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FIRST SESSION:  

· The role of the therapist is not to make the client feel better, it is to frustrate the client to the point where they change their destructive behaviors.

· Therapist as coach, client as their own therapist

1. Coach’s teach how the mind and body work 

2. Coach’s teach how to work with other members of their team

· Inference Training (see exercise): I was molested by my sister. . . , Nine mile walk-Inferences exercise, etc.

· Nothing is right or wrong in this office.  Only question: “Is what you’re doing getting you what you want with your wife/child/self in the long run?

· Separate realities, different sides of the building.

· What do you see as the major problem or problems in this relationship?

· If you had a magic wand and you could change anybody, including yourself, who would you change and how would you change them?  Change as many as you want, in as many ways as you want, including yourself. 

· Give the Client at least one sample of what they might be able to get from the sessions.  Examples: Three things we fight about, Predictors of divorce, opposite of love, etc.

Three purposes of anger 

1) To reject 

2) To manipulate 

3) To feel good

Three things that get us to change 

1) Fear 

2) Love 

3) Embarrassment

Three things that keep us from change

1. Guilt

2. Shame

3. Humiliation 

Three things we fight about but don’t

1) Significance
2) Connectedness/Abandonment
a) Perfectionist: “If I do it right you can’t leave me.” 

b) OCD 

c) Feels like death, “I can never stand to be hurt this way again.”

d) Sources of abandonment

1. Over protected (school phobias) 

2. Traumas from being abandoned (moving from home to home a lot, parent dieing, etc.)

3. Watching abandonment, divorce,  

3) Control/Autonomy, “Nobody controls me.”   Two y/o’s favorite words, NO, MINE

Three things you ought to know about beliefs

1. Beliefs are changed by working with feelings and/or behaviors 

2. Beliefs are 100% learned (what is learned can be unlearned)

3. Beliefs can be in the right or left brain

4. Your beliefs are your reality. Truth is what you believe it is.

You’re born with only two emotional feelings: 

1. the fear of loud noise 

2. the fear of falling

3. All other feelings are the result of your beliefs, values, expectations and conclusions, which are learned.

4. Guilt is an option/choice based on your beliefs.

5. Feelings are not good or bad, they just are.  

6. All feelings are just information.  It is what you do with your feelings that create problems for you.

7. Feelings are neutral. There are no positive or negative feelings.

8. Feelings that you judge as good/bad, positive/negative will be repressed.

9. Feelings that are you repressed, you will lose awareness of.

10. You can only make decisions on what you are aware of.

11. The alternative to judging a feeling is to say, “Isn’t that interesting I am feeling yucky.” See Muppet song, “I Feel Yucky” 

12. OR, “I am feeling depressed. Isn’t that interesting. I guess I will feel depressed until I am not feeling depressed.” 

Five predictors of divorce with 80 to 90% accuracy  

David Scott Stanley Ph.D. Univ. of Denver longitudinal study

**The seeds of divorce are in your relationship before you get married.  **The 1) and 2) you cannot change, the last three can be changed.

1) The age at which you get married.  (eg. getting married at 16)

a. Changing beliefs, values, expectation in the young

b. Lack of life experiences 

c. Best time to get married is between 25 to 30 years

2) Major cultural and/or religious differences 

3) Negative fighting styles (3, 4, & 5 you can change)

a. One gets angry and the other shuts down (nothing gets solved)

b. No one raises their voice  (nothing gets solved)

c. Both yell and scream (nothing gets solved). 

4) Sarcasm, putdowns and discounts (High school humor escalates to B word, F word etc.) 

5) Looking for evidence that you are not loved.  Love is sometimes seen as jealousy, but it is really your insecurity you are putting on someone else.  If you look for evidence you will find it. 

Five Love Languages (handout Inventory test)

1. To Me rule: “What I say about you says nothing about you, it only tells you about me”.

2. To Me rule:  “What you say about me says nothing about me, it only tells me about you.” 

The talker is always saying, whether they know it or not, “This is how things appear to me.”  When the talker is criticizing you, he is attempting to communicate the meaning and feelings that your actions have for him.  Listen for the meaning and feelings.  Don’t get caught up in a right/wrong argument.

We do not respond to people, events or words, we respond to what they mean to us. The message is never in what the Sayer says, but in what the Hearer hears.  

