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Disclaimer 

ÔòMaterials that are included in this course may include 

interventions and modalities that are beyond the 

authorized practice of mental health professionals.  As a 

licensed professional, you are responsible for reviewing 

the scope of practice, including activities that are 

defined in law as beyond the boundaries of practice in 

accordance with and in compliance with your 

professions standards. ò
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Proõs & Conõs of using Neuro-counseling

ÅEvidence & Authority

ÅDe-stigmatize Proõs

ÅSlip into teacher role

ÅComplexConõs
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Neuroscientific Concepts Helpful in the 

Counseling Room 

Keep your goals as a therapist in mind:

ÔTo engage and empower

ÔTo assist clients in separating from their experience of 
anxiety

ÔTo provide a new perspective 

ÔTo inspire hope and motivation

òHow will this knowledge help the clientó

Just because you can explain doesnõt mean you should
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Stay Person-

Centered!! 
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Personalized Goals 

Identify the situations in 
which anxiety interferes 
in your ability to live your 
life

Short term goals: ò This month, I 
would like toéó

Long term goals:  òWithin a 
year, I would like to éó

Focus on situations in which 
anxiety reduction will make a 
real difference
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Brain vs. Mind

ÔMind:  mental processes (sensations, 
thoughts, emotions) that are created 
by the brain 

ÔMaintain a focus on sensations, thoughts, 
feelings

ÔThe mind is our focus and it can change 
the brain

ÔBrain:  physical, visible, biological 
basis of the mind
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My Stroke of Insight by Jill Bolte Taylor
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The Master and his Emissaryó by Iain 

McGilchrist ðA brain divided 

ÔTwo hemispheres pay attention in fundamentally 

different ways

ÔLeft = detail oriented 

ÔRight = whole oriented 

ÔThe left -brain should be the servant of the right 

brain. It is the right brain that sees the world as a 

whole.
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Image Credit: http://www.vietnow.com/the -science -of -ptsd -the -triune -brain/
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Dan Siegelõs 

Ô The Brain in the Palm of 

the Hand

Ô Preparing the Ground: 

Self-regulation

Ô Brain in the hand is 

based on work by Daniel 

J. Siegel, MD
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(Image Credit http://www.studyblue.com)
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The Lobes 

The Temporal 
Lobe controls memory 
storage area, emotion, 
hearing, and, on the left 
side, language.

The Parietal Lobe receives 
and processes sensory 
information from the body 
including calculating 
location and speed of 
objects.

The Occipital 
Lobe processes visual data 
and routes it to other parts 
of the brain for 
identification and storage.
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Frontal Lobe

The Frontal Lobe(s) is the most 
recently -evolved part of the brain 
and the last to develop in young 
adulthood. 

Itõs dorso -lateral prefrontal circuit 
is the brainõs top executive. 

It organizes responses to complex 
problems etc. 

Ventrolateral = inhibition of 
emotional responses, and  
decision making.

Its orbitofrontal circuit manages 
emotional impulses in socially 
appropriate ways such as 
interpretation of facial 
expressions.

Stroke in this area typically 
releases foul language and 
fatuous behavior patterns.

Image Credit 
https://ibpsych.themantic -education.com/2016/10/27/the -

frontal -lobe -and -the -prefrontal -cortex /
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Image Credit https://supplementsinreview.com/nootropic/what -are -neurotransmitters/
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Connection Between 

Neurons
Ô Circuitry is shaped by specific 

experiences and can be changed 
due to continuing experiences

Ô Connection between neurons 
remains strengthened when used

Example: Some may continue to use 
multiplication tables to calculate math 
equations, and those neuron 
connections remain as strong as we 
were in school. The one that use 
calculators instead, donõt regularly use 
the brain circuits storing the 
multiplication tables, and its memory 
weakens.
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Oversimplification is 

Inevitable

ÔDanõs Hand Model

ÔPathway Metaphor

ÔPaper Folding 

Exercise 

ÔBypass 
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Bypass of well -traveled area on a highway

Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



Neuroplasticity: ability of the brain to 

reorganize its patterns of responding

ÅòYour brain doesnõt have to react this way.ó

ÅòYou can make your brain more resistant to anxiety.ó

ÅòWe can work together to change your brain to stop doing this.ó

ÅòThe circuitry in your brain can be rewired.ó

ÅòYour brain is capable of changing your (thoughts, feelings, 
responses).ó

In everyday language

Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



Neurons that fire together ðwire 

together 

Hebb's axiom reminds us that every 

experience, thought, feeling, and 

physical sensation triggers thousands 

of neurons, which form a neural 

network.
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The Backwards Brain Bicycle - Smarter 

