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The Three Brains: Why Your head, Heart and Gut
Sometimes Conflict

WWhhaatt  iiss  aa  bbrraaiinn??  TThhiiss  mmiigghhtt  sseeeemm  lliikkee  aa  ssttuuppiidd  qquueessttiioonn  ––  iitt’’ss  tthhaatt  tthhiinngg  bbeettwweeeenn  yyoouurr  eeaarrss,,  tthhee  ggrreeyy
mmaatttteerr,,  tthhee  mmaasstteerr  ccoonnttrroolllleerr  ooff  tthhee  nneerrvvoouuss  ssyysstteemm  tthhaatt  ssiittss  aattoopp  tthhee  ssppiinnee  aanndd  uunnddeerr  yyoouurr  sskkuullll..
BBeehhaavviioouurraall  mmooddeelllliinngg  eexxppeerrtt  aanndd  aauutthhoorr  MMaarrvviinn  OOkkaa  hhaass  aann  iinntteerreessttiinngg  ccllaaiimm  ttoo  mmaakkee  oonn  tthhiiss
sseeeemmiinnggllyy  ssiimmppllee  iissssuuee  ––  tthhaatt  wwee  aaccttuuaallllyy  hhaavvee  tthhrreeee  bbrraaiinnss..  TThheeyy  rreessiiddee  iinn  tthhee  hheeaadd,,  tthhee  hheeaarrtt  aanndd
tthhee  gguutt..  AAllll  tthhrreeee  hhaavvee  mmaassssiivvee  nneettwwoorrkkss  ooff  nneeuurroonnss  aanndd  vveerryy  ddiissttiinncctt  rroolleess..  IItt  eexxppllaaiinnss  tthhee  ccllaasshh
bbeettwweeeenn  wwhhaatt  wwee  tthhiinnkk  aanndd  wwhhaatt  wwee  oofftteenn  ffeeeell..  OOnnllyy  bbyy  uunnddeerrssttaannddiinngg  tthhee  tthhrreeee  bbrraaiinnss  ccaann  wwee
aarrrriivvee  aatt  aa  ppooiinntt  wwhheerree  wwee  mmaakkee  bbeetttteerr  ddeecciissiioonnss..

We caught up with him to find out more.

According to Marvin Oka, we don’t need to understand the three brains in order to do more. It’s not even so we can gain mastery over our skills
and become better peak performers. “That’s not the issue,” he says. “That’s not really what the world needs. The world out there is a beautiful
place. It has a lot of great things, but it also has a lot of dysfunctionality as well.” If we don’t need higher skill levels or better peak performers, this
begs a question: why the focus on multiple brain integration? Why does the world need this?

“Clearly, what society really needs is a higher order of decision making,” says Oka. “We are not here to say what those decisions should be. We
aren’t even here to say what constitutes better decision-making. All we know is how unwise decision making works, and we know what could lead
to wiser decision making.”

Enter the science of the three brains, something that Oka believes could hold the key to accessing this higher order of decision-making. But
before we arrive at that point, we need to look at something else. How can we possibly claim to have three brains?

“Why are we calling these brains?” says Oka. “We are not calling these brains. Science is calling these brains.

There has to be a technical definition to what makes a brain a brain. Your elbow is not a brain. Your kidney is not a

brain (as far as we know). But there are lots of good reasons why science can actually show that the head, the

heart, and the gut are brains.
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What are the three brains and their functions?

TThhee  fifirrsstt  ooff  tthhee  tthhrreeee  bbrraaiinnss  iiss  tthhee  oobbvviioouuss  oonnee.. It is the head brain, and the master of processes such as thinking, perception, and cognition. It
recognises things, makes meaning of them, creates narratives and masters language. Head based language sounds like this: “I think”, “I reckon”,
or “I understand”.

TThhee  sseeccoonndd  iiss  tthhee  hheeaarrtt..  Ask a person where they feel an emotion, and their hand will land directly above their heart. Nobody gestures to their
elbow. We know intrinsically that this is the place that processes deep emotion. What else is the domain of the heart brain? Here lie our values,
along with the process of emoting, the process of valuing and the way we feel about relationships. Heart based language centres on “I feel” or on
the expression of the deep emotions and values that lie in the heart brain.

TThhee  tthhiirrdd  iiss  tthhee  gguutt.. Here we find our core identity. What is me, what is not me? This is the domain of the gut brain. It is also responsible for
safety and protection. Our gut is extremely important in upholding our immune system, but it also takes care of self-preservation, fear, anxiety,
mobility and action. Gut based language says things like, “it takes guts” or, “let’s do it.”

 

Our three brains don’t always align.

Have you ever heard someone, perhaps even yourself say, “My brain tells me one thing but my heart tells me another?” Or perhaps you’ve felt
that gut instinct that told you something was off, even when your brain couldn’t spot anything wrong. Oka explains the clash:

According to Oka, and his research partner Grant Soosilu, this is something we see in wisdom traditions, “It is more the norm than the exception
for wisdom traditions to reference three forms of soul. It makes sense, because it is three different intelligences with three totally different
functions.” In yoga, these three intelligences are referred to as the head, heart and gut. In Christianity, we commonly hear talk of the body, soul
and spirit. These are just two of many examples of three forms of intelligence. Yet too often, we ignore or fail to place enough importance on the
‘brains’ we don’t understand.