Let me illustrate. Up above Oakhurst, there is a very famous portrait artist.  He is kind of a recluse, but he is nationally known.  The other day, he had a lady drive up in her fancy Mercedes.  She was obviously from money.  She asked him, “Would you be willing to paint me in the nude?”  He told her that he would have to ask his wife first, but she was not there at that time.  Would she be willing to come back tomorrow and he would have an answer for her?  She agreed.  The next day she returned, “Did your wife say that you could paint me in the nude?”  

“She said that I could.  But, I have one request.  My feet get cold, so could I wear socks?”

Words have no meanings, only people have meanings.  You will never find the meaning of a word in the dictionary.  Dictionaries only have definitions of words, not the meanings of words.

How many times have you had someone say to you, “I heard what you said; you just put me down”?  Yes, that person may be able to quote back word for word what you just said, but did they hear what you meant by what you said?

“I got a new car for my wife.”

“Was it an even swap?”

Eight Ways of Initially Responding, The first five are used the most but are the least effective.  Depending on the situation, it is better to start with one of the last three.   

1)  Questions 

2)  Answers (Why questions as answers)

3)  Judgments 

4)  Order, command, demand 

5)  Silence 

6)  Responding to feelings (Empathy)
7)  Paraphrasing  (be sure not to use word swapping)
8) “I am” feeling messages
HOW TO NEVER LOSE ANOTHER FIGHT

· Judgments are debatable, feelings are not.

· By sharing what you feel, you will never lose another fight. 

· Who knows what you feel other than you?

· Most people confuse judgments with feeling.  You have not shared feelings if:

1. You can argue about the statement.  (judgments are debatable)

2.  If the statement starts, “I feel that [you are]. . ..”  (judgment)

3.  If the statement starts, “I feel like [hitting you].”  (threatening behavior, threats get threats back)

4.  If you can substitute “I think” or “I feel” then it is not a feeling but a judgment. 

· Most people will not share their feeling during a fight (“I don’t feel loved”) because of the fear of what they might hear:


1.  “You’re right, I don’t love you.”  Or


2.  “That is a dumb way to feel; you shouldn’t feel that way.” 

· If you hear. . . 

1.  “You’re right I don’t love you.”  If the person doesn’t love you, isn’t better to find out about it now than ten years from now?

2.  “That is a dumb way to feel.”  Agree with the person, “It may be the dumbest way I’ve every felt.  Never-the-less that is how I feel.”  You can’t lose.  “I don’t like feeling this way, I wish I had a switch or a button.”

Stay focused by using Regardless and Never-the-less. 

Acceptance = Love  


To love yourself means to accept yourself, take the judgments off your thoughts and behaviors.  “Isn’t it interesting what I just did.  Is what I’m doing getting me what I want in the long run?  I wonder how long I need to keep doing this?”  To love someone else is to take the judgment off their behaviors and make it interesting.  “I accept that you are choosing to use drugs and that you will continue to use them until you choose to not use.  Never-the-less I love you very much, but I choose not to live with you. ” 

Three Rules of Communication

· Acceptance doesn’t mean approval

· To listen doesn’t mean we agree

· Difference doesn’t make wrong, it makes interesting

Anger-Depression Connection (see TCOYL book)

Setting Boundaries: Arab and Camel story in the third grade reader.  The reason most people will not set boundaries is because of their right brain “pictures,” of abandonment.

Scriptural Warrants for Psychological concepts 

· “Be angry and sin not, don’t let the sun go down on your anger.”  Eph 4:25-28

· Two types of confession: I John 1:9 & James 5:16

· Two types of Forgiveness:  God’s forgiveness Vs. “As Christ has forgiven us.” Eph 4:32 “forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” & Col 3:13

· Need to feel: If you Cut off one emotion, and you Cut off all of them, for example anger, love, fear, etc.  And after you cut off one feeling, you will find that the rest of your feelings are suppressed.  This results in a non-feeling state (a flattened affect).  “Who being past feelings have given themselves over to do (then it lists all sorts of bad things you can do if you don’t feel).”  Eph. 4:19

· Psychology is the study of what God created.   

Values & Beliefs: Values and beliefs are always vertical, with one taking president over another.  Example:  Contradiction between having open and honest communication with others and you shouldn’t hurt others. “Most of us believe that other will not tolerate such honesty in our communication.  We would rather defend our dishonesty on the grounds that it might hurt others and after rationalizing our dishonesty into nobility, we settle for superficial relationships.”  John Powell

Depression is anger turned inward.  Depression is a symptom not an illness.  “Only 16% of depression has an organic/physical cause.”  Medscape  Therefore, 84% is from the way you think.  Depression is a chemical imbalance, but then so is happiness.  

