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Premise of Workshop 
 

·Different neural activities underlie 

·Different levels of client functioning, thus 

·Different mechanisms of therapeutic change 

 

·Four mechanisms of brain change to address 

·Four levels of client functioning 



Conditioning ς Skills and Functions 

·How brain learns from experience 

·Encodes learning, behaviors, skills in 
neural circuitry 

·Develop pre-frontal cortex 

·Strengthen inner secure base, personal 
sense of self 

·Therapeutic relationship = re-parenting 



New Conditioning ς New Resources 

 

·New skills, behaviors, capacities 

·Develop resilient coping 

·Antidote negativity bias of brain 

·Strengthen resources; take in the good 



Re-conditioning ς Rewiring Patterns 

·Reduce stress, defensiveness 

·Heal trauma 

 

·Window of tolerance ς equilibrium 

·Memory deconsolidation ς 
reconsolidation 



De-conditioning ς Quantum Learning 

 

·Default network 

·Mental play space 

·Open spacious awareness 

 

·Insights, aha!s, breakthroughs 



Neuroscience 
·Neuroscience technology is 20 years old 

 

·Meditation shifts mood and perspective; 
impacts immune system and gene expression 

·Oxytocin can calm a panic attack in less than a 
minute 

·Kindness and comfort, early on, protects 
against later stress, trauma, psychopathology 



Neuroplasticity 
·Growing new neurons 

·Strengthening synaptic connections 

·Myelinating pathways ς faster processing 

·Creating and altering brain structure and 
circuitry 

·Organizing and re-organizing functions of brain 
structures 



·Evolutionary legacy 

·Genetic templates 

·Family of origin conditioning 

 

·²Ƙƻ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ŎƻǇŜΧ 

 Χƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻǳǊ Ŧŀǳƭǘ 



·Given neuroplasticity  

·and choices of self-directed neuroplasticity 

 

·²Ƙƻ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ŎƻǇŜΧ 

 Χƛǎ ƻǳǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ 



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 



Conditioning: 
How the Brain Learns in the First Place 
·Experience causes neurons to fire 

·Repeated experiences, repeated neural firings 

·Neurons that fire together wire together 

·Strengthen synaptic connections 

·Connections stabilize into neural pathways 

·Conditioning is neutral, wires positive and 
negative 



Attachment ς Earliest Conditioning 
·Secure: safety and trust; stable and flexible focus and 

functioning; open to learning; inner secure base provides 
buffer against stress, trauma 

·Insecure-avoidant: stable, not flexible; focus on self-
world, not on other or emotions; rigid; defensive, not 
open to learning; neural cement 

·Insecure-anxious: flexible, not stable; focus on other, not 
on self-world; less able to retain learning; neural swamp 

·Disorganized: lack of focus, moments of dissociation, 
compartmentalization of trauma  



Pre-Frontal Cortex - Functions 
·Regulate body and nervous system 

·Quell fear response of amygdala 

·Manage emotions 

·Attunement ς felt sense of feelings 

·Empathy ς making sense of experience 

·Insight and self-knowing 

·Response flexibility 



Re-parenting Changes the Brain 
The roots of resilience are to be found in the felt 

sense of being held in the heart and mind of an 
empathic, attuned, and self-possessed other. 

  - Diana Fosha, PhD 

 

To be seen or not to be seen; that is the 
question, and the answer. 

  -Ken Benau, PhD 



Mindfulness and Empathy 
·Two most powerful agents of brain change 

known to science 

·Mindfulness: What are you noticing now? 

·Empathy/compassion:  Oh, sweetheart!  This is 
painful; this is hard.  And it makes complete 
sense that you would feel the way you do. 



Mindfulness  
·Pause, become present 

·Notice and name 

·Step back, dis-entangle, reflect 

·Catch the moment; make a choice 

·Shift perspectives; shift states; wise view 

·Discern options 

·Choose wisely  



Between a stimulus and a response there is a 
space.  In that space is our power to choose 
our response.  In our response lies our growth 
and our freedom.  The last of human freedoms 
ƛǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ 
circumstances. 

 -  Viktor Frankl, Austrian psychiatrist,  
  survivor of Auschwitz 



Resonance Circuit 
·Resonance ς vibe, emotional contagion 

·Attunement ς felt sense, non-verbal, explicit 

·Empathy ς verbal, cognitive, coherent 
narrative 

·Compassion ς concern, caring, help 

·Acceptance ς primes plasticity of brain, pre-
requisite for resilience and lasting change 



Neuroscience of empathy 
 

·Social engagement system 

·Dyadic regulation 

·Vagal brake 

·Fusiform gyrus regulates amygdala 

·Restores equilibrium 



Mindful Self-Compassion 
·!ǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ 

·όŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎύ 

·!ŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ 

·(and acceptance of our reaction) 

 

·Brain stays plastic, open to learning 



Self-Compassion Break 
·Notice: this is a moment of suffering 
·Ouch! This hurts!  This is hard. 

