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ONE

The Brain That Tells  
Itself  Stories

When my husband, Joel, and I (Megan) decided in 
2011 to expand our family through adoption, our 
dreams outpaced our preparation. We had almost 

no idea what we were signing up for.
I’d been to Uganda years before and felt drawn to adopt from 

that country. The process took a while, but we were matched 
with two amazing boys—a three- year- old, Moses, and a one- 
year- old, Jonah.

Two months before we were supposed to bring them home, 
we heard that Jonah was in the hospital with malaria. Joel and 
I were at the movie theater when the message came through 
from the babies’ home director. My mama bear came out im-
mediately. We left the theater a few minutes later and began 
changing our travel plans.

I never did see the end of that movie. I flew out the very 
next day.
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MINd YO UR MINdSET16

Thank God everything turned out okay with Jonah. We had 
a friend living in Uganda who was a nurse, and she was able to 
help out until I arrived. But malaria was only the beginning. 
I’ll stop there to let the boys tell their own stories. For now it’s 
enough to say that complex, early- life trauma leaves a mark.1

Not going to lie: Things were really challenging with the 
kids in- country. And, contrary to our expectations, it only got 
harder when we got home. We had behavioral problems we 
could scarcely understand.

We started by trying what we already knew as parents. And 
let me just say that didn’t work so great. Some adoptive parents 
reading this know exactly what I’m talking about. It wasn’t long 
before we were running out of solutions, and the challenges 
were ramping up.

“I don’t think we can do this,” I told Joel one evening in tears. 
“This isn’t working.” I felt stuck on a desolate road, stranded 
somewhere between discouragement and despair. We weren’t 
giving up— no way that was happening— but we also had no 
idea how to move forward.

My dad (Michael) always says that resources tend to show 
up when you’re ready for them but usually not before. And sure 
enough, within days of that perfectly timed breakdown, I heard 
about Karyn Purvis, a researcher and developmental psycholo-
gist who had co- created Trust- Based Relational Intervention 
(TBRI).

I also found out she was speaking that week to a group of 
social workers, and the venue was close enough for us to attend! 
My mom stepped up to watch the boys overnight, and Joel and 
I headed to the conference.

We didn’t know what to expect. I remember feeling uneasy 
on the drive from Nashville to Knoxville, like I was actively 
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The Brain That Tells Itself Stories 17

trying to restrain my hopes. It didn’t feel safe to hope. I just 
knew we needed help. By then, we’d long since blown past the 
limits of our own best thinking.

We walked into the convention room with nothing but 
note books, pens, and hope against hope we’d finally get some 
answers. And we did.

Everything we heard was new to us— and a massive relief. 
Dr. Purvis described situations and children that sounded just 
like our own. We learned that pretty much everything we’d 
been trying so far was bound to fail. And she had years’ worth 
of research and direct experience to explain why.

“Kids from hard places,” as Dr. Purvis called them, need 
another approach. There were several reasons, but one was so 
simple that it all clicked the minute she said it— the brain.

The Brain Is the Key
During healthy, normal development, a child learns to success-
fully live and adapt in the dynamic world of interpersonal rela-
tionships and environmental change. All that learning is wired 
in the brain through countless neural pathways and patterns, 
which constitute the child’s repertoire of skills and abilities.

But experiences can be both formative and deformative. 
Trauma disrupts helpful neural patterns and creates unhelp-
ful ones. Those disruptions produce counterproductive coping 
strategies and behaviors. Suddenly you’re getting calls from 
preschool principals and household items are in pieces— 
along with your expectations for a life presentable enough for 
Instagram.

If you can’t figure out how to adequately relate to people and 
changing circumstances— which pretty much defines what a 
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MINd YO UR MINdSET18

healthy, successful person does— you’re in trouble. And so are 
the people around you.

This truth goes way beyond my precious boys. It goes to the 
crux of this book and why I suspect you’re reading it. It’s this 
simple: Achieving our goals and experiencing the results we 
desire comes down to working with the people in our lives and 
the constantly changing circumstances we find ourselves in.

And your primary tool in that endeavor? Bingo: it’s your 
brain.

