
Most of us desire some form of positive change but we fear it, or 
perhaps fear failing and hold back. We often lack an 
understanding that change is possible. We let doubt get between 
us and our goals. 

This is basically normal and in fact your mind is trying to protect you in such 
situations. To save you from getting hurt your mind used doubt and negative 
feelings to create a positive result from that perspective – you fear failure so your 
mind makes you fall short of really trying – you don't put yourself at the risk of being 
hurt by really trying and failing.

So, is change possible then if we are unconsciously trying to avoid it? 
Yes. And here's why. Consider the reason your mind does that doubt thing.... it's 
trying to serve you to the best it can. Our minds are always working to help us – 
even when the result is making us feel bad. Here are two examples from clinical 
work (the details are changed to guarantee anonymity but the essence of what 
happened is preserved):

A lady wishing to lose weight has tried year after year and each time loses some 
weigh but then it piles back on. As we worked through the issue it became obvious 
that the eating was serving a couple of purposes other than just feeding the body.
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Eating was both a way of briefly feeling good when upset and it was also a self 
punishment.  In both cases the negative consequences were being generated for 
good cause -  to make her feel better at times and also to provide a sense of 
atonement for something she was feeling guilty about at other times. In both 
cases the intent was good and her mind was doing the best it could to deliver 
those results as she felt they were necessary.

Once she understood the link between the feelings motivating her to keep binge 
eating and the inability to lose weight she decided to face the guilt issue and we 
dealt with the past trauma (of losing a baby at a young age and keeping it a 
secret from friends) using appropriate trauma therapy (the same method that the 
Army uses to help traumatised soldiers). Once that guilt and consequent need 
for atonement was removed, the feelings that had generated the overeating were 
no longer present and she went on to be much happier in many ways – not just 
in succeeding in weight loss long term.

Another good example of how emotions create habits and actions in our lives is 
the case of a man who was suffering a lot of stress at work. He found he was 
snapping at his family at home after it had been building for some years. The 
stress was not just confined to difficulties at work anymore. It was seeing the 
effect on his children (aged under 5) that prompted him to seek my help. (Seeing 
difficulties being passed onto children or affecting them tends to be one of the 
major triggers for people deciding to make changes in their lives).

In this instance it was a fairly simple case of accumulated stress having built up 
to where he dreaded work and was anxious about it all the time. At home he felt 
pressured by the looming stress of work the next day or on Monday morning and 
he had just about lost his ability to relax properly. His sleep was poor and his 
temper short. He was even suffering quite bad Irritable Bowel Syndrome from the 
stress. It was actually quite easy to help him create massive positive change in 
the course of 6 sessions, but what's interesting for us here is why his mind and 
body responded the way they did.
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How could his mind think it was helping by creating those results?
Quite simply stress is an evolutionary response. There's a part of our brain that 
weight up information as it comes in (sight, sound, smell etc.) and makes a snap 
decision as to whether we're in danger or not. An area of the brain called the 
Amygdala plays a key role in this. This is the part of us that instantly responds if we 
get a fright. Perhaps when scared or shocked you've felt weak legged or shaky in 
the arms and legs, maybe your bladder or bowels wanted to empty, you may have 
heard the blood rushing in your ears etc. It's a natural function to amp up our 
responses when we're in danger. It's the body's Fight, Flight, Freeze response. If 
someone tries to hit us we move faster, adrenaline and cortisol along with other 
hormones are released to make us faster, stronger, and have more endurance. 
More oxygen is sent to the large muscles and less to the digestive tract (we don't 
need to be processing food when we need to run or fight), our bodies want to lose 
the extra weight in the bladder and bowels to let us move faster as well. There are 
simple logical reasons for this process.... so where does stress come in?

Our bodies respond to stress in the same way just at different levels with each 
stress. The same systems are activated by work stress as in a dangerous situation, 
just at a much lower level. Our mind recognises some form of threat (it could be 
pressure from a boss, difficulties with co-workers, deadlines, whatever), and tries to 
make us more ready to deal with it – more adrenaline and cortisol etc. Are released 
and we're more alert, faster, more focused – for a while!

Where stress becomes dangerous is when that response is maintained over a long 
period of time. After all who wouldn't want to be faster and have improved memory 
etc.? The down side is that when we don't shut off that extra hormone boost the 
body has to cut resources elsewhere to maintain it. So, if we're stressed a lot of the 
time then our bodies start sacrificing other things to maintain that stress response 
which was so beneficial in the short term. The usual areas to suffer are sleep 
(leading to temper issues, anger, lack of concentration, etc), the immune system 
(leading to getting more colds and sniffles and being less able to heal and repair as 
needed), and short term memory (usually first noticed by more walking into a room 
and wondering what you went in for).
Stress in the long term can also cause physical difficulties on organs and with blood 
pressure etc.

So... here again your mind is trying to give you what you need. More stress 
hormones to let you be better able to deal with the difficult situations (which may be 
dangerous as the amygdala sees it) and the result is harmful in other ways – but the 
intent is good again. The mind is working to create positive results in the best way it 
knows how, but once it has better options it'll use them too.



Creating change is much easier than we are used to thinking. The first step is 
understanding that there are positive efforts and intentions in your mind about even 
the most difficult ongoing problems. From there you can start addressing not only 
the symptom (such as for example: weight that won't stay off, fears, anxiety, etc.) 
but also the motivating cause for such habits or behaviour. The key is the emotions 
or feelings that accompany and drive the behaviour.

From helping soldiers with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (what used to be called 
Shell-Shock) to people deal with stress or grief that simple principle holds true.

Rather than ask 'why do I do this' instead think of asking 'why do I feel like doing 
this'? How can I change that feeling?
You can use your body's natural physical responses to help you or you can fight 
them. Which seems better to you?

My best wishes to you with your efforts to create a more positive and happier future 
for yourself.

John Prendergast MCHPA
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My top three tips for positive change:
1   Change how you are trying to create change – do 
something different, don't keep redoing the same 
things.
2   Notice your feelings around what you want to 
change – you need to be aware of them and to change 
those feelings to succeed.
3   Set a goal that continues – not just achieving it once 
(such as a number on a scales or a day without 
anxiety) set it as continuing to live the way you want 
to be, life long.
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