
The Pilot and the Chimp

In this activity we’re going to explore our own mind. Often in the bustle of day to day life, we don’t 
make time to get to know our own strengths and weaknesses. This exercise is designed to help us 
understand the different regions of our brain and how that might affect behaviour change.

Here is a quick summary of each of those brain regions that we discussed in the webinar:

Firstly, let’s get to know each of these different regions. The above are descriptions of these brains 
generally, but how do these parts of the brain each affect your behaviour on a daily basis? 
 
Thinking about your own behaviour, how do your ‘Pilot’ ‘Autopilot’ and ‘Chimp’ affect your actions?   
For you personally, what are the strengths and weaknesses of each of these brain regions?

This part of the brain makes decisions like a chimp. Chimps typically (i) rely on instinct; (ii) use  
emotions rather than rationale; and (iii) are short-term focused in their decision making. This type 
of decision-making can be powerful but it can also feel overwhelming.

The opposite of the Chimp brain. This is the rational part of the brain that operates like an airline 
pilot. It depends on data and analysis to inform decision-making and always has the long-term 
destination in mind.

The opposite of the Chimp brain. This is the rational part of the brain that operates like an airline 
pilot. It depends on data and analysis to inform decision-making and always has the long-term 
destination in mind.

1.  The Chimp brain 

2.  The Pilot brain

3.  The Autopilot brain

Pilot Chimp Autopilot

Example My pilot helps me problem-
solve at work and helps 
to keep me task focused.             
People depend on me for 
my objectivity and rational 
thought, so it will be my               
pilot brain that helps me do 
that. 

Though, I think my Pilot 
sometimes gets a little 
caught up with procedure 
and trying to think my way 
out of a problem, this can 
make tasks slower than they 
should be.

My Chimp helps me              
disconnect from work. It 
helps me be silly and really 
connect with my family. It 
helps me enjoy food that I 
love and is what gives me 
that positive feeling after I’ve 
exercised. 

I think my Chimp can                
sometimes get in the way 
of my behaviour change                  
because it gets distracted 
and changes its mind often.                                                      
I often flip between directly                                                     
contradicting goals,             
depending on what is easiest 
and that means sometimes        
I end up achieving neither.

My autopilot helps me save 
energy so that I have more 
willpower to do the things I 
love. Recently, I have found 
it difficult to disengage my 
autopilot and be present, so          
I feel like I’m quite vacant, 
Like I’m ‘coasting’ through 
each day.

Describe 
your own 
brains here



The Pilot and the Chimp (cont’d)

Having understood how our Pilot and our Chimp affects our behaviour generally, how do you think 
they will feel about you starting this new behaviour? How could they support your new behaviour 
change? Equally, what obstacles are they likely to present you with?

For example, let’s say my new behaviour is to take breaks for two minutes each hour.

Lastly, try to think about what you could do to counter these obstacles, or maximise the benefits of 
each part of the brain.

Pilot Chimp Autopilot

Example Will want to plan, but will 
underestimate the importance 
of how I’m feeling in the 
moment. For example, when 
my workload increases and 
I get stressed, I may skip a 
break. Can help me think 
ahead to understand the 
longer-term benefits of not 
working now.

If it doesn’t make me feel 
immediately better, it won’t 
want to do it. If I have lots on 
my to-do list, it won’t be able 
to think ahead to improved 
performance later, and will 
only think ‘I need to do this 
now’.

My autopilot will have me 
automatically working past 
the time when I’m supposed 
to be taking breaks. I’ll look 
at the time and ???????

Describe 
your own 
brains here, 
and be as 
specific as 
possible

Pilot Chimp Autopilot

Example Now that I’m feeling 
motivated, I will create a 
detailed plan. Just as I’m
doing with this exercise.

I will try the activity out for 
21 days and keep a thought 
record. If it still doesn’t make 
me feel better, I’ll stop and 
find a new activity.

I will set an alarm each hour 
on the hour. I will put it into 
my outlook calendar so I 
can’t miss it when replying       
to emails. 

How could 
you 
maximise 
the benefits 
of each 
brain part?