Thanks to my kids and Dr. Purvis, I began an unplanned 
research binge on trauma and the brain. I’d always been inter-
ested in psychology, and in my twenties, I even toyed with the 
idea of becoming a therapist. But now the needs of my children 
were reigniting dormant interests and fanning the flames with 
restless urgency.

I embarked on a crash course in neuro- everything, trying 
to understand the brain, how it struggles and heals, and what I 
needed to know to help my boys. I’m not an authority on the 
brain— far from it— but I sure have read and consulted a lot 
of experts.

What I realized in that learning process is that all sorts of 
challenges people face— in fact, nearly all of them— are essen-
tially (1) based in the brain and (2) evident in the stories we 
tell ourselves about reality.

I could see that in my boys. Thanks to the trauma they’d 
experienced, they had developed unhelpful— mostly implicit— 
thought patterns and stories about themselves, family, and the 
rest of life that led directly to behavioral difficulties.

And here was the real difference maker: I could also see the 
same basic problem in Joel and myself. Past experience taught 
us what effective parenting supposedly looked like. But our 
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The Brain That Tells Itself Stories 19

assumptions were wrong. What worked with our older kids 
didn’t work with Moses and Jonah. The old strategies didn’t fit 
the new context despite apparent similarities. Our thinking was 
incomplete and, in some cases, actually backward.

Some version of this dynamic is true for all of us. Our brains 
make faulty connections based on prior experience or some-
thing we picked up from others along the way. And those faulty 
connections show up as unhelpful stories and strategies that 
prevent us from experiencing the results we want.

We’ll unpack that process as we go, but for now let’s just 
say it’s true for me, for you, for the teams we lead, the business 
leaders we interact with, and the people we see at church, the 
grocery store, the gym, the farmers’ market, the bank— basically, 
everyone in all places and circumstances.

Now let me (Michael) take you back to a moment, one among 
many, where I learned this lesson for myself.

Out There vs. In Here
Early one August many years ago, I (Michael) was meeting with 
my executive coach, Ilene. I was then CEO of Thomas Nelson, 
one of the world’s largest English- language publishing compa-
nies at the time (now part of HarperCollins). We were meeting 
in part to discuss the company’s financial performance the prior 
month.

“So how did July end up?” Ilene asked.
The truth was, not great. We missed our budget. I was disap-

pointed, and so was the entire executive team. We had worked 
hard to hit our numbers. But we fell short. It happens. I mostly 
wanted to put it behind me and move on. Still, what else could 
I say?
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MINd YO UR MINdSET20

“We missed our plan,” I admitted.
“Why did you miss?” she asked.
“Well, the market is tough right now,” I said, and I was ready 

with a full explanation. I had all the facts to back up my case. 
“Gas prices are up. So are interest rates. This has taken a bite out 
of discretionary spending. Consumers are just not frequenting 
bookstores like we had hoped.”

I wasn’t done. I cited the US Census Bureau, Publishers Weekly, 
and other industry publications. I then finished with what I 
thought was a note of optimism: “We didn’t do what we had 
hoped, but we’re still ahead of last year.”

Not bad, right? Believable? Well, my coach wasn’t buying.
“Okay,” Ilene said, “I get that all those things were factors. 

The environment is tough. But let’s be honest. It’s always tough, 
right?”

I didn’t know where she was going with this, but I agreed. Yes, 
it’s always tough. Then she dropped a bombshell on my psyche:

“Mike, what is it about your leadership that led to this 
outcome?”

“Excuse me?” I replied, knowing full well what she had just 
asked. Ilene gently repeated the question. I think I was speech-
less for a full two minutes. “Well, I’m not exactly sure,” I stam-
mered. “That’s a great question, but I don’t know quite what 
to say.”

Thankfully, she gave me a little help.
“As long as the problem is ‘out there,’ you can’t fix it,” she said. 

“You’re just a victim. I’m not trying to shame you. I am trying 
to empower you. You can’t change your results until you accept 
full responsibility for them.”

I nodded, still unsure I liked what I was hearing. But over 
the next few hours we worked through the question and the 
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The Brain That Tells Itself Stories 21

issues it raised. I began to realize that the story I was telling 
myself about reality had created a fixed horizon of possible 
responses.

