
© NeuroPower™ Group 2018 ·  www.neuropowergroup.com

SWITCHING INTO
a mindfulness-based mindset
to optimise our resilience potential

Health research (including over 2000 studies) tells us that when 
we learn to switch into a more purposeful, present and resilient 
mindset, we are increasing our body and brain’s capacity to respond 
to life’s many challenges2. Learning the practice of mindfulness 
is a process, however health benefits, such as improvements in 
mental health, have been found in both novices and experienced 
practitioners even after only a few training sessions. As such, the 
more we can understand how mindfulness practices can benefit us 
and be integrated into our everyday habits and routines, the sooner 
we can start to realise the full potential of these practices. 

Our brain’s reactive and rational systems
Most of us are familiar with the fact that there are different systems 
within the human brain that affect our thinking, behaviour and 
reactions. While many of the 1970s generalisations about the ‘left 
brain’ and ‘right brain’ function that have crept into popular belief 
have more recently proved to be a fallacy, recent neuroscientific 
findings show there are two distinct and opposing systems in the 
brain that contribute to the complexity in establishing a purposeful, 
present and mindfulness-based mindset.

In his 2011 book, Thinking Fast and Slow, renowned Israeli-
American psychologist Dr Daniel Kahneman identifies the reactive 
habitual System 1 as the fast and intuitive system and the rational 
System 2 as the slower and deliberate system of reasoning. Affective 
vs cognitive, automatic vs controlled, reactive vs responsive and 
Elephant and Rider are all labels that psychologists and researchers 
have used for these cognitive types since Schneider and Shiffrin’s 
research in the 1970s, but we will refer to them as the ‘Elephant’  
and ‘Rider’.

Our brain’s reactive system or ‘Elephant’ is focused on instinctive, 
automatic and habitual behaviour; or doing what comes naturally. 
It is rooted in the primitive survival system that was essential in 
the face of physical threat in the past; essentially it is fast and 
reactive, but unconstructive. People often fail to recognise that their 
behaviour or decision-making has been affected by their Elephants 
because our Riders can be very good at justifying the behaviour and 
reactivity of our Elephants. 
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Mindfulness is a state of focused 
attention that is purposeful, present 
in the moment and non-judgmental1.

Our brain’s rational system or Rider is considered a more modern 
function of the brain and is focused on dealing with high-level 
complexity, stimulating novel ideas and solutions as well as remaining 
present, purposeful and considered in our behaviour. Our Riders take 
a more pro-active and constructive approach to problems and tasks, 
rather than the reactive approach of the Elephant (which although 
helpful for survival) don’t always allow for abstract, reflective, 
purposeful and resilient thought processes. 

Professor Jonathan Evans, in his 2011 paper on dual process theories, 
points to the complexity in our brain’s processing systems, noting that: 

“We do not move from Type 1 [Elephant] to Type 2 [Rider] thinking. Rather 
Type 1 thinking both competes with and shapes Type 2 thinking in adults. 
In fact, the literature on human reasoning suggests that intuitive and 
contextualised forms of thought are the most typical and commonplace 
in adult reasoning. However, abstract and hypothetical forms of thought 
are a distinctive feature of human intelligence that has allowed us 
to outperform all other species by a distance when it comes to novel 
thinking, problem solving, design and consequential decision making.” 

Our Riders provide us with a constructive platform to engage in more 
meaningful interactions, mindfulness itself is the strengthening and 
of the connection between these two processing and decision-making 
systems, so that we can channel our reactions and emotions into more 
rational, considered and purposeful behaviour.

ELEPHANT

RIDER
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From what we understand through psychology and health 
research, increasing the time spent in our rational or 
purposeful mindset leads to considerable psychological and 
physiological benefits. As such, mindfulness can help us in 
our pursuit of happiness by enabling and empowering us to 
live in the moment, be present and immerse ourselves non-
judgmentally in our environment. 

According to Dr Martin Seligman, a present figure in the 
positive psychology movement, although a positive mindset 
may not be natural from an evolutionary perspective, modern 
times demand the adoption of new positive psychology 
practices to help provide mental and physical health benefits. 
Seligman discusses how we as humans must now move 
away from the stress and distress mindsets that were once 
necessary for survival (our reactive brains), to integrating 
ways that promote communities to flourish, rather than  
just endure. 

The power of positive emotions has been said to, “broaden 
people’s momentary thought-action repertoires, which 
in turn serves to build their enduring personal resources, 
ranging from physical and intellectual resources to social and 
psychological resources.” 

Fredrickson and Losada define it further to suggest that: 
“Flourishing means to live within an optimal range of 
functioning, one that connotes goodness, generativity, 
growth, and resilience.” 

In their study of happiness, Lyubomirsky et al. identified three 
main factors that affect happiness: genetics, circumstantial 
factors and activities/practices. Of these, the one we have 
most control over is the latter. The authors go on to identify 
several ways to increase happiness including: choosing 
appropriate activities, applying effort to start the activity and 
to see it through in order to embed the behaviour and make 
it habitual. 

Generally speaking, we are the sum of our habits; but there 
is an apparent dichotomy at play here, as Lyubomirsky et al. 
points out “Is it not the case that acquiring a habit means 
that one has turned a formerly conscious activity into an 
unconscious routine, practiced automatically and without 
variation? If so, is it not also the case that one is especially 
likely to experience hedonic adaptation to that activity, such 
that it loses its happiness-boosting potential?” 

