
 

Noticing The “Tricky Brain” 
 

Have you ever noticed how our brains and inner self talk manage to let us know each and everyday where we are going wrong? It is often a continual stream of 

“why did you say that?”, “what were you thinking?”, “you don’t fit in”, “you are not good enough” … phew, it is exhausting!  

 

Perhaps the toughest part  of all of this  though, is that we  listen! We  hear our brain beating us up, and we actually think that this critical part of the  brain is  

accurate. This part  of our brain, this  critical part, is  what we  term the “new brain” – it is an evolutionary  development that involves us comparing, contrasting, 

judging,  fearing feelings,  avoiding emotions, and developing  shame. Pair  this with  our innate  survival mechanisms,  the flight,  fight, freeze,  surrender, and 

procreate motivators for living and you have a “tricky brain”. 

 

Our “tricky brain” has a negative feedback loop between the old and new brains.  The problem with our “new brain” is that it is able to keep a threat going by 

imagining it, reliving it, thinking about it, and of course criticising ourselves about it. This keeps us in a constant state of “threat” and as a result we are on edge, 

self critical, self blaming, and end up feeling pretty crappy about ourselves. Our “tricky brain” leads us to perceive a conflict between our desired self and who we 

actually are… 

 

This conflict results in more self criticism, comparisons, contrasting, and eventually shame.  

 

Now I don’t know about you, but this doesn’t sound that helpful!  
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 Noticing The “Tricky Brain” (cont’d) 

And it isn’t helpful at all – this battle, this fight, all it does is make us feel as though we are not good enough, are getting it all wrong, and are never going to 

amount to the very desired self that we are aspiring to be. 

 

So why do we keep doing this day in, day out? To be frank, it isn’t your fault – it is all in the genetic lottery that created you. Each and every person has this  

inner critic and in turn  the “tricky brain”. It is  evolutionary and just  as you have  two arms and two legs, you have  a threat  response centre in the brain that 

activates to keep you safe and help you to survive.  

 

The good news, we are not to blame when we experience anxiety, it is a natural experience that we all have from time to time. What is our responsibility is the 

“how” we deal with the experiences that we have. The “how” we respond or accept our inner critic, our behaviours and our actions.  

 

This is where learning about Self Compassion can be our best step forward. If we could translate the meaning of our inner critic into something that we might 

say to a best friend, a child or a partner, we might slow down the fight and the eventual sadness that follows.  

 

The challenge is this - when you next notice your “tricky brain” in full swing, ask yourself the following: 

 What is the underlying message here? 

 How would I say this to someone I cared about? 

 What can I do to be kind to myself in this moment? 

 Can I validate myself for what I have achieved, even if only a small compliment? 

 

Sure, this  will  take a bit  of practice and patience, but what have  you got to  lose?  Perhaps it is  time to do things  slightly differently if you want  a different 

outcome…. 

By Emma Warne 
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Most would agree that facing challenges with a supportive friend by our side is easier than facing challenges on our own (or with an unsupportive 

person!). What  most people are less  aware of is that we can feel cared for and supported from within ourselves. This can be done by creating a 

compassionate image -an image that we can call to mind when  we would like to feel calm and strong  in the face of difficulty. The compassionate 

image is your creation and therefore your own personal ideal of what you would really like from feeling cared for and cared about. However, in this 

practice it is important that you try to give your image certain qualities which include wisdom, strength, warmth and non-judgement  

 

To begin the exercise of creating a compassionate image, focus on slowing your breathing to a calm and comfortable rate and bring a gentle smile to 

your face. Then just allow images to emerge in the mind that link with the qualities of wisdom, strength, warmth and non-judgement. No need to try 

too hard if nothing comes to the mind. If the minds wanders, just gently bring it back to the breathing and practice compassionately accepting.  

 

Here are some questions that might help you build an image: would you want your caring/nurturing image to feel/look/seem old or young; male or 

female (or non-human looking e.g., an animal, sea or light). How would you like your ideal caring-compassionate image to sound (e.g., voice tone)? 

How would you like your ideal caring-compassionate image to relate to you? Would your ‘image’ have gone through similar experiences to you?  

 

Would they be like a friend or even  part of a team that  welcomes you  to belong? What colours  and sounds are associated  with  the qualities of 

wisdom, strength, warmth and non-judgement? 

 

Once you  have  developed a sense  of your compassionate image, work on bringing it to mind and strengthening this  image each day. And most 

importantly, see what happens when you bring your compassionate image to mind when you’re struggling. The eventual aim is to feel calmer and 

stronger in the face of difficulty.  

 
By Rebecca Penrose 
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Building A 
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In our Winter 2017 newsletter, I wrote about the dark side of perfectionism, where sometimes healthy striving strays  into having unrealistically high stand-
ards for ourselves, and can result in being self-critical, self-defeated and unmotivated.  

In other words, unhelpful perfectionism can actually take us further away from our goals instead of closer! 
When  we are overly critical of ourselves for  no good reason, it is like  being a bully to ourselves – we can say horrible things  to ourselves, we can call our-
selves names, we can also cause other people to see us as less than what we really are.  

But is this fair? Are you really that bad? Would you say those things to another person? 
Usually the answer is “no”– in my years treating patients, I have never come across anyone who is actually as bad as the names they call themselves 
when they are being self-critical.  
So what can we do about this? For a start, we need to stop looking at only one side of the coin and employ some self-compassion– when you are 
critical of yourself, what parts are you actually ignoring? 
 Are you ignoring achievements that you have also made that day?  
 Are you ignoring parts of that task that you actually did well? 
 What would you expect of someone you look up to who was doing the same task? 
 Are you ignoring the fact that most of the time you do pretty well with the things you try in your life?  
 Are you actually good enough, just as you are? 
No one can be perfect at all things all the time, and we expect ourselves to be perfect it is unrealistic - nothing is ever 100% within our control. Even our 
best laid plans can be ruined by things outside control (i.e. weather, traffic, other people, illness).  
 
It is always more helpful to aim for “good enough”. “Good enough” is often a term that people struggle with, as it sounds like we’re aiming for average 
or mediocre. However, being “good enough” means doing enough to get the job done effectively. Striving for perfect often ends in procrastination, poor 
self-esteem, and a lot of time wasted for very little gain, whereas “good enough” gets the job done effectively without the damaging self-criticism.  
 
Think of how much better that would feel, and think of all the things you could otherwise be doing with that time to work towards your goals!  

 

Treating Unhelpful Perfectionism With Self-Compassion 
The perfect is the enemy of  the good – Voltaire 

~ There is no way to be a perfect person and a million ways to 
be a good one ~ (from Jill Churchill) 


