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[Helka] All right, welcome everyone to your brain is listening and what you say to
yourself matters. Why? Because your brain and your nervous system are listening to
what you repeatedly say and do. And when you practice stress responses, coping
strategies, or self-t talk, the brain listens and it strengthens the circuits you use most,
whether they're helpful or not, through neuroplasticity. That's right. This is why
intentional practice can literally reshape your emotional, cognitive, and behavioral
patterns over time. So, let's get into it. Neuroplastic plasticity is your brain and nervous
systems ability to change and adapt based on what you practice, pay attention to, or
experience. It means your brain is constantly rewiring and strengthening the pathways
you use most and letting go of the ones that you use less. So, neuroplasticity also
allows the brain to adapt and learn and recover by reshaping neural pathways based
on those experiences, the repetition and those environmental demands. So, what are
some of the benefits? Well, the benefit is that your brain can change. It can learn and
unlearn, heal, and build new patterns that support your well-being. Let's go with
learning and skill development. Your brain strengthens synapses and builds new
pathways when you learn something new. Whether it's knowledge, a coping skill, or
even a communication habit, it can improve your emotional and stress responses.
We've seen repeated use of calming skills, cognitive reinforce um sorry, cognitive
reframing and even supportive self-t talk can reinforce the networks that promote
regulation and reduce reactivity. Your brain literally becomes better at what you
practice. We've seen this a lot through meditation. Meditation is not just the absence of
thought. We know that when people practice meditation more, they actually reduce
their reactivity to stressors and end up responding more and having a little bit more
control. It offers recovery after stress or injury. The brain can recognize functions and
recruit new pathways to compensate after psychological stress, burnout, or even
neurological injury. | know just as a therapist practicing over the past 17 plus years, um
I've practiced much better ways of regulating myself and healing through hearing other
people's trauma even that I'm doing a lot better and can heal a lot quicker after some of
those moments. Um it's amazing to see it just in my life. Um habit formation and
behavior change because those neural pathways strengthen with repetition. That
neuroplasticity underlies how we build or break habits related to our wellness, even our
boundaries, focus, and resilience. And lastly, it helps with increased cognitive flexibility.
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It supports the ability to shift perspectives, adapt to change, and update outdated
mental models, which is really helpful in all these types of high energy and high
demand environments we work in. A piece with the cognitive flexibility as well is that
I've talked a lot about a growth mindset and adapting that and it has absolutely helped
me shift in how | react and respond to stressors or pivot in change um situations. So,
this truly that neuroplasticity piece with a little bit of intention and a little bit of
repetition you really can make some lasting changes. Let's look at some strategies to
build this. Right? Your brain and nervous system are always taking notes. What you
rehearse, they reinforce. What you don't use, they eventually let go of. So, we're going
to review three strategies to help build neuroplasticity, reduce anxiety and distress, and
boost that cognitive flexibility and creative thinking. And that's going to be through
repetition of supportive thoughts and skills, novelty and learning new things, and
mindfulness and stress regulation skills. First, let's talk about the repetition of
supportive thoughts and skills. Remember that repeated activation of a neural pathway
strengthens it with long-term potentiation, making helpful thoughts and coping skills
easier to access over time. So, the first piece is awareness. You just start becoming
start by becoming aware of your self-t talk patterns. Pay attention to the thought that
crosses your mind and throughout the day. Another one is challenge negative thoughts.
When you catch yourself engaging in negative self-t talk, challenge those thoughts.
Ask yourself if they are based on facts or assumptions because we can have a lot of
that negative self-talk that really isn't accurate. Lastly, we want to replace with positive
affirmations. Replace those negative statements with more accurate and positive ones.
Use affirmations such as, "l am capable and strong," or "l am deserving of happiness
and success." Those types of things can truly help because self-compassion is key. You
need to treat yourself with the same kindness and understanding that you would offer
a friend and acknowledge your efforts and achievements and be gentle with yourself
when things don't go as planned. We're really good as humans to kind of focus on the
negative and not things that might be neutral or pleasant. So really try to do that is
helpful in practice. This might look like reframing how you say something, consistent
self-t talk, practicing these skills daily, and repeating some grounding strategies. So,
here are just some ideas for reframing, especially with that negative self-t talk. Instead
of saying, | should have known better, try, | did the best | could with what | knew then. |
messed that up to I'm learning and | can adjust next time. This is overwhelming. This is
a lot. And | can break it down. | have to get this perfect. Instead, it just needs to be good
enough. My least favorite F-word. | failed. It didn't go as | wanted, but what did | learn?
Remember, we either win or we learn. We don't lose here. I'm never going to figure this