Dependency to Independence: Dependency is the normal state that we are born in. Independence is a learned state.  Four Beliefs needed to become an Independent person:

1) I am capable 

2) There is Cause and effect

3) I make a difference in my own life and in others (I’m important)

4) I can deal with delayed gratification. 

Discipline vs. Punishment

Discipline is where the consequences of the behavior(s) are laid out ahead of time.  The best way to do this is to get the employee or child to set the consequences ahead of time.  “How do you want me to respond to you if you don’t clean your room by supper tonight?”  Once you get an acceptable consequence and the person doesn’t follow through, then you can say “I accept your decision that you will not watch TV tonight.”  


Punishment is reactive, often harsh and arbitrary.  It gives the person the message that they are the victim.  “That’s it, you lose your TV for the rest of the week. . . Because I said so, that’s why.”  Not good. 

Do v. Say (“What you do speaks so loud I can’t hear what you say.”  “Deeds speak louder than words.”)  This is one of the most important concepts in therapy.  It is only when a person becomes responsible for their irresponsibility that they will change.  “Everything is your fault. . . if you’re lucky.”  Because, if it is your fault, you can change it.  I want everything to be my fault. 

· Procrastination is simply not wanting to do something bad enough to do it and telling yourself that you do want to do it, thereby, creating the illusion of powerlessness.

· Motivation is simply doing something because now it important enough to do it.

· What you are doing is ALWAYS what you choose (want) to do.  The confusion comes when you believe that you have to enjoy everything that you’re doing.  Example: Changing a shitty dipper. 

EMF or EMFB, Event >Meanings >Feelings >Behaviors (see TCOYL book)

No one has ever made you angry.

Nobody has ever hurt your feelings.

Nobody can make you happy.

Words have no meanings, only people have meanings

DRPDA, negative thinking

Three ways to use EMF model:

1. Between two people, (Inter-active)

2. Between your own contradictory values, beliefs and expectations (Intra-active, left side of brain)

3. Between your beliefs (left side) and right side brain pictures (between beliefs and PTSD flash backs)

**Emotional pain is not terminal.  Your relationship will not last.  Everything comes to an end, you can live in the fear of endings or enjoy each day with that person.  

EXPRESSING YOUR FEELINGS vs. EXPRESSION YOUR JUDGMENTS
There are several rules for distinguishing feelings from judgments, thoughts and behaviors.
1. If you say, “I feel that. . ..” then it is not a feeling.
2. If you say, “I feel like. . ..” it is not a feeling.  “I feel like hitting you in the nose.” Not a feeling.
3. If you can substitute “I think” for “I feel,” then it is not a feeling.
4. If you can argue, fight about it, or if it is debatable, it is not a feeling.  “I feel that you don’t love me.”
5. If you are pointing at the other person and telling them how they feel, it is not a feeling.
Verbal Rules: 

· Feelings expressed verbally reduce in intensity and are free to change.  It is also known as the Fifteen Minute rule.

· Expressing feelings verbally allows you to finish the Gestalt.

· Expressing feeling as intensity as they are felt allows the right brain to create a new image to zero out the original feelings.

· Three Blocks to the verbal rule

1. Tying  your feelings to someone else’s behavior

2. Using anger to keep from feeling love (so you don’t get sucked back into the relationship.

3. Brain damage

· To repress a feeling is to give it unlimited power.  

· Most feelings are repressed because of the fear of rejection,

· Or that they have been judged as a negative feeling. 

· Feelings expressed indirectly through threats or judgments tend to destroy relationships.

FEELINGS
To repress a feeling is to give it unlimited power

What you resist, will persist

What you protect you make weak

You get through fear by doing what you are afraid to do

In order to change a feeling you must: 
1)  Change your belief about the following:

2) Accept the feeling as real—don’t lie about what you feel, “I’m not angry, I’m upset.” Acceptance does not mean approval. 

3)  Allow yourself to experience the feeling fully.

4)  Express feelings verbally as intensely as they are felt. (Not necessarily at the person you are angry at.) or
5) Change your beliefs.

There are no “good” feelings; there are no “bad” feelings.  It is what we do with them that make them good or bad.

*Give everyone including yourself the opportunity to fail.  Nothing is a failure if you learn from it.  The difference between a successful person and a failure is?  Both fail but the successful person learns from their failures. Very little is learned from trial and success. 

*Guilt > punishment (Whenever you feel guilty you will set yourself up to be punished).


