
10 Mental Habits I Avoid (And What I Do Instead) — Backed by Neuroscience
Inspired by insights from neuroscientist Patricia Schmidt

Introduction The human brain is a pattern-making machine. Every decision we make and every
habit we form strengthens some neural pathways while weakening others. Neuroscientist
Patricia Schmidt emphasizes that personal growth is less about adding more routines and more
about eliminating habits that drain mental energy. In this article, we explore 10 common mental
habits to avoid and practical strategies to replace them with more productive alternatives.

1. Avoid Multitasking — Focus on One Task at a Time
Why: Neuroscience research shows multitasking reduces efficiency and increases stress. The
brain is not designed to handle multiple cognitive demands simultaneously.
Instead: Prioritize tasks and focus fully on one task for 25–50 minutes at a time using methods
like the Pomodoro technique.

2. Avoid Negative Self-Talk — Practice Self-Compassion
Why: Constant self-criticism activates the brain’s stress centers, impairing decision-making
and memory.
Instead: Replace thoughts like “I can’t do this” with “I am learning and improving.” Tracking
your self-talk in a journal can increase awareness.

3. Avoid Overconsumption of Social Media — Limit Screen Time
Why: Excessive scrolling triggers dopamine spikes, leading to distraction and mental fatigue.
Instead: Schedule specific times for social media. Use apps to monitor and limit usage.

4. Avoid Ignoring Sleep — Prioritize Quality Rest
Why: Sleep is essential for memory consolidation and emotional regulation. Sleep deprivation
impairs cognitive function.
Instead: Aim for 7–9 hours of sleep each night and maintain a consistent sleep schedule, even
on weekends.

5. Avoid Reacting Impulsively — Pause Before Responding
Why: Impulsive decisions activate the amygdala, often leading to regret or stress.
Instead: Take a 10-second pause before responding in emotional situations. This allows the
prefrontal cortex to guide actions.

6. Avoid Negative News Overload — Curate Your Intake
Why: Constant exposure to distressing news increases anxiety and cognitive fatigue.
Instead: Limit news consumption to 15–30 minutes daily. Focus on credible sources and
maintain perspective.



7. Avoid Comparing Yourself to Others — Track Personal Progress
Why: Comparison triggers social pain circuits in the brain, lowering self-esteem.
Instead: Maintain a personal growth journal. Celebrate small wins and track incremental
progress.

8. Avoid Clutter — Maintain an Organized Environment
Why: Environmental clutter overloads the visual cortex and reduces focus.
Instead: Adopt a minimalist workspace. Dedicate 10 minutes at the end of each day to tidy
your desk.

9. Avoid Ignoring Physical Health — Move Daily
Why: Exercise enhances neuroplasticity and improves mood by increasing brain-derived
neurotrophic factor (BDNF).
Instead: Incorporate at least 30 minutes of movement daily. Even a short walk can boost
cognitive function.

10. Avoid Suppressing Emotions — Practice Mindful Expression
Why: Suppressed emotions create internal stress, affecting both mental and physical health.
Instead: Practice journaling, talking with a trusted friend, or mindfulness meditation. Name and
process emotions rather than bottling them up.

Conclusion
Patricia Schmidt reminds us that personal growth is more about subtraction than addition. By
avoiding these 10 mental habits and replacing them with intentional behaviors, we can reduce
cognitive overload, increase focus, and improve overall well-being. Small adjustments in daily
habits, guided by neuroscience, create a ripple effect on long-term success and happiness.

References

1. Schmidt, P. (2020). Neuroscience of Habits and Behavior Change. Academic Press.
2. Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow. Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
3. Siegel, D. (2012). The Developing Mind: How Relationships and the Brain Interact. Guilford
Press.


