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[00:00:11] 
So now I'd like to unpack what was happening during that experiential practice and explain a 

framework I have for what could be called self-directed neuroplasticity, or more generally, how 

we can actually help ourselves grow as much as possible, gain as much as possible from the 

experiences we're having at the time, grounded in plausible neuroscience.

 

And for this I use the framework HEAL. That's an acronym that stands for Have, Enrich, Absorb, 

and Link. Let me explain. So as I've said, the first of the two necessary and sufficient stages of 

learning is to have some kind of experience that we want to grow from, we want to internalize 

more of, you know, we to grow that flower, as it were, in the garden of our own mind. So we 

have it. We either have the experience because we usually just notice it's already occurring or 

we deliberately create it. 

A couple of quick points here. First, in terms of the experiences that we're already having, most 

of them are mild. They're kind of in the flow of everyday life. On the 0 to 10 intensity scale, they're 

1s and 2s. You know, you're walking down the street and you just sort of feel a sense of kind of 

calm well-being, or your cat crawls into your lap and that feels good or, your friend sends you a 

joke, and it's kind of funny, or you get a tricky email done and there's a sense of relief. It's already 

there for you. Great. But just because it's mild, and just because it's relatively brief, doesn't mean 

that it's not useful. In other words, it's not more than what it is, those experiences are not more 

than what they are, but they're not less than what they are either. And I just think honestly about 

how often we walk down the path of life as if it's strewn with hundreds of little jewels, diamonds, 

and rubies, and pearls, oh my. And we're walking down the path and we just step over him. We 

don't notice the good facts that surround us. You know, fresh water from a tap, whatever, the 

kindness of others maybe, the gift of life itself, we hardly notice it.

 

[00:02:30] 
And then if we do notice it, we often don't feel anything. And even if we notice it and feel 

something, we don't really register it. We don't really stay with it long enough for it to have a 

chance to get hardwired into our own nervous system. So one of the takeaways from all this is to 

start to notice those everyday jewels, those ordinary jewels in daily life. And, you know, a handful 

of times every day slow down to pick one of them up and begin to weave it into yourself. 
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The other comment I have is about deliberately creating beneficial experiences. Sometimes 

people sort of sneer at that or sniff at it as "Well, you're just manipulating your mind." I say, 

"So what?" The mind is being manipulated all day long, which means that our brain is being 

manipulated all day long by external forces, media, advertisers, trolls, online, you know, other 

people wanting something from us one way or another. We're being manipulated all day 

long by reactions arising inside ourselves from past experiences we've had. You know, the 

brain is being continually manipulated or continually influenced. The only question is, is it being 

influenced for the better and by whom? By us or them? So I think it's perfectly OK to take an 

active relationship with the mind at least a handful of times a day to call up and stabilize and 

value useful beneficial experiences.

 

As cultivation matures, as practice matures over the life of an individual, you'll see that active, 

deliberate processes of growing and learning increasingly fall away. One reason is that the 

person's actually been cultivated. They're pretty far along. The other is that the process of 

learning becomes more and more automatic. Much as the brain is sort of naturally like Velcro 

for bad experiences, but Teflon for good ones, there is some evidence that with the kind of 

practices that I'm teaching here, we can gradually sensitize the brain to beneficial, useful 

experiences so that it increasingly learns rapidly and efficiently from them, in effect, becoming 

like Velcro for good experiences and Teflon for bad experiences. Okay.

 

[00:04:50] 
So, then on to now the second necessary stage of learning. I call it installation, activation 

installation. It's really the movement from state to trade. It's really about internalization. If 

that word installations, just seems way too geeky or techie for you, given my science fiction 

background, it kind of makes sense to me, installation, but if that doesn't work for you feel free to 

use a different word. OK. 

In terms of internalisation, there are two aspects of it. Either one is useful, both of them increase 

learning. I've called them enriching and absorbing. Enriching means essentially helping yourself 

have a big experience that lasts with presumably a big and lasting pattern of underlying neural 

activation. Absorbing means helping the memory-making machinery of your brain be efficient 

and active and sensitive so that this big experience is very efficiently turned into some kind of 

lasting change of neural structure and function.

 

In practice, these two aspects of growing kind of mush together, they're pretty quick, but as 

we learn them, it's OK to slow it down and unpack them. And if you want to really help yourself, 

you can, of course, do longer practices in which you take a significant amount of time here. So 
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under the heading of enriching, I think there are five ways to enrich experiences that plausibly 

increase the neural traces they leave behind. First is duration. The longer we stay with an 

experience, the more we're going to tend to grow from it. There's a saying that "neurons that 

fire together wire together." Well, they don't always do so, especially for beneficial experiences, 

but we can help them wire together by keeping them firing together over longer periods of 

time. Longer means 5 seconds, 10 seconds, 20. The longer the better. There's no magic number. 

