
Motivational Triad: Pain, Pleasure, Energy

Understanding Cognitive Dissonance

It usually results in the filtering of new information that conflicts with what one already believes. This
can be described as having two conflicting views in your head...like "I want to eat more; I want to cut
down on my bad eating habits." This competing desire can create anxiety and stress. It can make you
feel restless at times. It's like being in conflict with yourself - it can be exhausting.  We are all able to
relate with a reward system and understanding more about it will remind you that you're normal.

When it comes to choosing new eating habits and developing new taste preferences, cognitive
dissonance needs to be recognized so we can get over it and move on. We must face the facts, accept
our discomfort, and work through it.

DOPAMINE

Understanding DOPAMINE and the brain's reward center. It's simply taking a closer look at how the
brain works.

There are two main things to understand...

1. Why do we DESIRE?
a. Desire is learned.
b. We are the ones who have trained our brains to desire.
c. We have created the desire and we can un-create it.
d. Learning requires repetition and reward.
e. Desire is something we learn and repeat.
f. Repetition allows the learning to become unconscious.
g. Our brains are designed so that anything we repeat gets delegated to the lower brain,

where our actions get programmed subconsciously.
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2. Dopamine is the neurotransmitter of desire
a. Concentrated pleasures(ex. Sweets, fatty foods, alcohol, cigarettes, etc.) create an

artificial dopamine response.
b. Desire is intensified by rewards--dopamine released in our brains.
c. Concentrated pleasures initially lead to bigger dopamine rewards, which then leads to

more intense desire.
d. Our primitive brains prioritize activities that create a dopamine response!
e. Our brain is developed to believe dopamine rewards are tied to our survival.

THE MOTIVATIONAL TRIAD
Seek pleasure, Avoid pain and Conserve energy

For that reason, the lower brain(emotion/beliefs) is faster than our prefrontal cortex(rational, logical) and
will always win the race in choosing to eat, drink, smoke, etc.

But our "human brain" is more powerful than our lower brain. We can change our desires, thus our
actions. Without using willpower.

Our desire for that reward is perfectly NORMAL. In fact, we've programmed ourselves to want it.

But we can also un-program ourselves.  It's possible.

The dopamine/reward path is well worn through experience. There is nothing wrong with your brain.
The constant marketing and images, society pressure, and agreements you've made in your own head
fuel a desire that just has to be understood.

We want to be working on being present with our thoughts...which lead to emotions...that in turn, lead to
actions.  As a result of this awareness, our eating or drinking patterns can completely change.

We know what the long term benefits of a healthy lifestyle are, so why is it so hard to change our lives
for the better?
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Our minds and bodies are amazingly complicated. And everything starts with our mind. For it is our
mind that determines what it is we think, say, and do, from simply taking a breath, to climbing Mt.
Everest, to make astronomical and quantum discoveries. Yet who we are and what we do can be boiled
down into a rather primitive axiom – We are primarily programmed to efficiently survive for as long as
possible, and to pass on what we learn and do to the next generation.

We do this by using our senses of

● Sight
● Sound
● Smell
● Touch
● And Taste

As inputs that are communicated by neurotransmitters (chemicals and hormones) to our brain (our
supercomputer) through our central nervous system (the motherboard), which compares these senses
to what is pre-programmed in our DNA (our “firmware”) and what is learned and stored in our brain’s
memory (our “software” and “data”), finds a solution (AI) with a catalyst that creates an “activation
energy” that sparks a communication (output) back to our body, compelling us to act.

Virtually everybody has learned, and our DNA inherently knows, that exercise and eating right is good
for us. We know it keeps us physically healthy and mentally well, and in most cases is key to a long,
high quality life.

Exercise and proper nutrition is known to benefit us both psychologically and socially, and we even look
better and age more gracefully when it becomes an integral part of our lifestyle. So if this is the case,
why isn’t everybody doing it?

The answer is simple - The benefits of good health are long-term and require hard work to achieve, yet
the most powerful and domineering section of our brain is structured around our survival and is
very impulsive, always looking for the easy way out. And you’ll always be prone to blindly follow its
lead, until you,

Understand why and how it works.

