when she did state her views and beliefs.

			At some level, Abby knew she was living an incomplete life by neglecting her true self, yet she saw no way out. Beholden to her deceptive brain messages and paralyzed by indecision, she often felt guilty and anxious. No matter how she tried, she could not pull herself out of her excessive thoughts, alter her assumption that she had to protect everyone, or use her Wise Advocate to help her see the bigger picture.

			WISE ADVOCATE

			The aspect of your attentive mind that can see the bigger picture, including your inherent worth, capabilities, and accomplishments.

			The Wise Advocate knows what you are thinking, can see the deceptive brain messages for what they are and where they came from, understands how you feel (physically, emotionally), and is aware of how destructive and unhealthy your habitual, automatic responses have been for you.

			The Wise Advocate wants the best for you because it loves and cares for you, so it encourages you to value your true self and make decisions in a rational way based on what is in your overall best interest in the long term.

			Equally devastating were Steve’s deceptive brain messages that kept him from being able to truly connect with his wife, children, and coworkers. In his case, Steve’s deceiving brain tried to convince him that everyone in his life wanted something from him and that they were not spending time or talking with him because of who he was or because they genuinely cared for him. This false perception caused Steve to become easily annoyed and excessively angry with anyone he perceived was indirectly asking him to do something. Of course, Steve’s deceptive brain messages were clouding his ability to invoke his Wise Advocate to help him see the truth: that the people in his life really liked and respected him because he is smart, funny, caring, and insightful, which draws people to him and his ideas. Contrary to what his deceptive brain messages were saying, the people in his life didn’t want him to do their work or take care of him—they wanted to spend time with and learn from a genuinely interesting and charismatic man.

			Sadly, believing in and relying on his deceptive brain messages caused Steve to live in a state of chronic stress. No matter where he looked, he saw needy, helpless people everywhere, which drained his energy and fueled his frustration further. Unfortunately, his response to these unsettling surges of anger and disappointment in others was to avoid people whenever possible and to seek solace and relaxation each night in a few glasses of wine. While drinking definitely helped dissolve the stress, it created worsening problems at home and at work: Steve became ever more emotionally distant from the important people in his life, which made him feel alone and deeply sad.

			Ed, Sarah, Abby, and Steve are just a few examples of the devastating toll deceptive brain messages can take on people’s lives and how listening to such false messages can lead to depression, anxiety, relationship difficulties, isolation, addictions, unhealthy habits, and more. When they were not able to use their Wise Advocate to look at the bigger picture and did not align their actions with their true self, our patients were stuck in an endless cycle of deceptive brain messages.

			The Cycle of Deceptive Brain Messages

			How do deceptive brain messages manifest and what do they cause you to do? To find out, let’s follow the case of Kara, a twenty-five-year-old woman who had been dieting, bingeing, and purging since her teens. If you met Kara today, you would have no idea she held such distorted views of her body as a teen. Confident and vibrant, she seems to have it all. She is successful in her career as an analyst and has a large network of friends. Yet for most of high school and college, she was overwhelmed by deceptive brain messages related to her appearance.

			Kara describes the process of how deceptive brain messages impacted her in this way. First, a false, negative thought would strike, telling her she was “no good” and “unlovable” because she was not physically perfect. Although it was not true, Kara would take this missive at face value and accept it as reality. What happened next was excruciating, she says. “I would get an intensely uncomfortable sensation,” she remembers, “a feeling that I could not stand being in my own skin.” She felt “gross” and “disgusted” with herself, both emotionally and physically. The sensations were unbearable and all Kara wanted to do was get away from these feelings as fast as she could. Her distress would rise, reaching a crescendo that she could no longer tolerate. Although she would sometimes try to resist them, the uncomfortable sensations, including strong anxiety and self-loathing, were too strong. Eventually, she would relent and engage in an unhealthy behavior (e.g., purging, bingeing, dieting excessively). Once she gave in, a sense of calm would wash over her and she would feel all right again. That momentary relief—and that’s all it ever was—was better than nothing.