Probably there's a minimum amount of time necessary for most ordinary mild experiences to 

have a chance of leaving any emotional residues, any somatic residues behind. My own kind 

of rule of thumb is a breath or more. That's, you know, 7, 8, 10 seconds or longer to stay with an 

experience. So that's the first factor of enriching.

 

[00:07:19] 
Then, second, you can help your experiences have more impact by turning up the volume, by 

helping them be more intense, you know, helping yourself feel really grateful, or really reassured, 

or really loved or loving with another person. And as you increase the intensity, probably the 

impact will increase as well.

 

Third, there's what I call multi-modality. It just means to bring as much richness to bear in the 

experience. Turning ideas into sensations, bringing in emotion, being aware of desires maybe 

related to the experience. The key for me there is feel it in your body. That's kind of a major way 

to make sure that the experience is multi-modal. Not just an idea, also a feeling.

 

The fourth factor of enriching is novelty. In other words, the more that we can bring a sense of 

freshness, or the eyes of a child, beginner's mind to our experiences, the more that we're going 

to tend to learn from them. The brain is a big novelty detector. What's the news? Right? What's 

new? So if we can bring that sense of freshness, even with delight, perhaps playfulness to our 

experiences, they're going to have more impact.

 

And then the last factor, the fifth factor of enriching is relevance, salience. Why would it matter 

to me, let's say, to be to be more on my own side these days? Including, let's say, in a particularly 

challenging relationship? Why is that personally relevant to me? Well, as we recognize what's 

relevant, we're going to tend to be more affected by it in lasting ways.  

 

[00:08:57] 
And a key point here, it's not so much that I'm talking about recollecting particular experiences. 

It's understandable that we're not remembering all these experiences we're having. But what we 

can do is increase was called implicit memory, not explicit memory of recollections for particular 
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events, but the implicit memory which is much vaster of the residues, the lived residues of 

experiences such as sensations in the body, somatic markers, as Antonio Damasio talks about it, 

emotional residues in terms of shifts of mood, cognitive residues in terms of shifts of expectations, 

and assumptions, and perspectives, motivational residues so that increasingly we're inclined 

in certain directions just kind of naturally. This is what we can help ourselves to grow and to 

cultivate every day. Then, absorbing, three basic factors of absorbing. Intend to be affected 

by it. You know, tell yourself this is a keeper, this is important. I want to help this one really sink in. 

Second, sense it going into your body. Sense it spreading inside you. Imagine that you're giving 

over to it, kind of let it have you in a good way. Let the experience carry you along. 

 

[00:10:22] 
That will tend to sensitize the memory-making machinery. And last. Focus on what feels 

rewarding about it. As we are highlighting the sense of what's enjoyable or meaningful in 

an experience, that increases activity in your brain of two neurochemicals, dopamine and 

norepinephrine. And as dopamine and norepinephrine activity increase in the brain, yahoo, so 

does the brain's tendency to highlight the experience at the time as a keeper for prioritization 

and protection in long term storage. Now, even though, in effect, with enriching and absorbing, 

I've named eight different things, five plus three, that you can do, you don't need to do them all. 

My own kind of rule of thumb is really simple. Stay with something for a breath or longer and also 

hopefully feel it in your body and also hopefully focus on what feels good about it. Any one of 

those three is good. All three are better.

And if you really want, you can even do all eight, particularly in experiences that are really 

important to you. This is the essence of helping yourself learn from, and grow from, and gain from, 

the experiences you're having. I mean, for me, there's something about this that's very humble, 

and sweet, and tender. The humble part is to realize that we don't have a brain that's super good 

at growing from beneficial experiences and we need to help it. It's also kind of tender and sweet 

because inherently to do this practice, you've got to treat yourself like you matter, which is really 

useful, particularly, if others have not treated you very much like you matter.

 

[00:12:06] 
And also in this process of treating yourself like you matter, inherently in that as well, is that kind 

of muscular sense of being on your own side. So for me, this is a very intimate process and it's a 

really interesting intersection in which there is a sense of experiences as impermanent as transient, 

while also helping them leave lasting traces behind in the physical tissues of the body. So it's not 

that we're clinging to experiences. We're not chasing after them. We're actually helping ourselves 

receive them, so that, as we'll talk about in a little bit, we fill ourselves up from the inside out and 
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therefore are less caught up in craving for goodies from the outside in. Cultivation, over time, 

actually reduces craving, which is a profoundly useful thing to be aware of. All right.

