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How can you tell which part of your brain 

you’re using? It’s simple – just watch how you 

respond when you’re trying to relate and things 

don’t go your way: 

Survival Brain Thinking Brain 

Critical / Disrespectful Curious / Compassionate 

“I’m Right!!!” Listens / Considers other 

perspectives 

Rigid / Controlling Creative / Adaptive  

Overwhelmed  Optimistic / Resilient  

Focused on blaming Focused on solutions  

Argumentative / Dramatic  Collaborative / Supportive 

Chronic pain / Fatigue Healthy / Energetic  

Irritable / Humorless Can find the humor 

Recycles the story or issue Lets go / Moves forward 

Reactive / Complaining Proactive / Requesting 

Personalizes Does not personalize 

Brain Basics 
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 Brain Basics 

 Evidence suggests that people react 

from their survival brains 

70 - 90% of the time! 

Here are some examples of common behaviors 

associated with survival brain reactions: 

• Saying mean or hurtful things to people we love 

• Being critical – shaming and blaming 

• Oblivious to or not concerned with others’ needs 

• Withholding information 

• Being secretive or dishonest 

• Recycling events without resolving them 

• Accusing, complaining 

• Sulking, shutting down 

• Competing, comparing 

• Gossiping, snide remarks 

• Mean-spirited jokes 

• Impatience 

• Stomping off 
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The Downward Spiral 

Here’s the bottom line: when you downshift 

into your survival brain, you cannot think, 

relate, listen, or communicate effectively.  

You may want to, but you simply cannot do it. 

Nobody can. The survival brain is not set up to 

handle those sorts of functions.   

Consequently, when we are operating from our 

survival brain, we regularly damage personal 

and professional relationships, in addition to 

our own health. In survival mode we’re not able 

to access our rational skill set, so we’re not as 

effective,  focused, or accurate. We lose access to 

our best skills. 

Why is it that we end up in our survival brain 

so often?  

The answer is surprisingly simple. When you 

feel irritated or stressed, or if you get surprised 

(happily or not), you’re very likely to hold your 

breath. It’s a normal human startle response.   

But here’s the catch: when you hold your 

breath, that automatically sends a message to 

your brain that something is wrong, so your 

brain immediately gets busy doing what it’s 

designed to do: help you survive. (Remember, 

your brain’s number one job is to keep you safe.)  

Brain Basics 
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Within eight seconds of holding your breath, 

your brain releases the chemicals it thinks you’ll 

need in order to survive the perceived threat. 

Once those chemicals are released, your brain 

has downshifted into survival mode – and it all 

occurs within eight seconds. 

This downward spiral is a simple yet powerful 

sequence – one we all go through (most often  

unconsciously) many times every day.  

Now here’s the good news:  

As you start to practice using the skills and 

strategies suggested in this book, you’ll expand 

your self-awareness and you’ll develop the 

ability to recognize, interrupt, and reroute your 

downward spirals. Over time, you’ll begin to 

notice that actually eight seconds is enough 

time. In eight seconds... 

� you can remember to breathe 

� you can stop the downward spiral 

� you can stay in your thinking brain 

seconds 

is enough time 

to change your mind 

Brain Basics 
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  examples ························ 16, 23 
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 see also: Emotional brain 