			Or so she thought. What Kara learned with experience was that once she completed the behavior, the deceptive brain messages and uncomfortable sensations came back in full force. “No matter what I did, I always ended up right back where I started. Nothing ever worked,” she recalled recently. Her life was consumed by her deceptive brain messages and its mandates of how she should act. “I was wasting my life,” she laments. She lost important time that she could have spent with her family and friends, on her career, or on pursuing activities she truly enjoyed.

			Kara felt horrible about engaging in these cycles to try to make the terrible feelings of inadequacy go away. Deep down, she wanted to figure out how to stop the behaviors and not buy into the deceptive brain messages, but she had no idea how to do it. She had tried almost every diet and had been to numerous therapists and nutritionists. Nothing helped. Even worse, Kara eventually realized that the problem was intensifying, not getting better: “The more I paid attention to food and to how I looked, the worse I felt about myself and the stronger those negative thoughts became.”

			What was happening to Kara when she was immersed in following her deceptive brain messages? She was stuck in an unrelenting pattern where destructive thoughts and impulses led to distress and unhealthy behaviors.

			If we simplify the process of what transpired whenever Kara gave in to her deceptive brain messages, we see a cycle unfold in which the negative thoughts or urges were followed by intensely uncomfortable physical or emotional sensations that she desperately wanted to get away from. As a consequence, Kara would engage in some unhealthy or unhelpful behavior to relieve her distress. While they provided a momentary reprieve, these actions ultimately were detrimental to her because her body and brain learned to associate these behaviors with relief (despite the fact that they were causing her harm in the long term).

			What Kara described is a universal phenomenon that applies to you and all of your deceptive brain messages, regardless of what initiates them. As shown in figure 1.1, the process begins when a deceptive brain message surfaces and causes you to experience some kind of distress or discomfort. You might experience a physical sensation, like your heart pounding, a pit in your stomach or overwhelming cravings, or an emotional state, such as fear, dread, anxiety, anger, or sadness. No matter what it is, your primary goal at this point is to get rid of that sensation as fast as you can, so you act in an automatic, habitual way.

					
						[image: ]
					

					Figure 1.1. Cycle of Deceptive Brain Messages

					This figure depicts the process of how a deceptive brain message progresses to unhealthy behaviors and habits. After a deceptive brain message arises, you experience intensely uncomfortable sensations that can be physical or emotional. Because of how unpleasant and powerful the sensations are, you feel an urgent desire to make these sensations go away. As a result, you respond in an automatic (habitual) way that is ultimately unhelpful or unhealthy for you.

			As you’ve seen from Ed, Sarah, Abby, Steve, and Kara, the harmful strategies used to avoid and escape those uncomfortable sensations vary depending on the content of the deceptive brain messages and the patterns you have developed to attempt to deal with distress. The range of possible responses is endless and includes feeding an addiction, getting into an argument, avoiding a situation, shutting out the world, or endlessly checking something. In many cases, you are not even aware of what you are doing, but somewhere inside you, likely below the level of conscious awareness, you instinctively believe you have to complete the behavior to get rid of the intense and unpleasant feeling you’re experiencing.

			EMOTIONAL SENSATIONS VERSUS EMOTIONS

			Something that confuses many people when we talk about the uncomfortable sensations that arise from deceptive brain messages is the difference between an emotional sensation and an emotion or true feeling.

			Whenever we talk about emotional sensations, we are referring specifically to those feelings that are evoked by deceptive brain messages and are not based in the truth. For example, if you are feeling sad because you lost someone you care about, that is an emotion based on a real event. In all likelihood, your reaction is what most people would experience and is proportional to the event. Thus, it is an emotion, not an emotional sensation. These kinds of emotions should not be avoided; rather, you should experience and constructively deal with them as they arise.

			In contrast, if you were feeling sad because you had the thought that no one cared about you and that you were unlovable—despite evidence to the contrary, such as having good connections with a variety of loving family and friends—then your sadness would be based on a deceptive brain message. We would consider this an emotional sensation (not an emotion) that could lead you to act in a way that is not helpful to you, such as isolating from people who really do care about you, using food or substances as an escape, or engaging in another unhealthy behavior.