 

So in this context then, have, enrich, and absorb, there's the fourth element of the HEAL process 

with the letter L for link. And this is linking positive and negative material together so that the 

positive puts the negative in context, eases it, soothes it, and even gradually potentially replaces 

it. Now, the link step is optional and it's optional for two reasons. First is that it's not necessary for 

the cultivation, the development of various psychological resources, inner strengths inside, such 

as mindfulness, compassion, grit, gratitude, and love. It's not necessary.

 

[00:13:52] 
Second, linking is a little risky. If you start getting in touch with that negative material, it can really 

suck you right in. So it's important to be careful about this. And that's why to be able to do linking 

a person needs to be able to sustain the sense of the positive resource, ideally, one that's kind of 

matched to the negative, and I'll talk more about that, while keeping the negative smaller than 

the positive and not getting hijacked by just the negative. If you do linking, which is a natural 

process, we routinely do it actually, for example, compassion is a form of linking in which we 

have a tender concern for the suffering of another that we feel, if you do get swept away when 

you do linking, it's OK. Just disengage from the negative, reestablish the positive, and then if you 

want to bring the negative back in, it's perfectly fine.

In linking I think of sort of three levels of engaging the negative. First, it's just the idea of it. That's 

the simplest and safest but maybe the least valuable. And second, there can be more of a felt 

sense of the negative. You're starting to really get in contact with it and it might draw you in if 

you're not careful. And then in the third, deepest and, I think, typically, most powerful aspect of 

linking, there is a sense of the positive really making contact with the negative, even sometimes 

with creativity, such as a sense of the adult, wise parts of you taking the young, wounded, upset 

parts of you and really, really communicating with them in beautiful and effective ways.  

 

[00:15:34] 
To be clear, I did not invent any of these methods. And as I talk about them, you might recognize 

them like, "Oh, my yoga teacher does that every every time and it's great," or "Oh, that's why I 

loved my kindergarten teacher. She was so great at that," or "Oh, that's why that exotic Tibetan 

practice of meditation includes that element. Oh, how interesting." So and also in many, many 

therapies, certainly including especially for trauma, linking is a central feature of those therapies. 

So to be clear, I'm not claiming that I've invented these things. What I have tried to do is pull them 

together in a comprehensive framework of self-generated growth, of helping yourself, and being 
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active inside the mind to grow a little every day.

 

And also I've tried to embed this model in the evolution of the brain, which we'll talk about in 

a moment. But again, just to underline the point, these are things that we know how to do. We 

just don't tend to do them. And that's why I think it's so important to be deliberate about this. 

So that's the overall framework. And I think you've got a pretty good sense of it now and it's 

something you can use routinely as you go through life.

 

And now, if it's OK, I'd like to apply this framework to developing the particular resources that 

are well-matched to our major needs. So in addition to just going through life and helping half a 

dozen times a day, for a breath or two or longer at a time, helping whatever's beneficial to sort 

of land and sink in, so increasingly you carry its residues with you. In addition to that, we can use 

these methods of positive brain change, positive neuroplasticity to grow particular key strengths 

inside yourself that would be really useful these days.

 

[00:17:31] 
As a framework, a kind of roadmap for doing this, I think in terms of our three fundamental needs. 

Like any animal, we need to be safe, satisfied, and connected in ways that are relevant for our 

particular species. The ways in which, let's say, a crab is connected with others of its kind are quite 

different and much simpler than, let's say, ways that a high school student might connect with 

others of their kind. But still, there's a fundamental need there that's the same, for connection. Well, 

if a particular need is challenged, we need resources that are well-matched to it.  

And as an example of that, let's suppose the need for safety is challenged. You're really worried 

about something. Maybe you're really worried about your child. Your teenage daughter, say, is 

supposed to be home by 1:00 in the morning and it's 2:00 in the morning and you can't reach her 

and she's not home. What's going on? If somebody were to say, "Oh, look on the bright side," I 

wanna whack them, right? You know. Gratitude practice is not relevant to the need for safety. But 

on the other hand, the need for safety could be, in this case, better handled by helping yourself 

be relatively calm, tapping into a sense of strengths and other resources you have, making good 

plans, and taking action. Those would be relevant to that particular challenge for safety.

 

And I think sometimes people get caught up in developing resources that are not well matched 

for their particular need. On my website, rickhanson.net, I've got lots of examples of particular 

resources matched to particular needs. Here, I'll just summarize a few and then we'll move into 

an experiential practice.
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[00:19:25] 
So, need for safety. A need for safety is typically flagged by anxiety, anger, or a sense of 

helplessness. And common resources for dealing with challenges to safety are calm, relaxation, 

feeling strong, appraising threats and resources accurately, so making sure you're not 

overestimating threats, make sure you're not underestimating resources, feeling protected, 

feeling a sense of allies or others outside you and internalized inside you, and recognizing, when 

it's true, which it often is, existentially now and now you're basically alright. You may not have 

been alright in the past. You may not be alright in the future. And now at least, and now you're 

basically alright right now. These are different resources for the need for safety.