How could we fail to understand the heart and gut brain? It could simply be because the language centres exist in our head brain, and not in the
other two. Hence, we may fail to articulate the nagging gut instinct that tells us a situation is at odds with our sense of safety or identity. We may
fail to listen to the heart and throw ourselves into something that we feel deeply wrong about. This clash can create stress.

Here, there is room for objection. “Yeah, emotions are processed in the limbic system, and that’s what it looks like in the head if you only look at
the head. Zoom back. Where are the signals coming from?” argues Oka. Again, the vagus nerve could be the common link, as a large percentage
of its relays feed up. We could be taking our emotional cues from the heart and gut.

 

They have their own intrinsic nervous systems. They’ve got neurons. They’ve got the whole range of [capabilities]

in order to do complex adaptive processes. They can take on information, process it, store it, change and adapt.

Basically, if it can learn, it’s a brain.”

“Through behavioural modeling, we can discover how this applies to life. Low and behold, these different brains do

different things.”

“These three functions might not always be aligned on an issue. My head has a narrative, “I should… my rules

are… my logic says… but my heart really wants to do something else. Still my gut says ‘Uh, not safe.’ “ As far as we

can tell, the information highway between the three brains is the vagus nerve. 70-80% of nerve relays go up, not

down. That’s why, when your gut and your heart are already in a reaction, its hard to talk yourself out of it.

What prevents these three brains from working together? Some of it is simply that one or two of the brains

override the other/s.” Different people will have different leanings as to which of these three brains dominate us

the most. “It is a neural network. The neural networks will grow the more you use them. Some people will have

much more of an orientation towards, say, the head function. This leaning will show up in the Myers Briggs Type

Indicators or other tests.”
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Why is it so important to understand the three brains?

“Sometimes you will use one of the other brains to do the function of another,” explains Oka. A classic example of this is emotional eating. “It’s a
heart function. You can’t eat your way to emotional satisfaction. That’s a heart function not the gut function.” But emotional eating isn’t the only
issue he and his colleagues have done behavioural modelling on. Another is forgiveness.

“How do people deal with an issue they can’t get past? We did some behavioural modeling on forgiveness. A lot of people think it’s a heart-based
issue. It’s not. It’s a gut-based issue. So often forgiveness is often needed because something has trespassed our boundaries and offended our
safety or core identity.”

When you listen to people who use the words “I can’t get past it,” it means, “I can’t move.” That’s a gut issue. Some of the people we did
behavioural modelling on had some serious forgiveness issues. We aren’t talking a partner cheating. We are talking the murder of their children.
One of them realised his hate was poisoning him. He just couldn’t move. He had to let go so he could move on. He had to put it behind him.” This
is all action required because of something that hit the area of identity, action and identity both being the domain of the gut brain.

According to Oka, health issues also follow the same pattern and perpetuate if we fail to understand the three brains. So what can we do to put
our three brains to better use?

 

The Multiple-Brain Integration Road Map

Oka and Soosilu have put a lot of work into the creation of the Multiple-Brain integration road map – something that can’t be condensed into a
single blog post. However, he was happy to provide us with a teaser. It’s something that you can learn to coach people through using a sequence.

 

GGeett  ttoo  aauuttoonnoommiicc  bbaallaannccee..  “In order to facilitate the level of metacognition you need, and to help people realise how their three different
brains are working, you need to get them into autonomic balance. You teach the client how to do deep diaphragmatic breathing at an even
rate. This affects the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. You can use heart rate variability. You can do this inside a minute
with just even breathing to get to autonomic coherence.”

NNeexxtt,,  yyoouu  ssttaarrtt  ttoo  ffaacciilliittaattee  tthheemm  sstteeppppiinngg  aawwaayy  ffrroomm  tthheeiirr  ssttoorryy.. “This is about recognising that it’s just a story, a narrative. There are
ways to do that quite easily.”

FFoolllloowwiinngg  tthhiiss,, tteeaacchh  tthheemm  hhooww  ttoo  cchheecckk  iinn  aanndd  lliisstteenn  ttoo  tthhee  ssiiggnnaallss  bbeettwweeeenn  tthhee  hheeaarrtt  aanndd  gguutt.. “There is a sequence that makes a
difference,” says Oka. “Check in with what your heart really wants and values, and what your gut wants to say. Separate from the old story of
the past, what does your head really think? Their internal voice will often have a different tone, a truer language pattern will emerge.

FFiinnaallllyy,,  ggoo  tthhrroouugghh  aa  ccoonnggrruueennccyy  pphhaassee  wwhheerree  wwee  ssttaarrtt  ttoo  lliinnee  tthheemm  uupp..  “Once they are aligned, we start to experience the emergence of
a higher level of consciousness as these three neural networks can better express themselves. It will show up in compassion from the heart,
creativity from the head, and courage from the gut,” says Oka.

 

Science is revealing that these massive neural networks exist. Now we just need to learn how to master them, learning to listen and interpret
what each of the brains is saying so that we can get to the point of wiser decision making.

For more information, check out Marvin Oka’s website specifically for chiropractors.
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