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All the world is full of suffering. 

 

It is also full of overcoming. 

 

 - Helen Keller 



    Neuroscience 

 

            Response Flexibility 

 

Mindfulness    Psychology 



The field of neuroscience is so new, 

we must be comfortable not only 

venturing into the unknown 

but into error. 

 - Richard Mendius, M.D. 



Conditioning 
·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 



Neuroplasticity 
·Growing new neurons 

·Strengthening synaptic connections 

·Myelinating pathway ς faster connections 

·Rebuilding brain structure 

·Re-organzing functions of structures 

 

·ΧΦƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ 



·Evolutionary legacy 

·Genetic loading 

·Family of origin conditioning 

·Norms-expectations of culture-society 

 

·²Ƙƻ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ŎƻǇŜΧ 

·Χƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻǳǊ ŦŀǳƭǘΦ 



·Given neuroplasticity 

·And choices of self-directed neuroplasticity 

 

·²Ƙƻ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ŎƻǇŜΧ 

·Χƛǎ ƻǳǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 



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 

  

 



Suffering 
·External stressors 

·Internal stressors 

·Stress response 

·Survival responses 

·Fight-flight-freeze-appease 

·Shut down, numb out, collapse 



Suffering 
·Expression of genes 

 

·Encoding of patterns of response 

 

·Maturation of brain structure 



Attachment Styles 
·Secure ς safety and trust, stable and flexible, 

open to learning; flexible focus 

·Insecure avoidant ς mistrust of emotions and 
relationships, over-focus on self-world 

·Insecure-anxious ς mistrust of self, over-focus 
on relationships 

·Disorganized ς checked out, lack of focus 



Attachment - Hindrances 
·Secure  - True Nature, Wiser Self 

 

·Insecure avoidant ς aversion/hatred 

 

·Insecure anxious ς greed, grasping, clinging 

 

·Disorganized ς delusion, confusion 



Pre-Frontal Cortex 
·Executive center of higher brain 

·Evolved most recently ς makes us human 

·Development kindled in relationships 

·Matures the latest ς 25 years of age 

·Evolutionary masterpiece 

 

·CEO of resilience 



Functions of Pre-Frontal Cortex 
·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 



Effective Agents of Brain Change 

·Mindfulness ς Attention Circuit  

· Compassion ς Resonance Circuit 

·Strengthen pre-frontal cortex 

·Increase response flexibility 

·Alleviate suffering 



 

Kindness is more important than wisdom, 

and the recognition of that 

is the beginning of wisdom 

 - Theodore Rubin 



Mechanisms of Brain Change 
 

·New Conditioning ς focused attention 

 

·De-Conditioning ς de-focused attention 

 

·Re-Conditioning ς applied attention 



Five Practices to 
Accelerate Brain Change 

 

·Presence 

·Intention 

·Perseverance 

·Refuges 

·Resources 



{ƛȄ /Ωǎ ƻŦ /ƻǇƛƴƎ 
 

·Calm 

·Compassion 

·Clarity 

·Connections to resources 

·Competence 

·Courage 



 

·Serenity is not freedom from the storm 

·But peace amidst the storm. 

·- Author Unknown 



·Compassion leads to 

 

·Calm leads to  

 

·Clarity 



Resonance Circuit 
·Resonance ς vibe, emotional contagion 

·Attunement ς felt sense, explicit, non-verbal 

·Empathy ς verbral, cognitive, coherent 
narrative 

·Compassion ς concern, caring, help 

·Acceptance ς prerequisite for resilience 



Compassion 
 

·Respond to pain of suffering with an open heart, an 
interested mind, and a natural willingness to help. 

·Open to experience, activate care-giving, prime 
ourselves to act. 

·ά[ŜŦǘ ǎƘƛŦǘέ ƛƴ ōǊŀƴ ς more neural activity in left 
hemisphere ς approach stance toward experience 

·Overcome negativity bias ς become more optimistic, 
more flexible, better resources, better able to find 
solutions. 