Guilt often creates the feelings of powerlessness and a sense of being out of control. *Remorse is the healthy alternative to guilt.

How to be happy.  Happy is a secondary result (feeling) of: 

1)  Having a positive self-image (taking the judgments off your life, pass and present)

2)  Maintaining a sense of control (Making what you say match with what you do)

3)  Optimism (Pessimism and Optimism are both options) Choose a positive outlook.

4)  Extroversion, to have friends, one must be friendly.

5) Being Adaptability 

6) Having purpose, meaning, a feeling significance in your life

7) Immediacy: Live in the present not in the future

8) Accepting responsibility for all your thoughts, feelings and behaviors. 

Definition of Good Mental Health: KAE

1. KNOW what you feel when you feel it.  (You can not make decisions on things you are not aware of.)

2. Accept what you feel when you feel it.  (Not approval.  Acceptance means I accept you/myself where we are, until we can be somewhere else.)

3. Express your feelings in acceptable (see verbal Aikido)

· Bad mental health starts with not having acceptable ways of expressing feeling.  “Don’t sass me.”  Slap. 

· Feelings, not accepted by others, are repressed 

· And soon you are no longer aware of them and you can not make decisions on feelings you are not aware of. 

DECISION TO LOVE

· The Love Process starts with the decision to love. 

· The problem isn’t finding the right person to love, it is loving the person you’ve found.  

· Love is not an accident, it is a step by step process.

Love process:  (see TCOYL book)

1. time together 
2. honesty: past vs. present, right now “here & now” 

3. acceptance
4. The Guarantee, Start over and keep doing it again, and again. 

Opposite of love IS NOT hate, it is indifference, not caring. You get angriest most at the people you love the most.  

You can not make someone else happy.  The only person you can make happy is yourself.  Then invite them into your happiness.  

Kinky Thinking: A. Elis 

· People should do what I think they should do, not what they do.  

· Things should do what I think they should do, not what it does. 

· I should do what I think I should do, not what I do. 

All behavior has purpose:  Don’t ask WHY, “What is the purpose of doing that behavior?”  Why, is an indirect form of arguing, with the hoped of talking the other person into agreeing with you.  Why did you do that? = You shouldn’t have done that.

Confront perfectionism it is a fear of abandonment/rejection.  

Why questions, accusatory, should statements in disguise.  

No why questions instead ask: 

· Purpose of a man

· Purpose of a woman 

· Purposes of sex

· Purposes of marriage

· Purposes of divorce

· Purposes of separation. 

· Purposes of punishment

· Purposes of perfectionism

Seven deadly sins against children & other people or how to drive someone crazy (schizophrenia):

1) Giving the child Double-bind messages and putting then into double-bind situations

2) Telling a child that what they feel is not what they feel. 

3) Putdowns, name calling

4) Other’s people needs and feelings are always more important than you are. 

5) Doing things to, or for child that reinforces their powerlessness, and incompetency.

6) such as being over-protective.  

7) Conditional love,  

8) Teach that the world is an unsafe and dangerous place and that we must protect ourselves from everything and everybody.  This will also set them up for developing PTSD. 

Four things to do with an I Should
1. Do it

2. Change the Should or get rid of the should so that you are doing it.

3. Feel guilty, powerless, depressed, helpless, self-anger

4. Cut off your feelings with depression, drugs, alcohol

Five Things to do with a You Should
1. “Try” to get the other person to do what you think they should do

2. Change your should for the person

3. Be angry, frustrated, angry, powerless, resentful, depressed.

4. Cut off your feelings with depression, drugs, alcohol

5. Leave the relationship or quit the job.

Seven ways to get someone to change or to help someone to change:

Starting at the top use any one or any one or a combination the seven, depending on the situation. 

1. Ask them to change: “Would be will to . . .”  “I need you to do… by (state time).”

2. I Am Messages, “I don’t feel loved when you don’t call when you are going to be late.” 

3. Concrete and Tangible effect law  (the law of natural consequence)

4. Bring the person into the problem solving process “How do you want me to respond if you don’t come to work on time?”

5. Paraphrasing

6. Rewarding --- Emotional (best) or Physical 

7. Raise the persons anxiety (set consequences, threats)  

Verbal Aikido
· “I would be less than honest. . . .”

· “If I do what you are asking, I would feel angry and resentful at you and I love (care) you enough that I would be willing to do that.” 

