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M odern neuroscience helps us 

make sense of so much. In 

recent decades, discoveries 

around neuroplasticity – the capacity of 

the brain to change not just as it develops 

but right up until we die – have been 

revolutionary.

Just as babies and children benefit 

from an enriched environment, so do we. 

It’s part of the reason so many of us have 

experienced brain fog or pandemic brain 

as our worlds – temporarily, thankfully – 

became so much smaller.

Anytime we learn new things – skills, 

behaviours, even thinking new thoughts – 

we begin to create new neural pathways. 

The more we repeat the skill, behaviour 

or thought, the stronger that new neural 

pathway becomes. 

A Novel Approach 
to Life

You might remember, from your NLP 

training, learning around behavioural 

patterning. Simple things like taking a 

new route to the station or even getting 

dressed by putting the opposite leg in 

the trousers or shoe first or wearing 

your activity tracker or watch on the 

other wrist creates enough of a shift in 

perception that other opportunities and 

solutions suddenly seem obvious.

While the pandemic’s global nature 

is something we hadn’t lived through, 

there are all sorts of reasons for people’s 

lives becoming temporarily smaller and 

then larger again. Injury, illness or caring 

for others can mean suddenly having to 

learn an entire new way of being. Travel is 

another kind of situation where suddenly 

everything takes on extra headspace, 

from currency adjustments to different 

languages and ways of doing the most 

familiar-seeming things.

When pregnant women and new 

mothers disparage themselves by talking 

about ‘baby brain’, I want to weep at a 

world that doesn’t honour what they’ve 

done in creating and birthing new life. 

Mundane old information falls away as the 

new parent learns all the essential new 

During the 
pandemic, we all 
had to suddenly 
learn new, 
potentially life or 
death information.
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information necessary to keep the baby 

alive. Baby brain is a good thing!

Pandemic learning
Our brains have hardly been inactive as 

we’ve learned so much about navigating 

the challenges of 2020, 2021 and 2022.

During the pandemic, we all had to 

suddenly learn new, potentially life-or-

death information. From almost comical 

elbow bumps to potentially life-saving 

2m-apart social distancing and wearing 

masks in settings where social distancing 

wasn’t possible, this new information 

meant other previously everyday things 

felt much harder.

As we get more sociable again, get 

out and about and revitalise those older 

neural pathways, all the memory and  

brain function benefits socialising offers 

(as well as the co-regulation and mood 

boosts) mean that we’ll quickly remember 

the things we’d wondered if we’d 

forgotten forever. 

I reassured myself that it was just 

pandemic brain when I lost my bank card 

the first time I wore my mask into a shop 

back in April 2020. I was so distracted, I 

simply dropped it in long grass.

Reframing halting baby steps
When government guidelines change, 

things we used to take for granted can be 

suddenly taken away or restored. Strange 

times. While the pool and steam room 

were open, I was so grateful to be able to 

get back to my hour-long heated water 

swims (I’ve been sea swimming year-

round but they’re much much shorter).

Each week, I didn’t know if it would be 

my last or if the following week would be 

possible too. Things DID shut down again 

over Christmas but because I’d focused 

on being appreciative, that felt fine.

Now, restrictions have (at the time of 

writing) been almost completely lifted. 

We’re relearning how to do simple things 

like going into a pub for the first time in 

two years, going to live gigs, meeting up 

with more than one friend at a time and all 

sorts of delightful novelties. 

Choosing to see each opportunity as a 

little miracle helps me feel better about 

having forgotten how to do so much. I look 

forward to taking such little adventures 

for granted again as the world truly heals.

balancing routine with novelty
If you’re struggling with pandemic brain, 

as well as knowing you’re not alone, you 

can simply accept that with so much new 

information, it’s a totally normal, natural 

thing.

Think about ways in which you can 

better support your memory. Use spatial 

anchoring to better organise your home 

and work spaces. Even your bag and  

coat – specific pockets for different 

everyday items. Let these elements 

become routine so you don’t have to 

worry about losing essentials.

Use a desk diary and online or digital 

I look forward to 
taking such little 
adventures for 
granted again as 
the world truly 
heals.
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calendar. Use index cards and notebooks 

as backups. Use whatever organisational 

systems help you note thoughts you don’t 

have the headspace for and also so you 

can retrieve them easily later.

And as things continue to open up, 

recognise that you’ve changed – evolved 

– over the past couple of years. Instead 

of dismissing certain nights out as not 

for you, if it even slightly appeals, allow 

yourself to be adventurous and explore  

an expanding taste in music, comedy  

and more.

Remember the things that brought you 

most comfort and enjoyment in even the 

most locked down days and keep them as 

part of your routine. I don’t think I’ll ever 

give up my daily 5km walk. It’s become as 

habitual now as my daily yoga, meditation 

and EFT tapping. 

“Our brains are lifelong learning 

machines,” says Marilyn Devonish 

at Tranceformations. “They’re 

also brilliant at performing tasks 

‘mindlessly’ by rote and running the 

same old neurological pathways, 

which is great for cementing 

existing learning; however, it’s 

not as effective in expanding and 

learning something new.

“Introducing novelty can 

stimulate the brain, help create 

new neurological pathways, and 

enhance creativity. When I run 

my PhotoReading Accelerated 

Learning workshops, I always say 

there are five basic ingredients to 

activating and energising the brain, 

one of which is mixing things up 

and having a sense of variety to 

help stave off the old ‘use it or lose 

it’ adage. 

“An easy way to introduce novelty 

is to do something new regularly. 

That could be as simple as walking 

on the other side of the road when 

making a regular journey, opening 

the door with your non-dominant 

hand, or folding your arms the other 

way. Simple tasks; however, they get 

your mind and brain and body to do 

something different and new. 

“For those who aren’t constantly 

in new situations or environments 

that challenge their brain, a top tip 

would be to get more conscious 

about it. Decide to do or learn 

something new. 

“You could also engage your 

childlike curiosity and purchase a 

set of soft juggling balls. Juggling, 

or at least attempting to, involves 

the physical body and works the left 

and right brain. 

“I took it a step further by taking 

up ballet for the first time, aged 47 

½, because in addition to fitness I 

wanted something that challenged 

and expanded my brain, and put me 

in the position of learning something 

completely new. It ticks the boxes 

on all those fronts, and is one way, 

be it ballet or another activity, that 

is said to help with brain longevity.”

Our brains are 
lifelong learning 
machines

And as things 
continue to open up, 
recognise that you’ve 
changed – evolved – 
over the past couple 
of years.


