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²Ƙƻ ²Ŝ !ǊŜ ŀƴŘ Iƻǿ ²Ŝ /ƻǇŜΧ
Evolution of human brain
Genetic templates inherited from generations of ancestors
Family of origin conditioning and attachment
Norms-expectations of culture-society

²Ƙƻ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ŎƻǇŜΧΦΧƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻǳǊ ŦŀǳƭǘΦ

Given ƴŜǳǊƻǇƭŀǎǘƛŎƛǘȅΧŀƴŘ choices of self-directed neuroplasticity

Who we are and how we copeΧΧis our responsibility

- Paul Gilbert, The Compassionate Mind

Compassion Focused Therapy





Neuroplasticity
·Greatest discovery of modern neuroscience

·Growing new neurons

·Strengthening synaptic connections

·Myelinatingpathways ςfaster processing

·Creating and altering brain structure and circuitry

·Organizing and re-organizing functions of brain 
structures

·The brain changes itself - lifelong



The brain is shaped by experience.  And because 
we have a choice about what experiences we 
want to use to shape our brain, we have a 
responsibility to choose the experiences that 
will shape the brain toward the wise and the 
wholesome.

- Richard J. Davidson, PhD



Mechanisms of Brain Change

·Conditioning ςwhat the brain does all the time on 
its own

·New Conditioning ςnew experiences to create 
new circuitry

·Re-Conditioning ςjuxtaposing positive and 
negative to rewire old pattern

·De-Conditioning ςdefault network, the brain 
plays, generates new insights on its own



Intelligences of
Resilience and Well-Being

·Somatic:return to body-based equilibrium

·Emotional: using emotions to shift functioning 
of brain; manage emotions, attune-empathize 
to self and other

·Relational: connections as resources 

·Reflective: mindfulness, monitor and modify



Neuroceptionof Safety ςAutonomic 
Nervous System
·Polyvagal theory ςDr. Stephen Porges
·Neuroceptionof safety-danger-life threat

·Autonomic nervous system ςhomeostasis
·Sympathetic
·Mobilize ςact, create, play
·Over-mobilize ςfight-flight-freeze
·Chronic ςanxiety, stress

·Window of Tolerance
·Calm and relaxed, engaged and alert

·Parasympathetic
·De-mobilize ςcalm, rest
·Over de-mobilize ςshut down, numb out
·Chronic ςdepression, dissociation



Ventral vagusnerve ς
ǘƘŜ άǎƳŀǊǘέ vagus

·bŜǿŜǊ άǎƳŀǊǘέ ǾŜƴǘǊŀƭ vagus

·Safety of social engagement

·Eye contact, facial expressions, tone and 
ǇǊƻǎƻŘȅ ƻŦ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ άmothereseέ

·Down-regulate spike of sympathetic



Neurochemical synchrony

·Physcialproximity

·Eye contact

·Shared positive emotions

·Mutual care and concern

·Felt sense of resonance

·Oxytocin

Barbara Fredrickson, Love 2.0



Dorsal vagusnerve ς
ǘƘŜ άŘǳƳōέ vagus

·hƭŘŜǊ άŘǳƳōέ ŘƻǊǎŀƭ vagus

·Fear-danger-life threat

·Dorsal dive ςnumb out, collapse

·Powerlessness, lethargy, isolation, shame



Attachment 
Therapist as re-attachment figure
·Biological imperative to connect

·Attachment conditioning

·Regulating emotions

·Relating to others

·Responding to life events

·Imprinted in neural circuitry by 12-18 months 
of age; pre-awareness



Responsive Parenting
Inner Secure Base
·Parent available, present, predictable, 

sensitive, focuses attention on baby, 
emotionally attuned, empathically resonant, 
ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ōŀōȅΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ

·/ƘƛƭŘ ŦŜŜƭǎ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘΣ ŦŜŜƭǎ άŦŜƭǘέ ƛƴ 
own reality, feels affects regulated and 
soothed; learns to self-soothe; trusts own 
capacities to activate response; flexible focus 
on self, other, and world