· Paraphrasing, (not word swapping)

ALCOHOL



Two types of alcoholics: Type I & Type II


P-3 Brain wave



(Genetic + Environment)


G + E = AP


G + e = +AP


g + E = +AP


g + e =  no AP

Three Things That All Addictions Have In Common
1. High, highs and low, lows

2. See the source of high outside of yourself

3. Intermittent Reinforcement 

the four “R’s” to get change
First, Recognize my responsibility and quit blaming others.  It is Ok not to be perfect, God does not want good Christians, He wants honest Christians he can make good.  In fact, remember, everything is your fault. . . if you are lucky!  (If it is your fault, you can change it.  If someone is doing it to you, you are stuck.  “The devil made me do it” leaves you powerless.  Or, you could substitute for devil wife/husband/kids, etc.)  My favorite prayer at this point is, “God, whatever I’m supposed to be learning would I hurry up and learn it so I can quite hurting.”
  
Second, Repent.  Repent originally meant stop and go the other way. The Bible talks about two kinds of forgiveness.  We are not to forgive as God forgives us, but to forgive as Christ has forgiven us. “I don’t accuse you either, go and sin no more.”  Some people will repent because they don’t want to go to jail again or go through another divorce but they feel no remorse.
Third, Remorse.  When I get court ordered referrals, I look for remorse, not guilt.  Guilt does not stop people from doing what they should not do.  “That, that I would not do, I end up doing.”  Remorse is the ability to put yourself in someone else’s shoes and feel what they must have felt when you did that to them.
Fourth, Rejoice. God lets us have experiences as an opportunity for learning and growth. Good judgment comes for experience and experience, well that come from making bad judgments.  God gave us pain as a signpost to tell us what we need to work on next.  When I have a painful tooth, the pain is there for a purpose.  God doesn’t make junk, emotional pain also has purpose.  That is why I love and have used the prayer, “God, whatever I’m supposed to be learning would I hurry up and learn it so I can quite hurting.” Rejoice in all things and again I say rejoice. 
EXERCISES:

Tell me exercise


Tell Me What You are Angry At Me About
Yelling exercise


I Am Aware exercise

The Love Tunnel

Telling Your Truth (have to tell three people your Truth every day)

Corridor Walk (done with two people) 
CABT (Cognitive>Affective>Behavior Therapy for various types of the following: 

· ADHD: can have several different causes from chemical to repressed (stuffed) feelings. 

· Bipolar Disorder: is on a continuum from genetic to environmental (chemically induced) to an emotional coping mechanism, where the manic phase is used to avoid feelings of depression.  The therapist can train clients who have environmental coping skills to avoid the swings. 

·  Cyclothymic disorder, also known as cyclothymia is a milder form of Biplar. II disorder characterized by mood swings that may appear to be almost within the normal range of emotions. The disorder is characterized by mood swings that may appear to be almost within the normal range of emotions. 

· Borderline: a label some therapists give the clients that they don’t like.  The behaviors are a survival technique used as a child to get attention that no long works as an adult.   Borderline problems are created by parents who reinforce these behaviors in their children by: 

1) Ignoring the child until he/she acts out and then rejecting them emotionally. 

2) By not reinforcing good behaviors and ignoring bad behaviors.  Many passive therapists will respond to the borderline in much the same way as their parents did.  

3) By the therapist not sharing honestly (showing real feelings) how the client’s behaviors is affecting them.

ANXIETY DISORDERS: ALWAYS CHECK TO MAKE SURE THAT PHYSICAL CAUSE HAS BEEN RULED OUT.  “What has the doctor told you?”

· PTSD an environmental disorder; it would not have occurred if you had not been exposed to the trauma. (A right brain disorder).

· PTSD is NOT caused by trauma; it is the meanings that the person puts on the trauma.  “Men are disturbed not by things, but by the view they take of them.”  Epictetus  55 - 135

· The Meanings shifts from the world is safe and can handle what happen to: 

1. The world is not safe.

2. I must constantly be on the alert to protect myself in this unsafe world. 

· Four ways to be exposed to Trauma that can result in PTSD:

1. Direct (It happened to you.)

2. Indirect (You were there; it could have happened to you.)

3. Vicarious (You were told about it in vivid detail.)

4. Deduction (You were treated as if the world was not safe, over protected.  This is the source of school phobias.) 

· Panic Disorder (Panic Attacks) is PTSD without the flashbacks.  Because there has been so many traumas, flashbacks are now stored in the subconscious and unconscious and act as subliminal triggers that cause the panic attacks.  (This is what movie theaters used, Subliminal advertising,  by inserting a single frame of a Coke or popcorn every 20 minutes, thereby they were able to increase the sales by up to 30%.)

