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Session Objective and Overview
• Neuroscience of the Survive or Thrive choice.

• Tools for thriving.

• Tools to help manage aspects of modern life that 
trip us into “survival mode”.
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Thrive or survive: pick one!

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_media_use_and_mental_health
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Failure to thrive: a contemporary problem

In 1986 the average worker produced the 

equivalent of 2.5 newspaper pages of content 

each day. In 2011 it was estimated that this 

amount had risen to six complete newspapers 

each and every day. That’s a 200-fold increase in 

output.  What does this mean for us?
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https://www.peoplematters.in/article/talent-management-social-technology-tools/talent-management-todays-age-focusing-way-employees-learn-12385
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


The Problem with Busyness



1. Busyness is addictive
• “.. creates a dopamine-addiction feedback 

loop, effectively rewarding the brain for 
losing focus and for constantly searching for 
external stimulation.” (Haynes 2018)

• 46% of workers report that they are 
addicted to electronic messages (email, text 
etc) (AOL Survey 2008)

• “So much do we value busyness, 
researchers have found a human ‘aversion’ 
to idleness and need for ‘justifiable 
busyness.’” Schulte 2014



Busyness gets confused with productivity and 
success.
• Workers continue to multitask even though 

research shows that both quality and efficiency 
of output is compromised. (Gopher et al 2000)

• A study conducted in the University of 
California, discovered that it takes an average of 
23 minutes and 15 seconds to refocus on a task 
after an interruption. (Brumby, Janssen and 
Mark 2019)

• Bellezza at el 2017 reported that increasingly 
individuals are identifying busyness at work and 
lack of leisure time as important status symbols.



Busyness is bad for your brain
• IQ of knowledge workers dropped 10 points 

when distracted by emails and texts. 
(Wilson 2005)

• Studies have shown that  busyness and 
multitasking increases our brain’s 
production of cortisol, a hormone produced 
in response to stress. (Woolston 2020)

• ..MRI scans of the participants, showed that 
the high multitaskers had less brain density 
in the anterior cingulate cortex. This is the 
brain region responsible for empathy and 
emotional control. (Loh & Kanai 2014)



Neuroscience can help explain how we get captured 
by the ”survival” mindset.



Neuroplasticity: what you 
focus on grows.



Mirror Neurons: 
emotions are 
catching.
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Survival Brain: more focussed on what is needed to
survive than what is needed to thrive.
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Using Neuroscience to Help You Thrive

1. Choose your mindset



Some “Survive” Mindsets

• Unrealistic expectations/perfectionism.
• Treating everything as equally important.
• Prioritizing activity over clarity.
• Acting on autopilot.
• Being captured by the “to do” list.
• Focus on things outside of your control.
• “Too busy to …” thinking.
• I just need to get through … (this stage, the change, 

this project …).
• Superman/woman syndrome.



Some “Thrive” Mindsets
• Focussing on what you can control.

• Clarity about what is important.

• Giving attention to one thing at a time.

• Purposeful activity.

• Paying attention to things you are grateful for.

• Paying attention to achievements, results and success.

• Self-compassion and compassion for others.



2. Practice Mindfulness



1.Mindful Listening
2.Pause
3.Body scan



Tips for Managing Busyness

1. Break the multitasking habit and do one thing at a time
2. Turn off alerts (email, text etc) that generate interruptions and respond to 

these in a block.
3. Take a break each day to clear the mind.
4. Focus on your role.
5. Set boundaries and be disciplined about them.



Questions?
louise@mind-u.com.au
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