·Pause, breathe, hand on heart or cheek 
·Oh, sweetheart! 

·Self-empathy 
·hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǇŀƛƴŦǳƭΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜΤ LΩƳ 

not alone 
·Drop into calm; hold moment with awareness; breathe 

in compassion and care 
·May I be free of suffering and the causes of suffering 

·Share experience with resonant other 



See Yourself as Others See You 
 

·Imagine sitting across from someone who 
loves you unconditionally 

·Imagine switching places with them; see 
yourself as they see you; feel why they love 
you and delight in you; take in the good 

·Imagine being yourself again; taking in the love 
and affection coming to you; savor and absorb. 



Create a Circle of Support 
·Imagine several people who love and support 
ȅƻǳΣ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ άƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƛŘŜέ ς partners, close 
friends, benefactors (therapists-mentors-
teachers).  Spiritual figures and pets work, too. 

·Imagine your circle of support surrounding 
you, or in support behind you, as you venture 
into the unknown or difficult 



New Conditioning 

 

·Experience creates brain change 

·New experiences: new learning, new 
skills, new behaviors 

·New memory, new circuitry 



Learning Model 

 

·Unconscious incompetence 

·Conscious incompetence 

·Conscious competence 

·Unconscious competence 



Negativity Bias ς Positive Emotions 
·Brain is hard-wired to notice and remember 

negative and intense more than positive and 
subtle; how we survive as individuals and as a 
species 

·Leads to tendency to avoid experience 

·tƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŀǘŜ άƭŜŦǘ ǎƘƛŦǘΣέ ōǊŀƛƴ ƛǎ 
more open to approaching experience, 
learning, and action 



Positive Emotions-Behaviors 
 

Gratitude  Awe  Generosity 

  Compassion Delight 

Serenity  Love  Curiosity 

  Kindness  Joy  Trust 



Resilience 
·Deal with challenges and crises 

·Bounce back from adversity 

·Recover our balance and equilibrium 

·Find refuges and maximize resources 

·Cope skillfully, flexibly, adaptively 

·Shift perspectives, open to possibilities, create 
options, find meaning and purpose 



Positive Emotions 
 

·Less stress, anxiety, depression, loneliness 

·More friendships, social support, collaboration 

·Shift in perspectives, more optimism 

·More creativity, productivity 

·Better health, better sleep 

·Live on average 7-9 years longer 



Laughter 
 

·Increases oxygen and blood flow, reduces risk of 
heart disease and stroke 

·Releases endorphins ς ōƻŘȅΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ Ǉŀƛƴ ƪƛƭƭŜǊ 

·Reduces stress hormone cortisol, lowers blood 
pressure 

·Triggers catecholamines, heightens alertness in brain 

·Releases tension in body, balances nervous system 



Laughter 
·Promotes work productivity 

·Reduces stress 

·Promotes creativity and problem-solving 

·Reduces mistakes, increases efficiency 

·Promotes group cohesion 

·Promotes learning (through play) 

·Eases loss, grief, trauma 



Gratitude 
 

·2-minute free-write 

·Gratitude journal 

·Gratitude buddy 

·Gratitude in the middle of the night 



Take in the Good 
 

·Notice: in the moment or in memory 

·Enrich: the intensity, duration, novelty, 
personal relevance, multi-modality 

·Absorb: savor 10-20-30 seconds, felt sense in 
body 



Positivity Portfolio 
·Ask 10 friends to send cards or e-mails 

expressing appreciation of you 

·Assemble phrases on piece of paper 

·Tape to bathroom mirror or computer monitor, 
carry in wallet or purse 

·Read phrases 3 times a day for 30 days 

·Savor and appreciate 



Re-conditioning 
 

·Managing survival responses 

 

·Rewiring shame 

 

·Rewiring trauma 



Window of Tolerance 
·SNS ς ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜΣ ǇƭŀȅΣ ŎǊŜŀǘŜΣ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜΧΦhw 

 fight-flight-freeze 

 
·Baseline physiological equilibrium 
·Calm and relaxed, engaged and alert 
·WINDOW OF TOLERANCE 
·Relational and resilient 
·Equanimity 

 
·PNS ς ƛƴƴŜǊ ǇŜŀŎŜΣ ǎŜǊŜƴƛǘȅΧhw 

 Numb out, collapse 



Hand on the Heart 
·Touch 

·Deep breathing 

·Positive Emotions 

·Brakes on survival responses 

·Oxytocin ς safety and trust 

·Relationships as resources 



Oxytocin 
 

·Hormone of safety and trust, bonding and 
belonging, calm and connect 

·.ǊŀƛƴΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ŀƴǘƛŘƻǘŜ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ 
hormone cortisol 

·Can pre-empt stress response altogether 