· Panic Disorder is a symptom of many PTSD events.  (Panic anxiety is the fear of fear. “I have to protect myself but I don’t know from what.”)

· The Right brain (pictures) does not know the difference between what is real and what is imagined. 

· Three components (areas to work on) with panic disorder: 

1) Kinky thinking, “I must keep everything in control to be safe.” 

2) When you tense, you tense more and 

3) Living in the future.  Anxiety is the difference between here and now and someplace in the future.

Left and Right Brain
· Left Brain, cortex, is logical (A+B= C).  Language, Speech, Math, are functions of the Left Brain.

· Right Brain, is like parallel computers.  It store memories as pictures.  The Right Brain learns and unlearns through S-R experiences. 

Pavlov Dog’s were conditioned for 4 days, but then it took 32 days before the dogs stopped (unlearn) salivating.   “Learning consists primarily of the strengthening of the relationship between the stimulus and the response.”  Unlearning is the weakening of that relationship.   The more you give into the Stimulus (panic attack) the BIGGER and more frequent the attacks will be.  
Left brain logic
 This results in the left brain concluding: 1)The world is not safe and 2) I am not able to protect myself in this unsafe world.  This is Kinky Thinking.  See PA Quiz questions. (Note the difference between the beliefs of PTSD and Panic Disorder.) 

Cognitive Logic for Panic Disorder.  If the left brain can understand, it will then give right brain “permission” to the S-R behaviors to change the picture: 

· Your mind is playing Tricks on you

· Compass pointing 180 degrees off; need to do just the opposite

· It is like sticking your finger into a light socket. . ..  Amygdala learns by S-R, learning/unlearning

· Car alarm going off when nobody is around; need to not react to it

· Steps the Client need to do to change:

1. Accept that you choose to think and that you can think anything you want to think. 

2. Check to see if the area is safe 

3. Get Angry and Challenge the anxiety to bring on the worst it has (The anxiety will not kill you).  This needs to be done verbally, out loud as strongly as you feel it.  “Bring it on, give me the worst anxiety you’ve got.”

4. ACT  Do what scares you, if you don’t you reinforce there must be something dangerous even if it can’t be seen.

· Depression is often  a symptom of Panic Disorder  

Client Speak
I forgot = it is not important to me.
I don’t remember = I am afraid of being wrong.
I don’t know = I’m afraid to guess, keeps you from knowing (makes you stupid).
The difference between I feel sorry for you and I feel sad for you.  You can choose which to feel. 
Feeling Sorry for someone, taps into your wanting to rescue the person, being Co-Dependent.
Feeling Sad, allows you to be caring, empower without rescuing.  “I feel sad that you have chosen to make the choices that you have.  What do you need to do now to change the direction of your life?” 
If you want to do something perfectly, 
then you don’t want to do it at all.  
Techniques:

Visualization

Role playing 

Relaxation therapy

Relaxation training tape

Mutual Story Telling (for children)

Saturday Huge Group therapy

	