Self-Compassion 
·Notice this is a moment of suffering 

·άhǳŎƘΗ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƘǳǊǘǎΦέ 

·What would be comforting here? 

·What would be helpful? 

·Open to larger perspective 

·LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜΤ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƻƴŜΦ 



Hand on the Heart 
·Touch ς oxytocin ς safety and trust 

·Deep breathing ς parasympathetic 

·Breathing ease into heart center 

·Brakes on survival responses 

·Coherent heart rate 

·Being loved and cherizhed 

·Oxytocin ς direct and immediate antidote to 
stress hormone cortisol 



Self- Compassion Break 
·How am I doing? 

·Is there any suffering here? 

·How can I be mindful and compassionate in 
this moment? 

·May I be safe from inner and outer harm. 

·May I be free of suffering, all causes of 
suffering, and from causing any suffering. 



Touch  
 

·Hand on heart, hand on cheek 

·Head rubs, foot rubs 

·Massage back of neck 

·Hugs ς 20 second full bodied 



Soothing, Comforting, Caring 
 

·Dyadic Regulation 

·Breathing ς equanimity for two 

·Progressive Muscle Relaxation 

·Friendly Body Scan 

·Movement Opposite 



 

I am no longer afraid of storms, 

 

for I am learning how to sail my ship. 

   

  - Louisa May Alcott 



Mindfulness 
 

Focused attention on 

present moment experience 

without judgment or resistance. 

 - Jon Kabat-Zinn 



Mindfulness 
·Pause, become present 

·Notice and name 

·Step back, dis-entangle, reflect 

·Monitor and modify 

·Shift perspectives 

·Discern options 

·Choose wisely 



Between a stimulus and 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 



Mindfulness 
·Pause, become present 

·Notice and name 

·Step back, dis-entangle, reflect 

·Monitor and modify 

·Shift perspectives 

·Discern options 

·Choose wisely 



Modes of Processing 
·Focused 

·Tasks and details 

·Self-referential 

·Defocused 

·Default network 

·Plane of open possibilities 



Nesting Dolls 
 

·Consciousness ς Being 

·True Nature 

·Wiser Self 

·Adult Self 

·Inner child 



Resilience and Well-Being 
·Somatic Intelligence 

·Emotional Intelligence 

·Relational Intelligence 

·Social Intelligence 
·Compassionate communication 

· Setting limits and boundaries  

·Negotiating change  

·Repairing a rupture  

·Forgiveness 



Linda Graham, MFT 

lindagraham2@earthlink.net 

www.lindagraham-mft.net 

mailto:lindagraham2@earthlink.net


Belly Botany 
·Select one square foot patch of ground 

·Observe patch from one foot away/above 

·Observe for 2 minutes 

·Light and shade, movement and stillness, life 
and decay/death 

·Stand up, look around at the larger view 

·Notice shifts in perspective 
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Five Practices to 
Accelerate Brain Change 

 

·Presence 

·Intention 

·Perseverance 

·Refuges 

·Resources 



Connections to Resources 
·People 

·Love guards the heart from the abyss - Mozart 

·Places 

·ΧL ǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦΦΦ²ŜƴŘŜƭƭ .ŜǊǊȅ 

·Practices 

·As an irrigator guides water to his field, as an 
archer aims an arrow, as a carpenter carves 
wood, the wise shape their lives. - Buddha 



Practices as Resources 
·Paradigms ς yoga, meditation, chi gong, prayer 

·Movement ς exercise 

·Nutrition 

·Sleep 

·Laughter 

·Learning 

·Hanging Out with Healthy Brains 



Positive Emotions 
·Help us feel and function better 

·Put the brakes on negativity 

·Antidote survival responses 

·Foster the left shift;  open to experience 

·Broaden possibilities in the moment 

·Build resources long term 

·Build resilience 



Positive Emotions Create: 
·Better health and longevity 

·Deeper social bonds 

·Better coping with stress and trauma 

·Creativity and productivity 

·Confidence and Cooperation 

·Flexibility and resilience 