 

And I'll do a practice with you in a few minutes about cultivating the sense of calm strength, 

which is just a wonderful resource for dealing with challenges to safety. Challenges to 

satisfaction are typically flagged with feelings of frustration, or disappointment, or loss, or 

drivenness. More a sense of the blah-ness, the grey-ness of everyday life. Resources that are well 

matched to the need for satisfaction that we can develop in ourselves are things like gratitude, 

a sense of gladness, repeated experiences of accomplishment, goal attainment, a sense of 

success, healthy pleasures that really, really, really sink in, and a sense of awe and even delight 

at the wonderfulness, the wonder of it all.  

 

[00:21:32] 
And to finish on satisfaction, other resources for it include the capacity to make good plans, to 

achieve goals, and have the executive functions and other capabilities inside that can help 

you to stay the course. All right. Last, connection. Issues here show up in lots of ways, flagged by 

resentments, grievances, ill will toward others, feelings of inadequacy, feelings of shame, feelings 

of loneliness being, less than others, being left out, unwanted, second class, damaged goods. 

And resources that are well-matched for these kinds of issues include compassion, kindness, 

love, feeling cared about in any authentic way that's accessible to you, and growing over time, 

a healthy sense of personal worth.   

So these are different resources. And if you know what your issue is, if like me, you grew up in an 

environment that was physically safe, I was middle class in my childhood, I wasn't horribly bullied, 

I didn't have serious health issues. I didn't have a terrible injury, my issues, my needs for safety 

were not seriously challenged. Also, in terms of satisfaction, we had enough food to eat. Money 

was tight, you know, a lot of TV dinners and canned, you know, things. But we ate. We were 

OK. And I was successful in school. I was able to accomplish my goals there. I learned how to 

get off my parents radar and, you know, go have fun on the hills around my home. So need for 

satisfaction was pretty fulfilled.
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[00:23:13]
But in my own case, and I think there might be others like this too, my needs for connection 

were not well met. Different reasons for that. One, my parents were loving and decent, but not 

very empathic. They had a hard time really kind of tuning in to the being behind the eyes in the 

other person. And as a very young- for-grade, shy, socially awkward kid, I had a lot of moments 

in which I was invisible in my class, and left out, and picked last for sports teams, and just kind of 

unwanted. And the gradual accumulation of that, of those unmet normal needs, even for an 

introvert like myself, the unmet-ness of those needs gradually left a major deficit inside me, a kind 

of huge gaping hole in my heart. And that's what I needed resources for. Looking to have fun, 

or looking to be tough, you know, that's OK, but that did not address the hole in my heart. It was 

as if I had scurvy, you know, scurvy. And I needed vitamin C and taking iron pills or B vitamins 

might have been nice, but it didn't address my unmet need. It's when I started taking "vitamin 

C" by looking for genuine experiences of being seen and included by others, I started doing 

this in college, and really helping them sink in. Including, honestly, more powerful moments 

occasionally of someone who really was friendly toward me, or really appreciated me, or really 

saw the good in me. You know, a few times a day, but many days in a row I kept taking it in and 

gradually filled that hole in my heart. 

So a question for you might be, "What's your 'vitamin C' these days?" What, if it were more 

present in your mind, would make a big difference for you, perhaps filling your own hole in the 

heart. And once you know what that is, and that's the tricky question, that's the challenging 

question to identify one or more key resources for yourself, once you're clear about what that 

is, and it might be a blend of experiences, that's OK, but when you're clear about what that is, 

what your heart longs for, what the nutrient is that would really feed your mind, well, look for 

opportunities to experience that resource over the course of your day.

 

[00:25:36] 
And then when you start to experience it or aspects of it, in other words, even if it's just a slice of 

the pie, not the whole pie, but it's a real slice of the pie, well, when that happens for you, bring 

a big spoon. Really look for opportunities to take it in. And bit by it, this is really hopeful. Because 

then you know, OK, I can gradually fill myself up from the inside out authentically today, even if 

all that was missing back then, and there's nothing I can change about the past.  [00:26:10][33.8] 

And this is one of the most hopeful practices I know, to identify what you want, in particular, to 

grow inside yourself, potentially to fill up something that's missing or been missing inside you. To 

know that you can look for those experiences every day and take them into yourself is incredibly 

hopeful. 