			Throughout the book, we will use the term emotional sensation to refer to feelings that are caused by deceptive brain messages. These are the sensations we want you to focus on as you use the Four Steps because they are the ones that you need to learn how to dismiss and see as being caused by deceptive brain messages. Ultimately, they are not true and are leading you to act in ways that are not helpful or constructive.

			We will continue to discuss the difference between emotions and emotional sensations caused by deceptive brain messages and help you learn how to differentiate them. For now, keep the following distinction in mind: Emotions should be felt and constructively dealt with because they honor your true needs and your true self, whereas emotional sensations should be Relabeled and Reframed with the Four Steps because they are destructive and false, and cause you to act in ways that are not healthy or beneficial to you.

			Although it is natural to want to avoid distress, seek out pleasure, or feel relief, the problem with satiating these cravings or quelling that upset is that your brain then becomes hardwired to automatically choose unhealthy behaviors to calm you down. In essence, indulging these habitual responses causes your body and brain to begin to associate something you do, avoid, seek out, or repetitively think about with temporary relief or pleasure. These actions create strong and enduring patterns (circuits) in your brain that are difficult to change without considerable effort and attention. As this process unfolds, the deceptive brain messages occur more frequently and the uncomfortable sensations grow more intense, making it harder for you to resist them or change your behaviors.

			Therefore, whenever you repeatedly do something pleasurable or avoid some kind of overtly painful sensation, your brain “learns” that these actions are a priority and generates thoughts, impulses, urges, and desires to make sure you keep doing them again and again. It does not care that the action ultimately is bad for you.

			As you will learn throughout the book, what you do now and how you focus your attention influence your brain and how it is wired. This means that if you repeat the same act over and over—regardless of whether that action has a positive or negative impact on you—you make the brain circuits associated with that act stronger and more powerful. So, if you avoid something that causes you anxiety (like Ed), hide from people who love you when you are depressed (like Sarah), continually worry about others (like Abby), or drink to reduce your stress level (like Steve), your brain is going to strengthen the circuits supporting those actions—meaning that your brain will be far more likely to repeat the behavior or habit automatically whenever a similar situation arises.

			You will learn more about why habits are so hard to break and the biology behind deceptive brain messages in chapters 3 and 4. For now, keep in mind the cycle Kara described: The take-home message is that deceptive brain messages lead to uncomfortable sensations (both physical and emotional) that cause you to act in automatic ways that are not beneficial to you.

			HABITUAL RESPONSES

			When someone mentions the word habit, most people think of repetitive physical actions. While those certainly are habits, we consider a larger range of responses to be habits as well. For example, if you constantly avoid a situation, person, or location because of how uncomfortable it makes you feel, you also are acting in a habitual way.

			The same goes for engaging in repetitive thoughts caused by deceptive brain messages that do not lead to a solution or any forward progress. Remember Abby’s overactive “guilt machine” that caused her to worry about every little thing related to her family members and Sarah’s struggle to try to figure out solutions for interacting with her friends and coworkers? They each described repetitively thinking about and analyzing situations to try to rid themselves of the horrible sensations they were experiencing. In Abby’s case, the sensation was guilt and for Sarah it was anxiety and depression. Although the content of their deceptive brain messages and their uncomfortable emotional sensations were different, their responses and goals were the same: repetitively thinking about something for which there was no solution and desperately trying to get rid of the uncomfortable sensation caused by a deceptive brain message. (Note: Other words for repetitively thinking about something include rumination, mental compulsions, and overthinking.)

			We consider overanalyzing and overthinking to be habitual responses. Therefore, when we talk about the Habit Center and habitual responses, we are referring to repetitive thoughts, actions, or inaction—anything that you do repeatedly that is caused by a deceptive brain message and takes you away from focusing on something that is beneficial to you.

			Identifying Your Deceptive Brain Messages

			Now that you have a sense of what deceptive brain messages are, you can begin to think about how they are negatively impacting you. Some things, like behaviors and cravings, are easier to identify because you can see or feel them physically. What is harder for many people to identify at first are the thoughts associated with specific actions.

			Although it is often difficult initially to see your deceptive thoughts at the beginning, we do not want you to feel discouraged or give up. Through case stories, explanations, and exercises, we will help you recognize the kinds of deceptive, negative messages your brain sends you. The point right now is for you to start becoming aware that these deceptive messages likely are lurking in your brain.