Working with ANXIETY DISORDERS
Responding to Amygdala Alarm
The first step in changing your response to anxiety is changing your response to the amygdala activation. The amygdala is the brain's early warning system.  That is watching incoming stimuli from both the external world and the internal body for signs of possible danger. If it detects a possible danger, it fires its alarm and activates a chain of events that includes arousing the body through the sympathetic autonomic nervous system and arousing the brain to begin emergency reactions. This response takes place before any higher brain processing can occur and powerfully biases these processes. Typically, if you are suffering from an anxiety disorder, this activation will start the escalating process of feeling anxious that can build towards a feeling of all-out panic. 
The first step in changing it, is to respond differently to your initial awareness of the anxiety signal produced by the Amygdala. Most people typically respond to the first sign of anxiety by trying to deny it or to turn it off in an effort to stop this anxious escalation. Unfortunately, as you will learn shortly, these responses only start the process down the road towards more anxiety. To choose a different path, you must choose to respond to the amygdala's initial signal with an accepting and adapting response that will be outlined below.
The Problematic Response of Denial
If you are like many people who are afraid of becoming anxious, then you are likely to try to deny this initial feeling of anxiety. This means you try not to perceive the anxiety by ignoring what it is happening. Since the amygdala's purpose is to stop your ongoing activity and direct it towards what it perceives as a threat that needs to be appraised, this is usually difficult to do by simply trying to ignore situations that are crying out for your attention. So usually, most people combine denial with an attempt to distract their attention by focusing it on other stimuli. 
For example, people often try to whistle as they walk through the graveyard to distract themselves from the fear of being in the presence of dead bodies. This can in fact work as long as the arousal valuation produced by the amygdala is weak and easily overridden by the arousal valuation produced by the distracting event. Unfortunately, though you may keep the conscious awareness out of your mind by distraction, the amygdala continues to sense the danger at an unconscious level and activate the autonomic nervous system, which is mainly under its control and not under control of your higher levels of consciousness. So, even though you try to concentrate on thinking about something else, the bodily feelings of tension, shakiness, increasing heart rate, or other autonomic signals grow louder and become increasingly difficult to ignore. Usually the anxiety breaks into awareness and the denial breaks down. 
This response fails to take into account an important characteristic of the amygdala. Like most other emotional arousal systems, the amygdala signal will continue to amplify until it is effectively addressed. I like to illustrate this by two common examples. The first is the crying baby whose mother is not attending to his or her distress. In response, the child simply starts crying louder and louder in an effort to gain the mother's attention. The second is an annoying cell phone that keeps ringing in the movie theater, and no one answers it. You are likely to find yourself growing increasingly irritated and inclined to shout out to the offender to shut it off. 
The amygdala works only as an on-switch that receives positive feedback about its own arousal. This creates a system in which the feedback easily amplifies the signal just like a microphone that is held close to a speaker creates a positive feedback that escalates into a deafening screech. Trying to ignore this process, once it is started, is an ineffective response that usually leads to the second response.  Most people try to deal with their anxiety using the second technique.
The Problematic Response of Turning It Off
Just like the angry moviegoer who shouted out to turn off the cell phone, the second typical response to amygdala arousal is to try to turn it off.  If you are like most people you may find yourself saying, “don't be anxious”. Though this is an understandable and natural reaction, it is unfortunately another maladaptive response. Many people think that their logical, thinking brain, the neocortex, can turn off the amygdala, but the reality is that there is no connection between the words spoken at this higher level and the amygdala.  
There are three levels to the brain; it is called the trilevel emotional responding model.  It is composed of the neocortex which only communicates with the paleocortex or the emotional brain. It is this level of the brain that produces the safety signal which can turn off the amygdala. The safety signal is not words; it is the feelings produced by the words that turn off the amygdala.
I like to illustrate this with a simple example. A small child awakened by a clap of thunder runs panicky into his parent’s bedroom to be comforted by them. The father says in a stern and disapproving voice, “it's just thunder, don't be frightened”. Will the child be comforted by this harsh admonition? On the other hand, the mother says in a soft soothing voice, ”it's just thunder, don't be frightened”. Will this comfort the crying child? The words are the same, but most people will recognize that it is the emotion conveyed by the words that is calming the child's fears, and not the words themselves.
To change the response to amygdala activation, it is usually easiest to change it at the level of the neocortex since the thoughts that we think are more under our conscious and explicit control than the automatic emotional reactions of the paleocortical brain that are under unconscious and implicit control.  However, it is possible by changing our thinking that the thoughts we say to ourselves will evoke helpful emotions, so that we can change our emotional response. This is an important principle in learning to control emotional reactions. It is a main principle that I use to help people control their anxiety. 
To apply it to the challenge of how to respond to the amygdala, I will ask you to consider what are the emotional consequences of saying to yourself, “don't be afraid”? First, recognize that when you say “don’t be afraid,” that you are saying that there is a problem to be afraid of, and that anxiety is a problem that you should not have.  Any time that you focus on a problem, you create amygdala activation because it's job is to alert you to problems. 