Every Day 

https://youtube/MFzDaBzBlL0
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Brain & Body 

Connection

ÔLook no further 

than the 

Autonomous 

Nervous System 
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Autonomic nervous system 

has two subdivisions

Image Credit: https://ageonicsmedical.com/medical -
services/nervous -system-testing/
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Diving 
Reflex

Breathing

Humming 

Vagus Nerve





CRF = Corticotropin 

Releasing Factor

ACTH = Adrenocorticotropic 

hormone
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What about the Freeze Response?

Collapsing

Playing 
dead

Tonic 
Immobility

Canõt 
move but 

still stressed 

What two populations more frequently go into the FREEZE Response? 
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Tonic Immobility 

Möller , A., 

Söndergaard , H. P., 

& Helström , L. (2017). 

Tonic immobility 

during sexual 

assaultða common 

reaction predicting 

postȤtraumatic stress 

disorder and severe 

depression. Acta 

obstetricia et 

gynecologica

Scandinavica , 96(8), 

932-938.

70% of female rape 
victims experienced 
tonic immobility.

These women were also 
three times more likely 
to develop PTSD and 
three and half times 
more likely to develop 
sever depression. 

Body records its survival 
as a òsuccessó. 
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Peter Levine

ÔFreeze Response

ÔTrauma = Highly 
Energetic Response

ÔTrauma stored in the 
right hemisphere 

ÔSlinky Metaphor 
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Stuck in the Sympathetic NS? 

Immune Suppression

ÅInflammation 

Physical Consequences

ÅHeadaches, Insomnia, etc. 

Sympathetic Arousal 

ÅHeart Disease 
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Six Principles to òlet goó of SNS arousal 

Breathing Rhythmically

Focused Attention

Quiet Environment 

Accepting Attitude

Relaxed Posture 

Observation

& Labeling 

Bottom up or Top down?
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Meditation 
creates Resiliency 

Dampen 
Amygdala 

Activity

Increase 
Connection 

with PFC

(Zeidan , Martucci , Kraft, McHaffie, & Coghill, 2013)Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



Whose the Boss? 

ÔAmygdala is the 

decision maker

ÔLike the conductor of 

an orchestra, it 

controls many 

different reactions in 

both your brain and 

body. 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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http://ben-mullins.blogspot.com/2008_09_01_archive.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Amygdala asks: Is this dangerous?

ÅFire alarm (little to a lot)

ÅSuppress CortexYes

ÅNo Firing takes place 

ÅAll is Well No
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If you did not have an Amygdala
(Justin Feinstein Laureate Institute for Brain Research) 

Patient S. M.

Zero space

Assault

Injuries
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Language of the Amygdala

ÔAssociation is an essential part of the 
language of the amygdala. 

ÔThe amygdala learns on the basis of 
pairings.

ÔThe amygdala is not logical.

ÔAmygdala turns certain 
situations/objects into triggers for 
anxiety.

ÔScientists have not only learned how 
and where triggers are created in the 
amygdala, but they have also learned 
how to train the amygdala to stop 
responding to triggers. 

ÔThe amygdala needs *experience * to 
learn. Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



Association ðlearned fear reaction

Fearful

Reaction

(Fight or Flight)

Emotional 
Memory

(Explosion)

Trigger 
(gasoline)
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"Prove that you're not scared by behaving 
without fear and I'll buy it. Until then, my 
alarm bells are ringing".

You have to make peace with your amygdala 

being what it is by now - "A highly sensitive brain 

part that triggers needlessly."
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Exposure as a way of 

exercising/training the amygdala

ÅItõs difficult to expose 

yourself to situations 

that distress you

ÅDonõt try exposure 

until confident youõll 

follow through

ÅPossibility of 
strengthening anxiety 
if leave/avoid 
exposure situations 
before your anxiety 
decreases

òNo Pain, No Gainó
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Identifying Triggers

Situation that 

creates 

anxiety

Level of 

anxiety 

1 -100

Frequency Triggers 

Performance 

review 
75 Once / year Email 

reminder 

from the 

boss

Presentations 95 Monthly Meeting 
room
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Exposure ðRejection Therapy