			How can you begin to recognize the false, negative thoughts associated with your actions and uncomfortable sensations? One of the best ways to “see” the deceptive thoughts is to be attentive to your “negative self-talk”—those things you automatically say to yourself without awareness that are not true and that others might never even suspect were present inside your head. You may have already been exposed to the idea of such deceptive brain messages, just under a different name. Some therapists or authors might refer to them as “cognitive distortions,” “automatic thoughts,” “negative thinking,” or “scripts.” The main point is that these are the disparaging stories you tell yourself—the inaccurate explanations you give for why something is happening the way it is—that cause you to act in habitual ways that are not beneficial to you.

			Often, seeing what others have described and experienced can be helpful in identifying your deceptive brain messages. Here are examples of deceptive brain messages, uncomfortable sensations, and unhealthy habitual responses we’ve heard over the years.

			False Thoughts/Impulses/Urges (i.e., Deceptive Brain Messages)

			
					I’m not good enough.

					I should have/I shouldn’t have.

					I’m crazy/I’m a sick person.

					I’m a bad person/I am not as good as . . .

					I don’t matter/Everyone else is more important than me.

					I will be rejected/Everyone thinks I am . . .

					There’s something wrong with me.

					I have no control.

					No one likes me/I am unlovable/I will be alone.

					All of my worth is in taking care of others.

					I don’t deserve to be happy—I deserve to suffer or be punished.

					Everyone else seems to be doing things correctly; what’s wrong with me?

					I want unrealistic or unattainable things, like always feeling “good.”

					I have a repetitive craving for something that ultimately is not beneficial to me.

					I have an urge to escape reality.

			

			Uncomfortable Sensations

			
					Anxiety

					Pit in my stomach

					Butterflies

					Tightness or pounding in my chest

					Sweating

					Heart beating fast

					Excessive anger

					Heat in my chest, arms, or face

					Sadness/depression

					Fatigue

					Feeling scared/frightened

					Feeling helpless/hopeless

					Having a physical craving for something pleasurable

			

			Habitual Responses

			
					Using drugs or alcohol

					Shopping/spending money I do not have

					Wasting time on things I do not need to do

					Fighting/arguing

					Compulsive sex

					Excessive eating, dieting, or purging

					Avoiding people, places, events

					Smoking

					Eating things that are not good for me

					Repeatedly checking something (e.g., e-mail, text, facts, information)

					Avoiding unpleasant (but beneficial) things like exercise

					Overthinking or overanalyzing situations, events, problems

			

			Think about your deceptive brain messages and the cycles you go through. What are the false messages your brain sends to you and what do you do as a result of those negative messages? It could range from negative thoughts about yourself to feelings of inadequacy to the desire to escape your reality, indulging in a pleasurable craving, or something else that wastes your precious time and money. What we are getting at are the thoughts, urges, desires, and impulses that cause you to act in ways that take you away from your true goals and values.

			Here are examples of how the cycle of deceptive brain messages played out for some of our patients. Read across each row to get a sense of what the person’s thoughts, sensations, and responses were. After you review these examples, we’ll have you come up with some of your own.

			
							EXAMPLES OF THE CYCLE OF DECEPTIVE BRAIN MESSAGES

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Deceptive Brain Message

						
							
							Uncomfortable Sensations

						
							
							Habitual Responses

						
					

				
				
					
							
							I’m not good enough.

						
							
							Pit in my stomach

						
							
							Get reassurance from someone that I am okay.

						
					

					
							
							I’m a bad person.

						
							
							Tightness in chest

						
							
							Isolate/withdraw from people.

						
					

					
							
							I should have listened to Joe, not argued with him.

						
							
							Heart beating out of my chest, sweating

						
							
							Repeatedly apologize to Joe, even though he keeps saying it was not a big deal.

						
					

					
							
							I am so stressed out, I just need to get out of my head.

						
							
							Overwhelmed, “amped up”

						
							
							Use alcohol, pot, or other drugs to escape.

						
					

					
							
							They are not going to hire me for this position.