Second, your solution to this problem is trying to do something that you can't do so you will fail. Because you cannot directly control an unconscious process, your attempt to control it is doomed to failure. Failure creates another problem which the amygdala detects and responds to with further activation. 
For most people, this creates frustration that drives them to try harder and usually with more angry determination. Both frustration and anger are emotions that provoke sympathetic autonomic arousal which the amygdala is detecting and responding to with increasing its own sympathetic autonomic arousal. The more you try to stop the anxiety, the more you fail. The more you fail, the more frustrated you get, and the more frustrated you get, the more your anxiety escalates out of control. 
If you are having problems with anxiety, this is probably a familiar scenario for you. Sadly, you are likely to conclude that you are a failure, and this critical judgment of yourself only further amplifies your negative feelings. The more appropriate conclusion is to recognize that you are trying to accomplish something by an inappropriate means.
What you are trying to do by turning off the amygdala signal is equivalent to trying to stop the amygdala from sounding its initial alarm.  The amygdala’s response is a very quickly occurring reflex that happens before the conscious brain can even become aware of the situation. Your higher brain does not control the initial signal; it only controls its response to the signal. Trying to turn off your anxiety by telling yourself to not be afraid is as ineffective as shouting at a burglar alarm to stop alarming!
To turn the amygdala off, you need to know what the off switch is. The safety signal that turns off the amygdala is a calming emotion produced at the paleocortical level. It is the soothing emotional feelings that the empathic mother conveys to her frightened child. It is not the frustrated feelings associated with the disapproving father's demand to stop it. The secret to controlling the amygdala’s responding is learning how to control the feedback that amplifies its reaction.  
Once you stop treating yourself like the disapproving father in the example, then you will be in a position to learn how to wisely respond to the amygdala like the calming mother. Actually, fathers can be soothing and mothers can be disapproving. The gender of the parent is not the critical element in this example. It is the form of emotional response that I'm trying to illustrate. So, let us now turn to the task of learning more effective way of responding to the amygdala's alarm.
The Helpful Response of Accepting, Thanking, and Adapting
The response which I have found has been most helpful with the people with whom I have worked involves three steps. They are summarized by the words accepting, thanking, and adapting. Together, they will help you respond differently to the amygdala's alarm and create the foundation for further skills in controlling anxiety. 
The first step is to accept the amygdala's alarm as an old alert. There are two crucial aspects to this step. Acceptance means recognition that you cannot control the amygdala's initial alarm. It will have taken place, and it is a waste of effort to try to deny this fact and to reject its response. Accepting means stop denying and stop trying to turn it off. It means stop trying to control what you can't control and focusing your efforts on controlling what you can, which is your feedback to this initial response. 
The second crucial aspect of this step is recognizing that the alarm is nothing more than an old alert. The purpose of the amygdala is to alert you to a problem so you can take action to resolve it. It is something that could become a danger, but that does not mean that it will become a danger. 
Most anxious people treat this warning as a reality that is already happening. Reminding yourself that it is an alert reminds you that you still have the opportunity to do something about it.  This old alert helps you to remember that the amygdala is bound by the past and always repeats past problems as present realities. Just because something happened in the past doesn't mean you have to do it the same way in the present. You can make a choice to do something different this time, something new.
The second step in the process is to thank the amygdala for doing its job. People often ask me why thank it? The first part of the answer is that the amygdala is most likely to stop doing its job of alarming if it knows its job has been successful. If it does not think you've heard the message, then it will continue to alarm even more loudly to accomplish its task of making you aware of the possible danger. Punching in the code that turns off the burglar alarm is an acknowledgment that the alarm has occurred. The second part of the answer is that the amygdala is calmed by soothing positive emotions. One of the easiest positive emotions to evoke is gratitude. Thinking is the positive emotion that tells a person that their action has been appreciated, so it is an excellent way to terminate an amygdala alarm. 
The third step is to tell the amygdala that thinking will now take over the job. The amygdala has accomplished its purpose; it has sent its alarm, and its message has been received. 
The amygdala is not a good problem solver. Its solutions are only useful as initial reflexive responses to immediate physical dangers. It has no capacity to figure out how to respond to complicated social situations that most often cause people anxiety. This is a task for the thinking brain, the neocortex. 
The amygdala is only a good instigator of this process; the thinking brain now has the task of wisely completing the process. With its analytic and logical capacities, it can do a much better job of figuring out how to respond to the situation. 
The next step, which is deciding how to respond to a specific situation, will require additional coping skills. Responding to the amygdala's initial alarm with accepting, thinking, and adapting is a crucial first step that will help anxious people avoid going down the path of trying to deny or turn off the alarm. These responses only incline them to be trapped in an escalating cycle of anxiety. By accepting the amygdala's alarm as an old alert, thanking it for doing its job, and reminding it that thinking will now take over, people have been helped to choose a new path. My hope is that you will find this technique opens new paths for you in responding to your anxiety. 
Glenn Veenstra PhD

Dept. Psychiatry, Associate Professor 

University of Kansas School of Medicine

gveenstra@cox.net 

Dr. Downing’s e-book: “Taking Control of Your Life: How to Drastically 

Increase Your Emotional Education (EQ)” is available at: 

https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/360432
DocDowning103@gmail.com 

Myron Doc Downing PhD


Author | Therapist | Seminar Leader | BA, MSW, PhD 











1