ÔJiu Jiangõs Ted Talk
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Limitations & Potential Risk of Exposure 

Therapy 

Ôavailability of specialized training is limited

Ô if not implemented properly, exposure therapy's positive 

effects can wane

Ôethical considerations
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Neuroplasticity & Amygdala

Ô Some interventions have effects on 
the activation of the amygdala 

ÔDeep Breathing

ÔYoga / Movement & Meditation

ÔRegular Aerobic Exercise

ÔMindfulness Based Meditation 
(breath, attention & 
acceptance)

Ô Some interventions rewire the 
circuitry in the amygdala, 
producing lasting change

ÔExposure
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3-day Mindfulness Retreat (A. Taren et al.) 

Relax

MBSR

Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience , Volume 10, Issue 12, December 

2015, Pages 1758ð1768, https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsv066

Decrease in Amygdala Size 

Less Dense òtrees that had been 

prunedó 

Heidi 

Schreiber -Pan, 

PHD

https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsv066


The Brain House (Dan Siegel)
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Internal Family Member: Anxiety 

All parts are valuable

Re-negotiating itõs role

Prevent Hijacking by this part
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Who is the Time 

Keeper? 

Ô Hippocampus asks:

òHas this been bad beforeó

Takes Picture & Puts Time Stamp on it 

Sees things in context 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

Trauma changes 

everything
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http://www.flickr.com/photos/kim_carpenter_nj/5462877477/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/


Emotional Memories formed by the 

Amygdala

Emotional Memories made by 

experiences 

Cortex 
Ą May or may not remember

Ą More likely to forget information

Amygdala
Ą Longer lasting than cortex -based

memory
Ą Stores emotional memories the cortex 

has no knowledge of
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Two Anxiety 

Pathways

Dog growling Ą Amygdala 

Anticipate phone call Ą Cortex

Amygdala -based anxiety

Ôout of no where

Ôstrong physical symptoms

ÔOut of proportion to situation
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Two 

pathway 

to anxiety 

The different pathways operate on 

different timetables

- with the amygdala pathway being 

more swift. 
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Step Situation Fear Rating 

10 Drive on the highway alone in traffic 10

09 Drive on the highway alone in light traffic 9

08 Drive on the highway with spouse 8

07 Drive backroads 7

06 Ride as a passenger on the highway 7

05 Ride as a passenger on backroads 6

04 Sit in the car before driving to work 5

03 Listen to news reports about car accidents 4

02 Hear friends talking about commute to work 4

01 Drive around the block 3 

Goal: Be able to drive to work via highway



Practice 

How to 

Face Your 

Fears 

Step 1 : Make a list of things that cause fear. 

Pick one fear for your fear ladder.

Step 2: Build a Fear Ladder which means 

arrange the steps from least to most scary. 

Tip: items on the fear ladder should be 

broken down into smaller, manageable 

(small)steps. For example, if the fear is going 

to the mall, having a friend go, may be less 

scary. 

Step 3 : Start with the situation that causes 

the least anxiety then continually and 

repetitively engage in that activity UNTIL you 

feel the anxiety decreasing. 



When it 

comes to 

treating 

anxiety

Enemy # 1 

Escape Avoid Procrastinate
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Neuroscience & Attachment Theory

ÔOur earliest relationships actually build the 

brain structures we use for relating lifelong

Ô Experiences in those early relationships 

encode the neural circuitry of our brains 

Ô Attachment patterns begin forming by 12-18 

months of age , entirely in implicit memory 

outside of awareness

Ô These patterns of attachment become the 

òrulesó, templates, schemas, for relating that 

operate lifelong

Ô The brain is a social organ, developed and 

changed in interactions with other brains
Heidi Schreiber -

Pan, PHD
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Attachment Anxiety

Unreliable or 
emotionally 
unavailable 
attachment 
figures

Unmet Attachment Needs

Intimacy

Approval 
Reassurance
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1. Limbic region neurons are NOT fully connected at birth

2. Our brains are genetically primed to FORM SYNAPTIC 

CONNECTIONS THROUGH RELATIONAL EXPERIENCES 

3. Caregivers activate the growth of those regions of the 

brain ðthrough emotional availability and reciprocal 

interactions. 