						
							
							Butterflies in my stomach, scared

						
							
							Make up an excuse to not go to the interview; avoid the situation.

						
					

					
							
							I am going to mess up this presentation.

						
							
							Ringing in my ears, feeling a little dizzy

						
							
							Ask someone else to give the presentation or move it to another day.

						
					

					
							
							She’s going to leave me!

						
							
							Scared, nervous energy, light-headed

						
							
							Check my e-mail again to see if she responded (and that everything is okay).

						
					

					
							
							I am so angry at him—it’s all his fault!

						
							
							Surging heat in my chest and arms

						
							
							Get into an argument,

							even though it really wasn’t his fault.

						
					

					
							
							I really want to eat something sweet.

						
							
							Hunger, salivation

						
							
							Eat some cake even though I don’t need it and am trying to lose weight.

						
					

					
							
							I have an urge to eat fried food (even though I have high cholesterol).

						
							
							Craving—it tastes so good—I want it!

						
							
							Eat some fried chicken and increase my cholesterol levels further.

						
					

				
			

			The clear message in the examples above is that all of the people doubted themselves and their truth, could not see what was really happening, or craved something so strongly that they were unable to follow the path of their true goals and values. To deal with the uncomfortable sensations (both physical and emotional), they did something to alleviate the distress, including looking for reassurance, repeatedly apologizing, checking e-mail, avoiding a situation, using a substance to dull their senses, or indulging a craving to bring themselves momentary pleasure, such as eating sweets or fried food. In all cases, the actions were harmful to them and did not get them any closer to their true goals in life.

			With this background, use the table below to figure out your pattern of deceptive brain messages, uncomfortable sensations, and habitual responses. Don’t worry about doing this perfectly or having an all-inclusive list. This is just a jumping-off point—there will be many more opportunities along the way to refine your list. For now, just see what comes to mind. Remember: We’re trying to increase your awareness of what your brain is doing automatically, without your knowledge. For now, write down some of your deceptive thoughts, uncomfortable sensations, and what they cause you to do or avoid.
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			Throughout the book, we will help you identify what kinds of deceptive brain messages are causing problems in your life and figure out ways to deal with them. For now, we simply want you to start becoming aware of all the times during the day that your brain tries to tell you one thing, whereas your goals or intentions would guide you to do something else.

			You Are Not Your Brain

			Now that you understand what deceptive brain messages are and how much damage they can cause, you likely want to know the solution: constructively focusing your attention with your mind. What do we mean?

			We’ve shown you that the brain is capable of sending out false, deceptive messages in an unrelenting fashion and that these unwanted thoughts and destructive urges can overrun your life. They can take you away from your true self (i.e., your true goals and values) and cause you to live a life devoid of direction. And, as long as you remain unaware of what your brain is doing or believe that there is no way to alter how your brain functions, you are essentially powerless to live life on your terms. There’s no place from which to make a change because the very thing that is generating the deceptive brain messages appears to be running the show.

			The good news is that you have an ally that can help you sculpt your brain to work for you, rather than against you: the mind. Although there are many different concepts and definitions of the mind out there, ours is straightforward: The mind is involved in helping you constructively focus your attention. Why is this important? When you learn how to focus your attention in positive, beneficial ways, you actually rewire your brain to support those actions and habits. In this way, the mind gives you the power to determine your actions, decide what is important (and what is not), and reassess the value or meaning of situations, people, yourself, and events.

			THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE MIND AND THE BRAIN

			The brain receives inputs and generates the passive side of experience, whereas the mind is active, focusing attention, and making decisions.

			Another way to think about the difference between the mind and the brain is this: The brain receives information from the environment, including images, verbal communication from others, emotional reactions, bodily sensations, and so on, and then processes that information in an automatic and rote way. No thought or awareness is involved (at least initially). Once it processes these inputs, the brain presents the information to our conscious awareness.

			This is where the mind comes in. At this point, the mind has the ability to determine whether it wants to focus either on that information coming from the brain or on something else. In comparison to the mind, then, the brain is passive—it does not take a long-term, values-based approach to actions. In other words, the brain does not incorporate your true self or Wise Advocate into its processes, but merely reacts to its environment in habitual, automatic ways.

