
1 We have tricky 
brains

‘The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of 
Heaven.’ 

– John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book I

Life can be hard, can’t it? Sometimes this is because of what’s happening in our lives: work, 
family or relationship stress, bad memories from the past or maybe a serious illness we’re 
suffering from. Other times it can be linked to the reality of looking out around us to the 
suffering in the world: wars, poverty, natural disasters and famines – or the realisation that 
at some stage, we are all going to die. These are not things we like to focus on, and for the 
most part not useful to do for too long. But sometimes it’s important for us to acknowledge 
the reality of life and find a way we can work with this, rather than ignoring it, fighting it off 
or trying to block it out of our minds. This is where compassion comes in because it provides 
the grounding of a wise and courageous base for us to work with life’s realities.  

One of the cornerstones of compassion is wisdom. This means that to develop your compas-
sionate mind, acquiring the wisdom in understanding how and why we suffer may be an 
important step in helping ourselves to relieve this. We can look for the causes of suffering in 
different places. For example, falling off your bike and breaking your arm would be causes 
of suffering (pain). But we can also look behind the scenes to help us with this: the reason we 
feel physical pain is because evolution has built bodies capable of feeling physical pain, so 
as to signal us to potential dangers and the need to care for our body if we have been hurt in 
some way (for example, cleaning out a wound, or resting when you have a sprained ankle). 
So an important starting point in understanding our minds is to learn about how they work; 
how they got to be the way they are. Compassionate Mind Training (CMT) highlights how 
some of the problems that we experience in life are linked to how our mind evolved. 

It turns out that the process of evolution has actually left our brains in a bit of a mess! We 
refer to this as how we all have ‘tricky brains’. Our brains are capable of amazing things, and 
they give rise to wonderful abilities such as the ability to think, imagine, plan and reflect. 
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4 The Compassionate Mind Workbook

These in turn gave rise to some of the great accomplishments of our species: the writings 
of Shakespeare, Hemingway and Austen; the art of Michelangelo and Picasso, the music of 
Beethoven and Mozart. It’s led to amazing medical advancements – antibiotics, medicines 
and operations – that have saved the lives of millions. Science has opened our eyes to the 
building blocks of ourselves and the universe – and helped to land people on the moon. 
Unfortunately, these same abilities for thinking, reasoning, and imagining also have a dark 
side. We have an inexhaustible way of bringing pain to others. We have invented weapons 
of mass destruction and polluted our planet. And these same abilities can also drive much of 
our own distress through self-criticism, worry and rumination. 

A useful albeit simplified way of understanding the human brain is to think about old and 
new parts. There are parts of our brains that are very ancient (over 200 million years old) 
which we share with many other species of animals (e.g. reptiles and mammals) – and a part 
of our mind that is more recently evolved, and that has some uniquely ‘human’ functions. 
We refer to these as our ‘old brain’ and our ‘new brain’.

Our old brain: just like our bodies, our brain is the product of hundreds of millions of years of 
evolution. Some of its oldest structures appear to function in a way that helps us – and other 
animals who share similar brain structures – to navigate many of the dangers in the world 
in a safe way, and be motivated to pursue resources that may be beneficial for survival and 
reproduction. 

Scientists sometimes talk about how these brain structures originated in the reptiles – and 
this part of the brain is often referred to as the ‘reptilian brain’. In fact, they sometimes 
joke that the function of this old part of the brain is linked to the four Fs: feeding, fighting, 
fleeing and … having  sex! These  are  all motives  that you will  see  reptiles  engage  in,  but 
because our brains have retained similar structures, they are also important motives for us 
as well. Following after the reptiles, about 200 million years ago mammals emerged into 
the world. Similar to the reptiles, mammals also have an interest in the four Fs, but have 
a greater interest in, and ways of caring for, their offspring. They are also more orientated 
to and motivated to engage in bonding, social communication, play and affection. This 
part of the brain is sometimes referred to as the mammalian brain, or limbic system, and 
is likely to play an important role in the functioning of basic emotions like anxiety, anger, 
sadness and joy, which evolved to help animals engage with their motives and, ultimately,  
survive and prosper. 