4. Experience dependent maturation of the brain

The Neuroscience of Psychotherapy

Book by Louis Cozolino
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Healing Attachment 

Stable 
Amygdala

Pruning of 
Neurons in 
Amygdala

Secure 
Attachment 

Hyperactive 
Amygdala

Sense of 
unsafe 
environment

Insecure 
Attachment 
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Attachment in Therapy

Clients 
experience 

something new 
about themselves 

Positive 
experience is 
repeated and 

reinforced  

Develop new 
neural circuits that 

store the new & 
positive self 

òHow do you 
imagine I am 

experiencing you?

òHow do you 
experience this 
relationship?ó

Attachment 
patterns stored in 
the mode of right 

hemisphere 

Right brain to right 
brain therapy

Sensations, 
images, emotions, 
present moment 
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ÅAdult Attachment Inventory

ÅAAI Protocol ð20 Questions
AAI

ÅAttached: New Science of 
Adult Attachment by A. 
Levin

Bibliotherapy

ÅAccelerated Experiential 
Dynamic Psychotherapy 
(AEDP)Diana Fosha

The 
Neuroscience 
of Attachm .



Limitations and Potential Risks of 

Attachment Therapy (Erin J. Lee)
Ô The first limitation is "model attachment is based on behaviors that occur 

during momentary separations (stressful situations) rather than during 

non -stressful situations. A broader understanding of attachment requires 

observation of how the mother and infant interact and what they 

provide for each other during natural, non -stressful situations" (Field, 

1996, p. 543). 

Ô Another problem with the attachment model is that "the list of 

attachment behaviors is limited to those that occur with the primary 

attachment figure, typically the mother. However, other attachments 

are not necessarily characterized by those same behaviors" (Field, 1996, 

p. 544). Children have attachments to other people other than their 

mothers, but they do not show this attachment the same way. 

Ô The last limitations to the attachment model is that the mother is viewed 

as the primary attachment figure, when in fact, a father or sibling can 

have the same type of attachment with the infant at the same time. 
Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



Hand on the Heart ðLinda Graham

Ô Self-directed Neuroplasticity

Ô Harness the capacities of the brain to 
rewire itself for greater resilience 

ÔOxytocin is the neurochemical basis in 
our body for the felt sense of safety and 
trust, of connection and belonging, 
which reassures us òeverything is OK;

Ô The very fast -track way to release 
oxytocin and calm down stress, even 
extreme stress, is through safe touch and 
warmth in a safe, soothing relationship.

Ô Neuroscientists have demonstrated 
many times that even remembering or 
imagining someone we love, with whom 
we feel loved, is enough to release small 
but regular doses of oxytocin . 
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Havening, Self-Holding 
Techniques, Figure 8 Rock





Self-Compassion & Neuroscience

triggering the 
release of oxytocin.

decreases our 
cortisol levels

physical touch 
releases oxytocin, 

and calms 
cardiovascular 

stress

Physical touch 
reduces cortisol

Oxytocin increase = 
trust, calm, warmth

www.selfcompassion.org Kristin Neff
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How To of Self-Compassion

Check the 
Storyline 

Allow the Pain 
to be there 

Community of 
(unseen) Others

Physical 
Representation 



EXERCISE: SMILE 
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Mirror Neurons

üAka Gandhi Neurons ðòI feel what you feeló

üNeurons in the brain show mirroring quality 

üEmotion center of the brain has MNõs 

üEye contact, touch & sound = activation of 

MN

üDark Side?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Bottom Up 

and Top 

Down -

Practices
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND
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https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/


Examine Your 

Internal Landscape  

Ô Focus inward = Lower Arousal 

Ô Bottom Up & Top -Down  (Meditation & Mindfulness) 

ThoughtsEmotionBody
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Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

*Breathing Exercises (see 
examples below) 3 x daily

Progressive Muscle 
Relaxation / Body Scan 

Guided Meditation

Visualization Techniques 

Music -Stimulated 
Relaxation

Exercise - Cardio

Yoga, Tai Chi or Qigong

Baths, Massages, Nature 
Time ðBody Relaxation 

Taming Amygdala

Weekly Routine to Calm Sympathetic 
Nervous System 

http://www.dartmouth.edu/~healt
hed/relax/downloads.html

*Do any of these breathing 
techniques 3 x daily for 3-5 minutes.
Å Alternate Nostril Breathing
Å Deep Breathing 
Å 4-5-6 Breath
Å Full Body Breathing
Å Movement & Breath

Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD
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Image Credit: Banyan Seed
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Exercise: Exploring Tension vs. 