Our brains are generally composed of three main sections that function at three different levels:
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1. Low-level or Reptilian Brain – Includes our brain stem and is connected to our spinal column.
It controls our most basic unconscious and automatic functions for physical survival; breathing,
movement, heartbeat, temperature changes, electrical currents, and neurotransmission.

2. Mid-level, or Mammalian Brain (Limbic System) – Creates and controls emotions, stores
short and long-term memories, is socially aware, and is responsible for motivation and our
survival instincts (Flight, Fight, or Freeze), and responds in the present or near-future time. The
Thalamus at this level is also an area that provides communication with the other sections of the
brain, both higher and lower. It is the most responsible area for the actions we take.

3. High-level, or Human Brain (Neocortex) – This is our large brain, and is the logic center that
is responsible for reasoning, problem-solving, creativeness, language(s), high-level
communications, etc.

Although these three sections are very distinct and do very different things, they do have a synergistic
relationship and communicate between each other, holistically sharing responsibilities.

So why is it that we prefer pizza over salad or broccoli? Why do we resist doing that grueling workout?
Or why do we spend countless hours on our mobile devices, or watching TV? Because our most
powerful motivational and emotional drivers in our brain reside in our mid-level “mammalian” brain, our
Limbic System. And our actions at this level are motivated by three deeply rooted survival instincts…
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1. To seek out pleasure, desires, happiness, and comfort. (foods, social relationships,
reproduction, acceptance and recognition, drugs and alcohol)

2. To avoid pain. (physical and mental). Here is where fears, anxieties, and anger resides.
3. To conserve energy and seek efficiency.

These three instincts have been coined the “Motivational Triad”, and it is crucial to learn and
understand what they are and the effects they have on us, and what to do should we need to overcome
their powerful spells. The motivational triad is there first and foremost to protect us and keep us alive
and kicking, but it can also work against us – causing us to be overly cautious, risk averse, and
hesitant, especially in combination with today’s information age where much of our stimulation is now
mental and is satisfied through the use of our laptops and mobile devices, leaving us more vulnerable
to a sedentary lifestyle than in past generations.

The motivational triad is the impetus that activates chemical neurotransmitters that either stimulate or
depress motivators that spark activation energy, never mind whether the results are good or bad. In
foods for instance, those tasty comfort foods that are generally not good for us are filled with
neuro-chemical inducing ingredients like processed sugars, carbohydrates, and fats. So eating a donut
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will trigger a hit of Dopamine, a euphoric neurotransmitter that is one of the most powerful
motivational drivers, which spikes and sends us on an immediate high.

Which is why we crave donuts, because they taste SO good and are pleasurable to eat, right? The
problem is that those Dopamine-spikes diminish after performing the same activity over and over, so
each time it takes more of the same activity to produce that same Dopamine high that you originally
had. Which is why, for instance, addiction to drugs and alcohol get worse and are so hard to break.

Breaking away from that powerful, instinctual mental messaging that has been programmed within us
by being wary of the constant bombardment of thoughts that come from our skeptical, cautious, and
protective limbic system is not an easy thing to do. But just by knowing it’s there and by using your
advanced human brain to understand it and reason with it is your first step in taking command and
leading yourself to a healthy and productive life. But realize that it is, and always will be, a constant fight
for control!

Action Steps: Alternatives to Emotional Eating

● It can really help to make a list of all the things you can do that distract you from eating
emotionally and keep it somewhere handy, posted on the fridge, in your purse, etc

○ If you’re depressed or lonely, call someone who always makes you feel better, play with
your dog or cat or look at a favorite photo or cherished memento.

○ If you’re anxious, use your nervous energy by dancing to your favorite song, squeezing a
stress ball or taking a brisk walk.

○ If you’re exhausted, treat yourself with a hot cup of tea, take a bath, light some scented
candles or wrap yourself in a warm blanket and let yourself relax.

○ If you’re bored, read a good book, watch a comedy show, leave the house and run an
errand or visit somewhere you have enjoyed going before.

○ Alternatively, turn to an activity you know you enjoy (playing the guitar, shooting hoops,
scrapbooking, etc.)
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