Summary: so we have explored how we have an ‘old’ part of our brains with a range of func-
tions: motives, emotions and basic defensive behaviours that we share with other animals 
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We have tricky brains  5

in the world that were shaped by evolution to facilitate survival and reproduction. These 
include:

• Basic motives such as harm-avoidance (survival), seeking of food, sexual opportunities
and status; for attachment and caring for offspring

• Defensive behaviours such as fight, flight, freeze, submission and clinging

• Basic emotions such as anger, anxiety, disgust, sadness and joy.

Claire’s old brain example: Claire was having big problems at work. Her boss was often very 

critical, harsh and dismissive, and at times, emotionally abusive. To make matters worse, 

her colleagues were very competitive and unsupportive. When she thought about how 

this was impacting on her old brain, she recognised that in this environment, she was left 

feeling very anxious (almost continually), and had an urge to ‘flee’ and avoid being in the 

office. She also recognised that she didn’t do this partly because it was important to her that 

she was successful and earned ‘good money’, so often had to behave in a very submissive, 

non-challenging way with colleagues. 

Self-reflection: Exploring your old brain

Can you think of common times – or types of situations – where your old brain has been 
triggered?

Which old brain emotion did this situation trigger for you?
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What motivation or behaviours tend to come with this? What do you want to do when this 
old brain emotion is triggered?

However, as a species we’ve also developed a set of more recently evolved (‘new’) 
competencies.

Our new brain ‘human’ abilities: Around two million years ago, our distant primate ancestors 
started to develop increasingly complex, sophisticated and ‘intelligent’ thinking abilities. 
This part of our brain is linked to part of the brain called the prefrontal cortex, and gave rise 
to wonderful new abilities in the world. These include: 

• Our ability to imagine things. We have an amazing ability to create images in our minds
that may or may not be real, but help us in many areas of life. Whether an artist or
author, architect or actor, our capacity to create images is essential in all of these careers.
We also use our imagination to navigate our social relationships. Think about the last
time you had to buy a present for a friend, or planned a surprise for someone you care
for. It’s likely your capacity to imagine was central to this.

• We can consider the future: our new brain competencies allow us to cast our mind
forward to the future and consider potential outcomes. We can plan for things that
may or may not happen, whether that is later today, next week, next year or in ten
years’ time.

• We can think about our thinking. This is sometimes referred to as ‘metacognition’, and
reflects how our new brain abilities can lead to a capacity to monitor our own minds,
and form beliefs about our own minds, thoughts and feelings.

• We can reflect on things in the past: it’s not just the future that we can contemplate; we
can transport our minds back in time and ruminate over things that have happened –
and things that we have done and have been done to us – in the past.

Although two million years sounds like an awfully long time, in evolutionary terms it is 
quite a recent development (the earliest basic life forms on earth are estimated to have 
evolved around four billion years ago!), so we therefore refer to these new brain abilities 
or functions. As we touched on above, these new brain abilities have allowed humans to 
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do wonderful things – to write great works of poetry and fi ction, to paint, draw and sculpt, 
and more recently, to develop an understanding of nature, science and technology. We have 
developed cures for a myriad of illnesses, developed technology to scan inside our bodies, 
and sent men and women into space. However, as you might be able to tell, there is a ‘but’ 
to this.

Old and new ‘loops’ – a mind that can turn in on itself

Although we are simplifying complex brain processes here, we know that our new compe-
tencies for thinking, imagining, ruminating, worrying and self-awareness can interact well 
with our old brain motives, emotions and behaviours, and can sit alongside each other in a 
coordinated, helpful way (this is depicted in Figure 1.1 below).

Figure 1.1 Interacting old and new brain functions

Imagination, Planning, Rumination, Worry,
Self-awareness

Motives (e.g. for caring, competition, harm-avoidance) 
Emotions (e.g. anger, anxiety, sadness, joy)

Behaviours (e.g. fight, flight and submission)

New Brain Competencies

Old Brain Competencies
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However, at times these different new and old functions can get caught up in unhelpful 
‘loops’. Our mind can turn in on itself in a way that can lead to ‘glitches’, which in turn can 
drive some of the distress and diffi culties we experience in life. 

Here are some examples:

Example 1:  John was in bed, feeling relaxed after a long day at work. Just as he was about 

to fall asleep, a thought popped into his mind: ‘Did I remember to lock the offi ce properly?’ 