Here I was, eager to close the chapter on July and move into 
August. But by imagining our performance was primarily lim-
ited by market conditions (“out there”), I was already limiting 
the range of possible strategies available to my team and me 
(“in here”).

As long as the main troubles were gas prices, interest rates, 
and consumer behavior, we couldn’t do much. The story I was 
so satisfied with a moment before was suddenly unpalatable 
to me. We had created an out for ourselves, but at the same 
time we had also erected an accidental barrier. My narrative 
about our performance in July was going to hamstring our 
performance in August. That realization hit me, as I said, like 
a bomb.

Where did that narrative come from? It seemed totally true, 
self- evident. But in reality it was only partially true, and my 
team and I went to some effort to assemble the evidence to 
confirm the story.

We all have moments like that, don’t we? We think we under-
stand a problem or a circumstance, only to realize that we’ve got 
it wrong. These kinds of narratives become especially problem-
atic when they block our path to our goals— when they prevent 
us from achieving the results we want.

Yes, there are problems “out there.” But how we respond to 
those problems is entirely “in here”— in our own heads. We’re 
distorting the facts, missing the facts, or putting the facts to-
gether in ways that don’t really fit reality. And our crummy story 
somehow works for us— until we realize that it doesn’t work at 
all. Our best thinking turns out to be a dead end.
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Neurons and Narratives
One of the challenges Joel and I (Megan) faced with our boys 
was finding the best way to help them heal from the trauma 
they’d experienced. Among her recommendations, Dr. Purvis 
advised nutritional changes to encourage healthy brain chemis-
try.2 We followed that regimen and found it helpful. But nutri-
tion could take us only so far.

Around that time, I chanced on a book by Sebern Fisher 
called Neurofeedback and the Treatment of Developmental 
Trauma.3 Neurofeedback relies on the remarkable ability of 
the brain to “rewire” itself— what’s called neuroplasticity— to 
develop new and more helpful neural patterns. If trauma junks 
things up, neurofeedback sorts it out and puts the brain in bet-
ter shape.

By the time I’d finished reading the book, I knew it was our 
next step. But how to take that step? If you know me, you won’t 
be surprised that I just looked up Fisher’s number and called her.

I got her voicemail. The recording said she wasn’t taking new 
clients and wouldn’t respond to messages. Undeterred, I left a 
message anyway. And out of the blue a few weeks later, Fisher 
called back!

She reiterated that she couldn’t help us directly, but she put 
me in touch with Arleta James, an attachment therapist who 
specializes in helping kids from hard places and who was using 
neurofeedback— sometimes referred to as brain training.

We began neurofeedback, and it proved tremendously help-
ful. Within weeks and months we saw dramatic improvements. 
But neurofeedback wasn’t the only tool in Arleta’s kit.

Addressing neurochemistry through diet and neural patterns 
through neurofeedback are important. But these direct means 
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The Brain That Tells Itself Stories 23

are only part of the picture. It turns out there are other ways 
to train your brain, including telling and retelling our stories.4

There are mysteries to the human brain that may never be 
unraveled. But contemporary neuroscience, cognitive science, 
and related fields shed a tremendous amount of light on the 
brain and how it works.

Let’s mention four key insights that will shape the conversa-
tion in the pages ahead:

 1. Our brain contains a massive network of nerve cells 
(neurons) connecting and communicating across 
synapses.

 2. Those neural connections both are how we think and 
shape how we think.

 3. Those connections produce memories of the past and 
predictions of the future; we can think of these memo-
ries and predictions as stories.

 4. Those stories inform how we see the world and act 
within it, including how we pursue our goals.

In other words, neurons make narratives— and our narratives 
determine how successful we are in achieving our goals. Story-
telling is a function of how our brains conceive and represent 
reality, and our results depend to a large degree on how good 
our storytelling is.

We shouldn’t be surprised by this. Stories are core to how 
humans think and work in the world. We rely on narratives to 
make meaning so we can act meaningfully.

Myths and origin stories, for instance, are attempts to es-
tablish that something is true now because something else 
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happened before. Likewise, science and problem- solving are just 
forms of storytelling: If I do x, then y will happen. A hypothesis 

is simply a story about the way the 
world might work.