			In the case of Kara, her brain was wired to falsely associate bingeing, purging, or excessive dieting with being thinner and loved. As long as she believed in these deceptive brain messages and responded with the same unhealthy behaviors, Kara’s brain was running the show. She would be stuck in unending loops of deceptive thoughts, rising anxiety, and unhealthy actions—and her brain wiring and unhealthy habits would only get stronger and more entrenched. She would not break this cycle until she could begin to engage her Wise Advocate to help her see how destructive those acts were (even though they brought her momentary relief or pleasure). As her Wise Advocate grew stronger, she would actively change how she focused her attention and how she responded to the deceptive brain messages. This would allow her to resist the strong urges to excessively diet, binge, or purge in the future when deceptive brain messages surfaced.

			As you can see from Kara’s example, what makes the mind unique is that it has the ability to consider many options and can weigh short-term actions against longer-term goals. In essence, the mind is the agent that ensures you are following the path to achieving your goals as defined by your true self. How does the mind align these goals and actions? By integrating the view of the Wise Advocate and using insight, awareness, morals, and values to guide your responses and empower you to make choices that are in your long-term best interest. The brain, in contrast, tends to act in an automatic way that ensures momentary survival and a sense of safety. Remember Darwin? You can think of the brain as working in the survival-of-the-fittest mode—trying to ensure safety, comfort, or relief in this moment, no matter what the future costs.

			Just to be very clear: The brain and the mind work together, as a team. Neither is “better” than the other. We certainly need the brain’s quick actions to survive if we are confronted with a dangerous situation, such as being attacked or about to be hit by a car. That fight-or-flight response is what ensured the survival of our species to this point. In the end, it’s really about balancing the necessary, energy-efficient, and quick actions originating in the brain that ensure momentary survival with the longer-term, considered decisions coming from the mind (assisted by your Wise Advocate).

			WHEN THE SYSTEM GOES AWRY

			On the surface, it seems like this division of labor between the mind and the brain is ideal. When we are dealing with thoughts, emotional sensations, and actions that are consistent with our true self (who we aspire to be), all is fine. But what if we actually have unhealthy or maladaptive routines programmed into those automatic neural structures and we are not aware that they are happening? For example, what if we’ve taught the brain’s Habit Center to perform an action that is not good for us, like excessively drinking alcohol when we’re stressed or eating ice cream every night (even though we are trying to lose weight) because it makes us feel good?

			We’ll talk more about how this happens in later chapters, but for now believe us when we say that the automatic parts of the brain are so efficient that their routines can become wired into our brain without us realizing it and can lead to devastating consequences. That’s why learning how to focus your attention is so important—it is the one variable you have power over that can change your brain. This is why, when the stakes are high, such as continuing to use a drug that is destroying your life, repeatedly eating something that causes your health to suffer, or giving in to anxiety to the point that you avoid things that are beneficial to you, you need to engage the Wise Advocate to recruit the mind to make important long-term decisions.

			Unfortunately, many people, when in the grips of sadness, desire, anger, urges, anxiety, fear, or addiction, cannot and do not make this distinction between the mind and the brain. They cannot see what is happening and tend to blindly follow the impulse-laden brain wherever it wants to take them. They accept momentary relief or pleasure at the price of future pains. It makes sense from a biological perspective—we are all wired to use the automatic, energy-efficient parts of our brain first, with

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Your brain sends you false messages all the time throughout your day.

					These messages often are destructive and can prevent you from achieving your goals.

					Deceptive brain messages are any thoughts, impulses, or desires that take you away from your true goals and intentions in life.

					You are not defined by the thoughts in your head.

					The mind and the brain are distinct entities.

					The Wise Advocate can help you decide how to act and how you perceive/think about things.

					The mind chooses how you focus your attention.

					You have the ability to define your true self and align your actions with those goals and values on a moment-to-moment basis.

					You are not a disorder, disease, or problem.

					Biology is not destiny.

					Your Wise Advocate encourages you to make decisions that reflect your true self and that benefit you in the long term.

					YOU ARE NOT YOUR BRAIN.
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