Suddenly, his sleepiness disappeared, and he began to feel a little tension and anxiety in 

his stomach. Two hours later he was still awake, struggling with insomnia, tense and frus-

trated. His mind was going round in circles, not  just about  the unlocked offi ce door, but 

images of all the computers and company secrets missing in the morning! As this feeling of 

anxiety continued, a new set of thoughts emerged: ‘Why am I so forgetful – maybe there’s 

something wrong with me’ which continued to leave him feeling anxious and tense. Figure 

1.2 shows John’s loops drawn out.

Figure 1.2: some of John’s loops drawn out

Fig 1.1

Fig 1.2

Imagination, Planning, Rumination, Worry,
Self-awareness

Motives (e.g. for caring, competition, harm-avoidance)
Emotions (e.g. anger, anxiety, sadness, joy)

Behaviours (e.g. fight, flight and submission)

New Brain:
‘Did I lock the office?’ 

New Brain Competencies

Old Brain Competencies

Old Brain:
Heart racing,

tense muscles – anxiety

New Brain:
‘Maybe a burglar has taken

all the computers’ 

Old Brain:
Anxiety

New Brain:
‘What’s wrong with me –

I’m so forgetful’

Old Brain:
Anxiety and anger

(self-directed)

TCMWorkbook.indd   8 22/05/2019   12:13

The Compassionate Mind Workbook
© Chris Irons and Elaine Beaumont (2017)



We have tricky brains  9

Example 2: Naz was checking Facebook when she saw a picture of a number of close friends 

having – by the looks on their faces – a great time at a party of another friend. Moreover, 

the comment next to the picture read: ‘All the best friends together – greatest party ever!’ 

Just seeing the picture and reading the comment, Naz began to feel tense and anxious, and 

a thought entered her mind: ‘They’re having such a great time – how come I didn’t get 

invited?’ and ‘Maybe I didn’t get invited because I didn’t send Sarah a birthday card.’ These 

thoughts and feelings started to churn through her mind, leaving her feeling low in mood 

and sad, and led her to reflect on herself: ‘I’m such a crap friend, it’s my fault I didn’t get 

invited.’ After a while of feeling like this, a new thought entered her mind: ‘Sarah knew 

why I didn’t send her a card; she said she understood so this is her fault.’ Naz noticed that 

she started to feel quite angry at Sarah, but also her other friends, and decided to send a 

text message to tell them what she thought of them all for being such bad, uncaring people. 

Figure 1.3 shows Naz’s loops drawn out.

Figure 1.3: some of naz’s loops drawn out

Fig 1.3

New Brain:
‘Why didn’t I get invited?’ 

Old Brain:
Heart racing, tense 

muscles, anxiety

New Brain:
‘Maybe it was because I didn’t 

send Sarah a birthday card’

New Brain:
‘I’m not a good friend –

it’s my fault’

Old Brain:
Anxiety and

(self-directed) anger

Old Brain:
Anxiety and anger 

(self-directed)

New Brain:
‘She knew why I didn’t send

the card – she’s so petty’

Old Brain:
Anger 

(outwards-directed)
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Example 3: Stephanie had a big presentation coming up at work, where she would have 

to talk to a large audience, many of them managers and executives in her company. The 

presentation was on a topic that was new to her (she had just moved jobs to a new depart-

ment), and a lot rested on her doing a good job. Just the thought of presenting was making 

her feel anxious, and she began to get persistent worries running through her mind: ‘What 

if I freeze and forget what to say?’, ‘What if they ask me questions that I can’t answer?’. 

These thoughts often led her to get caught up with feeling more anxious, and sometimes 

she started to fantasise and plan for how she could get out of giving the talk: ‘If I start 

coughing and saying I’ve got a headache in the week leading up, maybe I can call in sick.’ 

Unfortunately, this just added to her feelings of anxiety, and made it harder to concentrate 

on preparing for the talk. This also triggered a series of more self-critical thoughts, which 

in turn triggered familiar feelings of self-directed anger, disgust and a sense of inferiority. 

Figure 1.4 shows Stephanie’s loops drawn out.