Their solution to this is found in adopting a mindful 
implementation of activities through, “optimal timing and 
variety in the ways they practice an activity”. 

Mindfulness can help in this aspect by broadening our 
experiences and supporting us to integrate positive 
psychology practices into our everyday interactions. 

Positive psychology and human 
flourishing through mindfulness

“I feel that a dialogue between neuroscience 
and society could have profound benefits in that 
it may help deeper our basic understand of what 
it means to be human and our responsibilities 
for the natural world we share with other 
sentient beings.”  
— Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama, 2005
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Neurological and psychological 
benefits of mindfulness
In 1979 Jon Kabat-Zinn helped bring mindfulness into the 
mainstream by stripping it of its religious underpinnings and 
demonstrating its medical and psychological benefits by 
developing a clinic to mindfulness-based stress reduction 
(MBSR). Decades after this leap in research and academia, 
neuroscientific studies started to establish a strong 
evidential basis in the brain altering outcomes of practicing 
mindfulness.

While mindfulness strengthens the connection between our 
reactive and rational system (through our insula), the results 
of a research study in 2004 was the first of it’s kind to show 
that temporal integrative mechanisms and induced short-
term and long-term neural changes. 

This was also further supported in 2005 that demonstrated 
(through neuroimaging) structural changes in the brain 
and cortical thickness associated with meditation and 
mindfulness practices. 

Since this early research, further studies have continued 
to show increased benefits for mental health including the 
assistance in:

• Reducing the intensity of PTSD symptoms

• Avoiding relapse in depression

• Reducing social anxiety, and;

• Reducing relapse in substance-abuse disorders

Other benefits evidenced by mindfulness practices include 
numerous neurological improvements in:

• Academic performance

• Emotional regulation

• Pro-social behaviours

• Attentional regulation

• Intention and achievement motivation

• Extinction and reconsolidation behaviours (breaking down 
bad habits and building new helpful and  
purposeful behaviours)

A quick guide to mindfulness-
based thinking
The goal of mindfulness is to develop effortless and 
automatic habits for our brains to be able to gain quick 
and clear perception, controlled and focused attention, 
controlled and well articulated emotions and an open and 
curious approach to problem-solving.

In 2016, a large meta-analysis found reliably dissociable 
patterns of brain activation and deactivation for four 
common practices of meditation/mindfulness including 
focused attention, mantra recitation, open monitoring and 
compassion or loving/kindness. 

Integrating activities into your everyday habits based on 
these core principles/practices can be challenging, however 
there are simplified ways that they can be integrated into 
easy quick steps that apply across a wide variety  
of situations. 

The nine Cs described by Stanford University  
Professor Dr David Daniels are also helpful ways to build 
a stronger connection between our reactive and rational 
thinking systems. 

Center Yourself. 
Center yourself by practicing the breathing exercise for a  
few moments. 

Cultivate Your Consciousness.  
Cultivate consciousness in yourself by using self-observation 
to discover what your current preoccupations are. 

Collect Your Energy.  
Collect your energy back into yourself, into the gravitational 
center of your body, when it wants to discharge into habitual 
reactions. 

Contain Your Energy.  
Contain your energy by concentrating your attention on 
experiencing your feelings instead of discharging your 
energy in a habitual, type-determined way. Resist the urge to 
take immediate action. 

Consider the Meaning of Your Usual Reaction.  
Consider what your usual automatic response is about by 
using inner inquiry and self-reflection. 

Convert Your Energy to Conscious Conduct.  
Convert your habitual responses into conscious conduct by 
using your awareness to coach and encourage yourself to try 
healthier courses of action. 

Compassion.  
Manifest compassion by adopting a kind and caring attitude 
toward yourself and others. 

Consequences.  
Consider the consequences, or effects, of your conscious 
conduct by noticing the impact of your behaviour on yourself 
and on others. 

Clarity.  
Gain clarity about the process of personal and professional 
development by reflecting upon and internalizing the 
previous eight elements of development.
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Building healthy habits for a 
mindfulness-based mindset 
Why is it sometimes so hard to move from 
your reactive brain into your rational brain? 
Why is it that your Elephants want to reach 
for the snooze button but your Rider wants 
to go to the gym? 
Switch is a concept introduced by the Heath 
brothers that highlights our brains ability to be 
both competing with each function but switching 
simultaneously between the two – Elephant to 
Rider (or reactive to rational).

While the mindfulness guide presented above (The 
Nine C’s) are useful steps in building a stronger 
connection between our Elephants and Riders, 
often this process requires some time and space to 
work through.

Below are some helpful switch techniques you can 
use to integrate mindfulness-based practices into 
your everyday. These switch techniques are also 
design for you to use anytime or in the moment 
when you feel as though you need to recentre or 
refocus yourself to move into a more mindful and 
present state.



© NeuroPower™ Group 2018 ·  www.neuropowergroup.com



© NeuroPower™ Group 2018 ·  www.neuropowergroup.com

Summary 
A mindfulness-based mindset enables individuals to 
situationally use both their Elephants (reactive system) 
and Riders (rational systems) to process information, 
make more present and purposeful decisions and 
build resilience potential. While external circumstances 
are often out of our influence, our mindset is always in  
our control. 

As humans, we are designed to rely on our Elephants, 
however knowing how to mindfully access our Riders 
is less instinctive and uses more effort. It takes 
persistent practice to master making the Switch from 
our Elephants to our Rider, with the benefits of the 
investment far outweighing the effort. 
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