Some of the most effective coun-
seling, therapy, and business and life 
coaching we’ve ever received comes 
down to helping us sort out our sto-
ries. And when our company, Full 
Focus, coaches business owners and 
corporate teams, part of what we’re 
doing is offering better, more effec-
tive stories.

We are wired both to tell stories and to perform the stories 
we tell. But that wiring is also where we most often go wrong. 
How? By accepting and acting on unhelpful stories. The hard 
part is that this is usually not obvious to us when it would be 
most helpful to know it’s happening.

The Invisible Step
High achievers sometimes suffer from an action bias. Maybe 
you can relate (we certainly can). As high achievers, when we 
encounter problems, gaps, or obstacles en route to our goals, we 
usually size up the problem quickly and jump to the solution, 
the strategy, like this:

Problem → Strategy

When trying to attain a new state, achieve a desired end, or 
improve the current situation, our usual approach is to ask if 

Neurons make 
narratives— and 
our narratives 

determine how 
successful we 

are in achieving 
our goals.
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The Brain That Tells Itself Stories 25

we are doing the right thing, doing it well, or doing it enough. 
We ask, “What can I do about this?” Then we devise a plan. We 
default to action.

And that approach usually works. If you’re more than mar-
ginally successful, you’ve gotten pretty good at sizing up prob-
lems. Your strategies are likely to work, and you can fine- tune 
them to optimize your results without too much trouble.

Because this works most of the time, we assume that success 
mostly depends on strategy and execution. This is why pro-
ductivity systems fly off the shelves. People imagine they can 
perform their jobs better if they learn the right tips and tricks. 
And there’s nothing wrong with that. In fact, it’s essential. But 
it’s also insufficient.

Improving strategy and execution can take you only so far. 
Once you’ve optimized your strategy and improved your execu-
tion of that strategy, you may still be left with a gap.

That’s where we get stuck: trying to solve problems in our 
health, relationships, or workplace by doing things that no lon-
ger work, but doing them with more energy and attention— as 
if oomph and drive is all we’re missing.

We need to take a step back. Rather than thinking about 
what we’re doing, we need to think about our thinking. We are 
missing something beyond oomph and drive; we’re missing the 
story we’re telling ourselves about the problem itself.

Problem → Story → Strategy

Our story about the problem will always determine our strat-
egy and, with it, our results. We have to understand the nature of 
the problem to solve it effectively. This is where our action bias 
can hurt us. Our stories are sometimes invisible to us, or nearly so.
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Problem → Story → Strategy

Our strategies, whatever they turn out to be, will always be 
based on our underlying story about our situation. So to create 
an effective strategy, we must have an accurate understanding 
of reality. Or at least accurate enough to serve us well—a little 
overconfidence can sometimes be a good thing.

Stories drive strategies, and strategies drive results. We need 
to foreground the story the same way a scientist foregrounds 
their hypothesis:

Problem → STORY → Strategy

Then we will be able to expose where our stories are coming 
from and when they’re not serving us well, which provides the 
chance to tell a different, more empowering narrative.

That’s what happened when my (Michael’s) coach dropped 
her bombshell question. She exposed my story. Before that mo-
ment, I couldn’t see how the narrative was functioning on my 
understanding of our challenges, or how it was undermining 
our performance.

It felt like a simple and convincing description of past reality, 
not a figment that defined the limits of possibility in my pres-
ent and future reality. My coach’s question exposed my story 
for what it was— less an explanation of what happened, more 
of a disempowering excuse about the past that robbed my team 
and me of agency in the present.

That’s why we find when we’re coaching business clients, or 
receiving coaching ourselves, that the most helpful thing to do 
is question the stories we’re telling ourselves about the situa-
tion we’re in.
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A new story presents a bridge over the gap, a better solu-
tion to our problems. If we want better results, we have to tell 
ourselves better stories. And that takes us back to the brain.

Stuck in Unhelpful Stories
Narratives are not just the product of our neurons. The influence 
runs both directions. By changing our narratives, we can change 
our neural patterns, and this opens up a whole new avenue for 
personal growth and healing— not to mention problem- solving 
and innovation.