Secure Autonomous Adult
Stable/Flexible Brain

·Believes relationships are safe; people helpful; 
comfortable with emotions, intimacy; tolerates 
relational frustration well; optimistic about 
relationships lasting and being satisfying

·FACES: flexible, adaptive, coherent, energized, 
stable

·Best protection against stress, trauma, later 
psychopathology



Dismissive Parenting
Insecure Avoidant
·Parent is indifferent, distant, neglectful, 

absent, rejecting, shaming, blaming, critical, 
judgemental, ineffective in regulating affect

·/ƘƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 
seek comfort or soothing; defensive exclusion 
of affects; focus on self or world, not other



Avoidant Adult
Rigid Brain ςNeural Cement

·Emotionally shut down; devaluing 
relationships and feelings; uncomfortable with 
intimacy; difficulty trusting

·Defensive, rigid, not open to learning or 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜΤ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ 
templates can be rejected

·άbŜǳǊŀƭ ŎŜƳŜƴǘέ



Unpredictable Parenting
Insecure Anxious
·Parent is inconsistent, unpredictable, 

sometimes loving, sometimes harsh, 
sometimes enmeshed, sometimes off in own 
world

·Child is insecure about reliability of caregiver; 
ambivalent, not easily soothed, clingy and 
possessive

·Focus on others, not on self



Anxious Adult
Chaotic Brain ςάbŜǳǊŀƭ {ǿŀƳǇέ

·Subject to abandonment fears, chronic 
vigilance about attachment-separation, 
emotional dysregulation, anxiety, passivity and 
lack of coping; victim stance

·Inner self ungelled, inchoate, a little chaotic

·άbŜǳǊŀƭ ǎǿŀƳǇέ



Unresolved trauma/abuse
Disorganized

·Parent in unresolved grief or trauma, 
fragmented, disorganized, dissociated; 
frightening, abusive, traumatizing

·Child is helpless, paralyzed, fragmented, 
chaotic, dissociated; cannot focus; cannot 
soothe



Disorganized
Fragmented, Dis-Integrated Brain

·Lack of functioning; unable to regulate 
emotions; dissociative defenses

·Dis-integration of functioning of brain; 
compartmentalization of functioning

Bessel van der Kolk,

The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind and 

Body in the Healing of Trauma



Healing Attachment in
Therapeutic Relationship
All this talk therapy is just an excuse to hang out 

long enough for the relationship to do the healing.

Attachment and Psychotherapy conference

The roots of resilience are to be found in the felt 
sense of being held in the mind and heart of an 
empathic, attuned, and self-possessed other.

- Diana Fosha, PhD



Ah, the comfort,
The inexpressible comfort
Of feeling safe with a person.
Having neither to weigh out thoughts
Nor words,
But pouring them all right out, just as they are,
Chaff and grain together;
Certain that a faithful hand
Will take them and sift them;
Keeping what is worth keeping and,
With the breath of kindness,
Blow the rest away.

- Dinah Craik



Functions of Pre-Frontal Cortex
CEO of Resilience
·Regulate body and nervous system

·Quell fear response of amygdala

·Manage emotions

·Attunement ςfelt sense of feelings

·Empathy ςmaking sense of experience

·Insight and self-knowing

·Response flexibility

·Planning, decision making



Shame De-Rails Resilience
Shame is the intensely painful feeling or experience 

of believing we are flawed and therefore 
unworthy of acceptance and belonging.

Shame erodes the part of ourselves that believes 
we are capable of change.  We cannot change and 
ƎǊƻǿ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǎƘŀƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ 
shame to change ourselves or others.

- BreneBrown, PhD



This is what our brains are wired for: reaching 
out to and interacting with others.  These are 
design features, not flaws.  These social 
adaptations are central to making us the most 
successful species on earth.

- Matthew Lieberman, PhD

Social:  Why Our Brains Are Wired To 
Connect



The Brain Learns from Experience

·New experiences, little and often

·Incremental changes in brain circuitry

·Lasting changes in behavior