Figure 1.4: some of stephanie’s loops drawn out

Fig 1.4

New Brain:
‘I’m going to mess the

presentation up’ 

Old Brain:
Tense, anxious

New Brain:
‘People will ask me

questions I can’t answer’

New Brain:
‘Maybe I can avoid doing it

by pretending to be ill’

Old Brain:
Anxiety

Old Brain:
Anxiety and avoidance

New Brain:
‘I’m so pathetic and weak in

comparison to others’

Old Brain:
Anger and disgust 

(self-directed), inferiority
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Worksheet 1.1: personal example of my thinking loops

Given the above examples, it may be helpful to think about the type of ‘loops in the mind’ you experience. 
See if you can outline your own, specific loops below. It may help to start with thinking about a recent 
situation that might have triggered your loops. From this, see if you can begin to outline – like with 
the examples of John, Naz and Stephanie – loops you have between new brain competencies (e.g. 
thinking, worrying, imagining) and old brain emotions or behaviours (e.g. anger, anxiety, avoidance,  
aggression).

New Brain Competencies

(worries, ruminations, self-criticism)

Old Brain Competencies

(emotions, defensive behaviours)

What have you learnt about the loops between your new and old brain competencies? 

How often do you experience these types of loops?

How do these loops affect your confidence, wellbeing or mood?
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A uniquely human problem?

As far as we know, these tricky ‘loops in the mind’ that can drive a lot of our distress are an 
exclusively human problem; other animals are unlikely to encounter these types of difficul-
ties. For example, we don’t think Spot the dog struggles at night with insomnia and anxiety, 
worrying about how he’s put on some weight recently, and that the other local dogs won’t 
find him attractive anymore! And he probably doesn’t ruminate and beat himself up over his 
performance catching the Frisbee in the park the previous weekend. We don’t think Moggy 
the cat gets caught up worrying about paying the bills, or ruminating about an argument she 
had the previous day either! 

Here’s another example that elaborates on this point. Imagine a zebra happily munching 
away on grass in the African savannah. Suddenly, it hears the breaking of twigs, and looks 
up to see a lion approaching. As zebras tend to do when they see lions approaching (outside 
of popular animated films, that is!), it stops eating and runs away (a basic old brain flight 
behaviour linked to the motive for self-preservation). Let’s say that on this occasion our 
zebra is a quick runner, and manages to escape to live another day. What do you think the 
zebra will go back to doing relatively quickly after the threat of the lion has passed? That’s 
right, it will probably return to eating grass again. So, once the external threat of the lion is 
gone, it calms down relatively quickly and returns to normal daily routines. 

However, let’s switch the example a bit. Imagine that you’re sitting outside at a café, enjoying 
reading the paper and eating a tasty sandwich. As you turn the page over and look up, you 
notice a lion approaching the café (let’s not worry too much how or why the lion got there!). 
Like the zebra, upon seeing the lion you also quickly get into old brain emotions (anxiety) 
and behaviours (running away). Imagine that like our friend the zebra, you managed to 
escape the lion by running into a building and locking the door behind you. Now that you’re 
safe and away from the lion, would one of the first things you do involve finding the leftovers 
of that tasty sandwich you were eating?! If not, why not? Well, it turns out that us humans 
are able to do something that zebras can’t – we can maintain a threat stimulus without the 
actual threat being there because we have new brain abilities that bring the stimulus inside 
our head. Through our new brain competencies of imagination (for example, picturing being 
eaten alive), anticipation (I wonder if the lion is still out there? And maybe it has friends) 
and planning (how am I going to be safe when I leave this building?) we can re-trigger our 
old brain capacity for emotions (anxiety) and protective behaviours (flight; shut down). In 
turn, this anxiety is likely to keep your attention, thinking and imagination focused upon the 
threat of the lion.
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How can compassion help?
Earlier in this chapter, we mentioned that a key component of compassion is wisdom. One 
way that we can bring wisdom to the reality of our ‘tricky brains’ is to recognise that this is 
the case; to be open to the fact that our minds are often tricky and quite chaotic, but also to 
realise that this is not our fault. This can seem like a strange concept at first, but it turns out 
to be an important one in Compassionate Mind Training (CMT). Unfortunately, rather than 
supporting ourselves with our struggles in life, we can instead invalidate our own experi-
ences or blame ourselves for them. We can tell ourselves that we shouldn’t feel or think in a 
certain way – ‘I should know better than to feel like this, it’s my fault really and if only I just 
tried harder.’  But it can be helpful to look at this from a different angle: although this can 
cause us distress and pain at times, we did not choose to have brains that have these different 
types of abilities for emotions and complex thinking. We did not choose to have a brain that 
could get caught up in loops. 