Relaxation

Compare the feeling of tension (fist 
clenching) to the feeling of relaxation 
(muscles are loose) 

Ą Do you recognize a difference?

Also, compare the tightened and relaxed 
hand to the other hand

Ą Does it feel more relaxed than the 
other?

Often, tensing and releasing muscles 
creates a feeling of relaxation in those 
muscles.
Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



Cortex -based 

Intervention: 

Behavioral 

Experiments

Identified Belief:  òMy friends donõt want to 

spend time with me and decline my 

invitationsó

Discuss/Role Play ways to talk with/meet 

friends

Clearly define expectations for experiment 

and write them on a note card:

ÅWhat will you try?

ÅWhat will you think/feel if they agree?

ÅWhat will you think/feel if they donõt 

agree?

ÅWhat will you do in each case?

Identify potential obstacles to carrying out plan

Prepare to accept discomfort that comes rather than 

waiting for discomfort is over to do the experiment .Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



Panic Attack vs 

Panic Reaction 

A.W.A.R.E

Acknowledge and Accept 

Wait and Watch (panic journal)

Action (Breath, Move, Be Present) 

Repeat

End 
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Neurologically Informed CBT ðTop Down 

Homework

understanding of where beliefs and reactions were learned

Relaxation Training 

Exposure Practicing new behaviors

Psychoeducation

ID Cognitive Distortions Cog. Restructuring
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Internal Family System 



Internal Family Member: Anxiety 

All parts are valuable

Re-negotiating itõs role

Prevent Hijacking by this part
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Core of Suffering 

ÔòI am not good enoughó

ÔòSomething is wrong with meó

ÔòNow is not okayó

ÔUnderlying disapproval of our 
lives

ÔòI am less thanéó 

Tara Brach , 2003
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Cortex -based Coping Thoughts

òYou canõt eraseðYou must replace.ó

(E.g., Donõt think about pink elephants.)

Learning Coping Thoughts to replace worries

ÇMy anxiety always goes away eventually.

ÇòI expect my fear to rise, but I can manage it.ó

ÇNo one is perfect.

ÇòIõm activating my fear circuits to change them. Iõm taking 

control.ó

ÇAnxiety is a feeling, it doesnõt mean anything.

ÇThis òfeelingó has been wrong before.

ÇòStay focused on this situation. This is all I have to manage.ó
Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



You canõt erase ðYou must REPLACE

Clientõs view:  òI am a horrible parent 

because I have thoughts of harming 

my child.ó

Alternate view: òIõm a loving parent 

who gets worried about thoughts of 

harming my child.ó

Clientõs view:  òI am contaminated by 

germs and will get sick and die.ó

Alternate view:  òI am a healthy person 

who is afraid of getting contaminated 

and sick.ó
Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



The Good ðThe Bad & The Ugly 

1. Make a list of all that causes you stress

2. Label each stressor with:

P (past) C (current) F (future)

List Your Stressors 



Strategies for Cognitive Defusion
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Cognitive Fusion = 
believing in the truth of 
thoughts

ÔRigid belief: thoughts and 

emotions are treated as 

though they reflect an ultimate 

reality

Activity: White Room Exercise

Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



òDe-fusionó Exercises

ÔLeaf in the 

Stream

ÔOcean Waves 

ÔClouds passing

Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



Cognitive De -fusion 

I am having 
the thoughté

Here is my 
mind é

The Art of Tiding UP
Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



Thinking 
Mind

I am angry

I am a loser

Observing 
Mind

This is what 
anger feels 

like

There is that 
thought that 
I am a loser

Most of our psychological and emotional stress happens because our Thinking Mind and 
hōǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ aƛƴŘ ŀǊŜ άŦǳǎŜŘέ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ

Narrative/Default

network

Direct Experience

Network

Present Moment

Concentration

Meditation 

Mind wandering

Day Dreaming

Rumination 
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Is this thought/ worry useful?

Is there a problem in my life right now?

Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD

Worry 
(out loud)

Plan/Limit
Action 
Steps



You experience 

discomfort ð

brain tricks you 

into thinking itõs 

dangerous 
Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD

Danger
Discomfort



Scary Movie
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Unhelpful 

Thinking

In your manual, see list of 
unhelpful thinking styles 

Heidi Schreiber -Pan, PHD



What Glasses are 

You wearing 

Today? 