If our stories determine our experience of reality, we can im-
prove our reality by improving our stories. And that creates a 
positive feedback loop that “rewires” our brain, making us stron-
ger, more resilient, and more capable of addressing the choices, 
changes, and chances of life.

Let’s say you picked up this book because you’ve got a prob-
lem, and you don’t like any of the solutions you’ve seen so far. It 
could be a business problem, a personal problem, a relationship 
problem, any kind of problem. You’re stuck on a goal— maybe 
several.

Or maybe you’re successful by most any measure but have a 
nagging sense you’re settling for less than your full potential. 
You’re the kind of person who’s always looking to stretch and 
grow, curious about what’s possible next.

The answer to getting unstuck or jumping to the next level 
is the same: it comes down to the story you’re telling yourself 
about your current reality— and that story is based in your brain.

The brain hosts a network of neurons—100 billion, give or 
take. As a point of reference, that’s roughly the number of stars 
in the Milky Way. And each neuron connects with some 1,000 
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other neurons in various parts of the brain. That makes for 100 
trillion neural connections.5

Stories, and all the thoughts that compose them, are the re-
sult of those connections. This means the number of stories we 
might entertain— and thus the strategies we could employ— are 
practically infinite.6

Journalist Steven Johnson offers this comparison: “There are 
somewhere on the order of 40 billion pages on the Web. If you 
assume an average of ten links per page, that means you and I 
are walking around with a high- density network in our skulls 
that is orders of magnitude larger than the entirety of the World 
Wide Web.”7

But if there’s practically no limit to the number of thoughts 
we can think, why do we so often get stuck thinking the same 
unhelpful thoughts or creating bogus barriers to achievement— 
for instance, assuming one parenting solution will work for all 
kids, or preparing for lackluster financial results because we can’t 
control market conditions?

Why do we get stuck this way? One of the insights the two 
of us gained from both brain science and professional and per-
sonal coaching is that, as people, we’re largely unaware of where 
our thoughts come from and how they affect our subsequent 
thinking and problem- solving.

Much of our unhelpful thinking has already been done for 
us. Our brains are masters at labeling problems, which they do 
mostly in the vast background of our subconscious minds. As 
a result, we take most of our thoughts for granted. Our brain 
presents them to us as settled facts, and we never think more 
deeply about them— even when we really need to.

The solutions to problems can seem straightforward and 
obvious based on our prior experience. It’s easy to assume, for 
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instance, a chronically late employee is dealing with an attitude 
problem. Or soft sales reflect a lack of effort by the sales team. 
Or the client isn’t returning messages because he’s uninterested. 
We’ve experienced it before, we think, so we know what to think 
and do in this case too.

This happens somewhat subconsciously. And we’re correct 
often enough— or close enough— to be generally successful 
with our assumptions. But what do we do when those paths 
our brains know so well don’t lead us where we want to go?

We take it all the way back to the source.

Three Steps to Extraordinary Results
As psychologist Timothy Wilson says, “We are all observers 
of our own behavior and draw conclusions about ourselves by 
watching what we do,” and that includes the stories we tell and 
enact.8 So when our stories are leaving us in a rut, we need to 
rethink our thinking.

How? We adopt a different vantage point, examine the sto-
ries our brain is telling, and imagine better, more empowering 
narratives. In this book, we propose a simple three- step method 
to accomplish this:

First, identify your problem and your story about it. Improve-
ment begins with awareness. I (Megan) couldn’t even start get-
ting my boys the help they needed until I identified what I was 
already doing that was working at cross purposes.

If you’ve read this far, congratulations! You’ve already 
begun this step. You’re now aware that these sorts of stories 
are automatically formed in the brain; they’re influenced by 
positive and negative experiences, including trauma; they 
simultaneously facilitate and limit our responses to our 
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environments; and we can improve our results by improving our  
stories.

In the next chapter we’ll continue this process by examining 
how and why brains build narratives and why it’s impossible to 
avoid them. We’ll introduce you to the Narrator— if this book 
has a villain, this is it. But as we’ll see later, it’s also a surprising 
and helpful ally. Then in chapter 3 we’ll show how and why the 
Narrator sometimes gets things wrong.