[@J THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY
HEALTH PLAN

out. Two, | haven't figured it out yet. Leave that room for possibility. That starts to make
a huge change when we move things to a yet place. And | can't do this to | can try and
ask for help if | need it. These positive reframes are also accurate. We're not fooling
ourselves. We're not lying to ourselves. It's looking at things from a more accurate,
positive perspective while still accepting some of the reality to it. Next is novelty and
learning new things. Learning new information or skills creates new synaptic
connections and it increases that network flexibility including solution finding. I've been
saying this before. I've tried this growth mindset. | don't get stuck as much or as long as
| used to because I've been re I've been practicing it and repeating it and it has truly
helped more with solution finding. Um, so little things like practicing a new route to
work, learning a new language. | love DuolLingo. Please note, | do not get paid or
sponsored by Duolingo. | just use it and it's free and | like things that are free. Um, it
could be playing an instrument, trying that out, trying a new song, building Legos. Yes,
you all know | was going to put this in here. Building Legos it's a new structure. It's a
new instruction. It's trying something out. And it's having to problem solve, especially
when that little piece doesn't fit just right. And then perhaps it's playing a new sport, a
video game, engaging in new cognitive tasks. Basically, new experiences equal new
pathways and increase that flexibility.

You know, we're going to go to mindfulness and stress regulation skills because you're
talking to the EAP. Regulating stress does reduce the dominance of those threatbased
neural circuits and allows our brain to shift into states that support learning, creativity,
and plasticity. It gets us back into that vententral veagal state. That's from the poly
vagal theory. And when we're in that state, we're much more open. We're much more
connected and we're a lot calmer and we're feeling safer. So when we do this and get
into these more stress regulation skills and mindfulness, it helps us go there. In practice,
this can be done with breathing techniques. You've heard of the extended exhale, the
physiological sigh, or just even taking a deep breath and slowing down the pace of your
breath for a minute

and kind of right into the moment. Remember what we always say, anxiety lives in the
future, depression lives in the past. We kind of got to get it into the now. And even
those grounding exercises, too. It's letting the brain and the body know that we're safe,
that we're connected. We're in control. And maybe it's doing something like holding



[@J THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY
HEALTH PLAN

something warm or cool. Like | like sometimes to hold my little turbus. | like the feel of it.
| like the coolness of it. It's the textures. | can feel the little labels on there. Anything like
that. It helps the brain focus on the sematic experience and maybe just even naming
five things that you see in a room. It helps redirect. It helps regulate and gives that brain
an opportunity to really really just kind of be present and listen.

Overall, your brain does listen to what you say. You've got to choose your words in the
path that lead you where you want to go. If you're saying that you're a failure, if you're
saying you can't get this, it's going to believe what you say. So, tell it what you want it
to hear. You know that you're confident, that you're making an effort, that you're an
adult, that you're doing it, you're doing the things, you're living your life, you're making
efforts, you're trying new things. Yes, sometimes we have to learn. Sometimes we win.
Trying to remember that and give yourself just some fairness to be quite frank is really
helpful. I've been practicing this for a hot minute now and I've seen the improvement.
Um I've seen it in my clients. I've seen it in my colleagues. It's so true. So, if you want to
feel more confident, more valued, more at ease with your life, offer yourself the words
that gently guide your brain in that direction. Talk to yourself the way you need to be
talked to. | always say sometimes as adults, we have to be the parent we always
needed. So, it's time to self-parent. It's time to be kind and accurate and do what you
need to do because your brain is listening.

Don't forget the EAP is always here for you with your confidential complimentary
counseling sessions and your work life resources. You can always get a hold of us at
800-678-6265. If you have any questions, feel free to email the internal team at
eap@osumc.edu.

Thank you.