If you think about it, how often do you wake up in the morning and think: ‘I know what I’m 
going to do today, I’m going to start focusing my new brain competencies on all the things 
that are wrong with me in life, and that will then start to stimulate my old brain emotions of 
anxiety and sadness and de-motivate me...!’  Probably not. Just as John, Naz and Stephanie 
didn’t in their examples above. For most of us, of course, we just find that our mind starts 
working like this on its own, and at some stage we then become aware of it. But sadly, many 
of us blame ourselves for this, and this is why learning about how our brain has evolved 
can be deshaming. We can learn to realise that our mind seems to make lots of choices about 
what to focus on without much conscious input from us, the person who is supposed to be 
in charge. 

So this is why in CMT we emphasise that we have very tricky brains, which naturally get 
caught up in thinking-feeling loops. This is not your fault – in fact, it’s no one’s fault. But 
whilst it may not be our fault that this happens, our compassionate wisdom helps us to take 
responsibility to learn what to do with them so that we don’t suffer the consequences of 
these in a needless way. Although we will explore these in more detail in Chapters 8, 18 and 
19, have a look at Box 1.1 overleaf for some ways that will help you to manage the loops in 
your mind.
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Box 1.1: some tips to help with the loops in your mind

Tips – initial steps to help with the loops in your mind

Although we do not choose to have these loops, we can do something about them. Here are some 
suggestions, which we will return to in later chapters.

• It can be helpful to become aware of the loops in your mind – if we notice them, then we might be
able to do something about them. To do this, it can be helpful to learn more about the loops you
experience. For example, for a week, at the end of each day take five minutes to write down the type
of loops you got into that day. Or alternatively, using a notebook or your mobile phone, take regular
notes throughout the day of the type of thinking-feeling loops you get into.

• If you find it hard to remember the type of loops you get into, set a reminder on your phone or com-
puter to go off at regular intervals throughout the day. When this happens, take a moment to note
down if you had just been experiencing any loops between your new and old brain competencies.

• Once we notice the loops, try to remember that these are perfectly normal and something that we
all experience – there isn’t anything wrong with you for having them.

• It can be helpful to find ways to notice that we are caught up in a loop, and practise ways of
‘stepping out’ of these. It could be that this is by re-directing your attention to something that is
happening in the ‘here and now’ (for example, if I’m able to focus my mind on something that
is happening right now, such as the sensation of my breathing, or the beautiful flowers and plants
in my garden) this may slow or disrupt the loops. So rather than my attention being ‘fully’ caught in
the loops, I am instead focusing on something neutral or pleasant instead. We will return to this idea
when we practise attention and mindfulness training in Chapter 8.

• We can learn to hold the loops between thinking and feeling more ‘loosely’ in attention, so that
we are aware of them but not feel that we have to fight or ignore them, push them out of mind or
surrender to them. Instead, we can notice and observe these as just another ‘product’ of our minds
that we did not choose to have. This can help us to move towards acceptance, which in and of itself
can help them to soften and calm down. We will return to this in Chapter 8.

• We can learn to create a different pattern or ‘loop’ in our mind, one centred around compassionate
intentions, thoughts and feelings. When we are connected to our compassionate minds, we trigger a
different type of physiology in our brains and bodies than the (often) stress-based ones we’ve been
exploring in this chapter.  We will explore how we can practise this in Section III, and Chapters 9
and 10.
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Chapter summary
We have covered a lot of ground in this first chapter. As we will at the end of each chapter, we 
have provided a summary of what we’ve explored in this chapter in the table below. Please 
take your time to make a few notes on your own reflections about what you’ve learned as 
well. 

What we have learnt together My personal reflections on the chapter

1. Our brain evolved in such a way that it has
inbuilt glitches – it can get caught up in new
brain-old brain loops and this, by its nature,
can be very ‘tricky’.

2. That as far as we know, other animals don’t
struggle with these types of difficulties.

3. That it’s not our fault that we struggle with
this – but that there are a number of things
we can do to begin to help ourselves with
this (e.g. noticing the types of loops we
typically get caught in; to step back from
blaming ourselves for this).
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