 see also: Survival brain 

 see also: Thinking brain 

Breathing 

 awareness of ························· 117 

 belly  ·································· 28-31 

 calming, parent and child ··········· 37 

 deepening ······················· 35, 121 

 driving and ······························ 34 

 holding your breath ··············· 26-27 

 movement and ················· 112, 117 

 professional, to remain ·············· 35 

 stress, to reduce ······················ 34 

 stressful environments and ··· 30, 33 

 times to breathe ·················· 30, 35 

Celebrate accomplishments ········ 117 

Cerebral cortex ······ see Thinking brain 

Children 

 early childhood development ·· 20-21 

 trauma, unresolved ··············· 92-93 

 see also: Parenting 

Clothing ···································· 32 

Communication ·········· see Language 

Contagion ···· see Emotional contagion 

Cortisol ····································· 27 

Counseling ··················· see Therapy 

Actions, impulsive ······················ 101 

Adrenaline ································· 27 

Amygdala ·································· 17 

Anger ··································· 90-92 

Apologies ······························ 62-71 

 game-changing ··················· 64-66 

 gender differences and ············· 66 

 useful guidelines about ········· 67-68 

Belly breathing ·················· 28-29, 31 

Behaviors 

 apologies and ····················· 62-66 

 gender differences and ········· 17-19 

 impulsive ························· 110-112 

 out-of-control ························· 101 

 relationships, repairing ·········· 62-63 

 survival brain ·························· 13 

 values and ····························· 103 

 violence ································· 90 

 see also: Parenting 

Biology, basics ······················ 26, 28  

Brain ································ 6-7, 9-11 

 balancing exercise ··················· 93 

 early childhood ···················· 20-21 

 model of ································· 10 

 thinking and survival 

  compared ·········· 10-12, 27-29, 91 
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Downward spiral ················ 14-15, 27 

 and self-talk ························ 41-42 

 chemistry of ························ 26-27 

 example of ····························· 7-8 

Early childhood ·············· see Children 

Eight seconds ·················· 15, 27, 46 

 and self-talk ···························· 46 

 awareness practice ·················· 47 

Emotional brain ·························· 10 

Emotional contagion ·········12, 47, 102 

Emotions ····················· see Feelings 

Endorphins ································ 29 

Epinephrine ······························· 27 

Family 

 patterns························· 20-21, 62 

  and feelings ····················· 80-81 

 see also: Parenting 

Feelings 

 actions and ····························· 82 

 anger ································· 90-92 

 behaviors and ···················· 87, 91 

 changing ······················· 41, 94-97 

 creating ······························ 75-79 

 examples of ························ 85-86 

 family patterns and ··············· 80-81 

 feeling your ················ 75-100, 118 

 forgiveness ···························· 121 

 gratitude  ·············· 94-95, 119, 121 

 impulse control and  ·········· 110-111 

 negative ······························· 101 

 overwhelmed ··························· 41 

 permission to have ··············· 81-82 

 purpose of ················ 74-75, 78-90 

 releasing resistance to ·············· 96 

 thoughts and ······················· 82-84 

 uncomfortable ··········· 79-81, 87-90, 

   94, 100, 109, 118 

 values and ················· 74, 101-113 

Focus, changing ···· 41-42, 96, 99, 121 

Game-changing apologies ········ 64-68 

Gender differences ·················· 17-19 

 apologies and ·························· 66 

Generational patterns·············· 20, 62 

 see also: Parenting 

Gratitude ················· 92-93, 117, 119 

Helping others ····················· 44, 120 

Hydration ································· 121 

Impulse control ··················· 110-112 

Impulsive actions ······················ 101 

Internal dialogue ····················· 42-43 

 and impulse control ················ 112 

 see also: Self-talk 

Language 

 children, with ······················· 50-51 

 conversations ·· 48, 54-55, 117, 119, 121 
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 negative phrasing ···················· 44 

 productive self-talk ··············· 42-43 

 redirect towards ······················· 49 

 solution-focused ················· 41, 45 

 survival-brain triggers ··············· 48 

 telling yourself the truth ········· 58-59 
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Learning brain ······· see Thinking brain 
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Men ············· see Gender differences 
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Mistakes ······························· 50-51 

Movement, physical ············ 112, 118 

Music ······································ 119 

Negative thinking ··········· see Self-talk 

Norepinephrine ··························· 27 

Others, helping ····················· 44, 120 

Oxygen  ···································· 26 

 see also: Breathing 

Oxytocin ··································· 18 
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 calm, breathing to ···················· 37 

 dialogue, directing the ··············· 54 
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 survival response, positive ········· 21 
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Selected Excerpts 

The slower you breathe 

the calmer you’ll become,  

the clearer you’ll think,  

and the more balanced  

you’ll feel. 

Try it. 

Foster your child’s resilience.      

 Mistakes + Reflection = Learning 

Parenting Tip: 

What you say to yourself  or to your child when either of you makes a 

mistake shapes your child’s lifelong resilience.  

If you find yourself getting irritable, judgmental, whiney 

or complaining, check your breathing. These attitudes are 

giving you the feedback that you are producing too 

many stress hormones. Are you belly breathing?  

Feel your feelings, 

but act from your values.  

We need to use the part of the brain that fits the task at hand. Yet, 

all too often, we engage our survival brain when what we really 

need are thinking brain skills and solutions.  

Remapping your response is the 

critical link that builds trust  

and alters destructive 

behavioral patterns. 
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