Second, interrogate the story. Neurons make narratives, but 
as we’ve seen they can make faulty stories. We need to separate 
what’s factual from what’s merely opinion, inference, conjec-
ture, and the like. There’s far more of that stuff rattling around 
in our heads than you might think.

In chapter 5, we’ll explore how to challenge our stories. That 
process can be unsettling, as we’ll see in chapter 7, but it’s 
worth it.

When I (Michael) told my coach my story about missing 
the month, I had all the facts. But I assembled those facts— 
and excluded others— to arrive at a convenient but ultimately 
unhelpful conclusion. Once my coach and I identified and chal-
lenged my story, I was able to see reality in a new and more 
advantageous light.

This isn’t always comfortable. Sometimes our intuitions 
lead us to assume our conclusions are certain. Challenging 
them can feel risky. But as we’ll see, our success often depends 
on our willingness to accept the discomfort of uncertainty 
while we press toward better solutions. And that leads to the 
final step.

Third, imagine something that works better. Once we’ve ex-
posed our faulty stories, we can use our brain’s natural ability 
to rewire itself to find new paths and solutions.
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These solutions often require us to look outside ourselves, to 
draw upon the help of our spouses, friends, teams, coaches, and 
other external sources for insight and new stories. Very often, 
the solutions we need are found not in one moment but in fol-
lowing a chain of new insights and next steps, like I (Megan) 
needed in getting help for our boys.

The rest of the book will explore how we can maximize these 
opportunities and attune our minds to make the connections 
faster and more reliably in the future.

When you understand how your brain’s network functions, 
where your thoughts come from, how they shape your decisions, 
and where they can go wrong, you can reprogram your network, 
train your brain to tell more helpful stories, create better solu-
tions, and experience extraordinary results.9

Mind Your Mindset
This book is about understanding the inner workings of your 
mind, which enables you to see reality clearer and find better, 
more creative solutions to achieving your goals.

What problem has you stuck? What change would you like 
to see in yourself ? In your business? In the world? You can take 
control of your thoughts, discover creative solutions, and experi-
ence extraordinary results in your life. But there’s also a risk here.

Our lives dip into ruts because, frankly, our brains often pre-
fer familiar tracks to wide- open spaces. The brain finds safety in 
the familiar, so it relies on the tried- and- true neural connections 
that have always worked before. What’s more, we’re biologically 
wired to avoid uncertainty, and it can feel existentially threaten-
ing to question the basic nature of problems we’ve dealt with 
for years.
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But there’s good news: all of that can change as you under-
stand how our minds work and how to think better, more crea-
tive thoughts.

Mind Your Mindset is your invitation to step boldly into a 
new and better way of thinking and living. Unsettling as it may 
be, uncertainty is not the enemy; it points not to chaos but to 
possibility. To have the confidence to engage the world and 
reshape our stories as needed is a far more valuable and reas-
suring asset than is certainty.

Once we accept the inevitability of change, we have no need 
to remain tied to ineffectual strategies and actions. Instead, we 
can respond effectively to whatever comes our way.

Of course, the reverse is also true. We can also refuse to en-
gage in the dynamic process of rethinking and imagining new 
solutions. But where would that approach leave kids who need 
parents to experiment with better strategies? Where would that 
leave businesses that need leaders capable of envisioning better 
solutions?

More directly: Where would that leave you— right now— 
with whatever challenges you’re facing today?

We offer you this invitation. Will you accept the challenge of 
uncertainty, resist the fear that would keep you passive, embrace 
an attitude of possibility, challenge your stories, and imagine 
new and more empowering narratives? Extraordinary results in 
work and life are on the other side of your yes.

True, that decision will require that you continually inter-
rogate your experience and ask whether what you believed yes-
terday remains valid and helpful today. But it will also free you 
to become a different person than you were yesterday, and to 
achieve things tomorrow that seem impossible today.
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Unsettling as it may be, 
uncertainty is not the 
enemy; it points not to 
chaos but to possibility.
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There is no more exciting and satisfying way to live. And it’s 
within your grasp. The chapters ahead will help show you how 
to get there.

ACTION
Think about one problem or opportunity you want to work on 
as you read this book. Download the Full Focus Self-Coacher 
at fullfocus.co/self-coacher and write it down, so you can come 
back to it as we progress.
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