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ANXIETY & AGITATION 
Addressing	the	emo.onal	roots	of		

-	an	a%achment-based	developmental	approach	-		

Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 
Developmental & Clinical Psychologist 

Vancouver, Canada 

The	material	for	this	seminar	is	exerpted	from	the	Neufeld	Ins,tute	
courses	on	Making	Sense	of	Anxiety	and	the	Alarm	Spectrum	

  ANXIETY  

What is anxiety? 

… one’s subjective experience of an activated ALARM 
system 

… a vague sense of unsafety and unease, 
characterized by apprehension and restlessness
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alarm 
system 

•	headquartered	in	the	
emo,onal	or	LIMBIC	
SYSTEM	of	the	brain		

•	mediated	by	the	
SYMPATHETIC	branch	
of	the	autonomic	
nervous	system	

•	has	high	priority	in	
func,oning,	affec,ng	
AROUSAL	and	hijacking	
ATTENTION		

•	ac,vates	the	ENDOCRINE	
and	IMMUNE	systems	and	
affects	most	every	system	

•	mediated	through	
special	NEURO-
TRANSMITTERS	in	
the	nervous	system		

•	begins	opera,ng	in		
the	FETUS	at	about	six		
months	aPer	concep,on	

•	triggered	by	 	
	where	aRached	

facing 
separation 

ATTACHMENT	is	our	preeminent	need		
	 	 	 	 	so	SEPARATION	is	our	greatest	threat	

•	aRachment	is	about	the	drive	
towards	TOGETHERNESS	in		
all	its	various	forms	

•	the	primary	purpose	of	
aRachment	is	move	us	to	
take	CARE	of	each	other		
–	a7achment	replaces	
survival	in	mammals	

•	aRachment	is	powerful,	
primal,	primordial	and	
PREEMINENT	–	the	first		
of	three	basic	drives		
(play	and	achievement)	

•	it	follows	that	facing	separa,on	
is	our	greatest	threat	and	the	

essence	of	STRESS	

•	alarm	is	one	of	three		
primal	emo,ons	evoked		

to	aRempt	an	instant	
	FIX	to	the	separa,on	

problem	(the	other	two	
being	frustra:on		and	

separa:on-triggered	pursuit)		

•	the	NATURE	of	the		
separa,on	faced	is	directly	

derived	from	the	nature		
of	one’s	aRachments		

facing 
separation 

can’t	be	with	...	

not	spe
cial	to	.

..	

not u
nders

tood by .
..

BETRAYED	

NOT LIKED BY ...

feeling unloved by ...

replaced 
by ... 

isolation

rejec
,on	

no
t	w
an
ted
	

discounted	by	...	

lack of 

belongi
ng 

can’t c
onnect w

ith
 ...

can’t	h
old	on

	

when	
apart	

feeling different

losing	face	

not important to ... 

not	recognized	by
	...	

threats to identity

NEGLECTED

NOT HELD ON TO BY ...

being alone
not	b

elong
ing	

not	maRering	to	...	
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•	alarm	is	a	PRIMAL	emo,on	that		
can	exist	without	any	awareness	or	
cogni,ve	input	or	involvement		

•	is	meant	to	take		
care	of	us	by	moving	
us	to	CAUTION	

•	alarm	and	its	effect	may		
or	may	not	be	FELT,	or	be		
felt	in	different	ways		

•	once	ac,vated,	alarm	
seeks	RESOLUTION	in	one	
way	or	another.	Failure	to		
resolve	alarm	results	in	
RESIDUAL	alarm.		

•	alarm	can	DISPLACE	
other	emo,ons	as	

drivers	of	behaviour	
when	more	intense		

•	is	oPen	PROVOKED		
by	adults	as	a	way	of		
managing	behaviour		

alarm 

 emotion 
as an 

•	when	felt,	has	a	significant	
TEMPERING	effect		

on	behaviour	

•	alarm	is	a	very	VULNERABLE	
emo,on	to	feel	as	it	brings	us	face	
to	face	with	what	threatens	us		

alarm 
system 

•	headquartered	in	the	
emo,onal	or	LIMBIC	
SYSTEM	of	the	brain		

•	mediated	by	the	
SYMPATHETIC	branch	
of	the	autonomic	
nervous	system	

•	has	high	priority	in	
func,oning,	affec,ng	
AROUSAL	and	hijacking	
ATTENTION		

•	ac,vates	the	ENDOCRINE	
and	IMMUNE	systems	and	
affects	most	every	system	

•	mediated	through	
special	NEURO-
TRANSMITTERS	in	
the	nervous	system		

•	begins	opera,ng	in		
the	FETUS	at	about	six		
months	aPer	concep,on	

•	triggered	by	 	
	where	aRached	

•	both	the	separa,on	and	alarm	must	be	
for	the	alarm	system	to	func,on	properly	

ABOUT	FEELINGS	AND	ALARM	

1.	One	can	BE	alarmed	without	FEELING	alarmed.		
-	just	as	one	can	BE	sick,	hurt,	hungry,	:red,	frustrated,	angry,	
a7ached,	in	love,	pregnant	–	without	feeling	it	at	any	given	
moment	or	even	at	all	for	that	ma7er	

2.	We	only	FEEL	alarmed	if	the	cogni,ve	brain	receives	the	feedback	
coming	back	into	the	brain	from	the	body,	and	interprets	it	as	alarm.		

-	this	feedback	does	NOT	have	high	priority	for	processing,	is	
LESS	likely	when	the	brain	is	under	stress	or	has	other	work	to	
do,	must	be	TIMELY	for	the	links	to	be	made,	and	can	be	
defensively	INHIBITED	

3.	The	more	directly	one	FEELS	the	alarm	as	separaFon	alarm,	the	more	
likely	the	links	will	be	made,	se`ng	the	stage	for	alarm	to	be	resolved.		

4.	Alarm	can	ALSO	be	felt	vaguely	as	anxiety	(unsafe,	uneasy,	
apprehensive),	indirectly	as	agitaFon	or	restlessness	(the	arousal	
system)	or	energe,cally		as	an	adrenalin	rush.			
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alarming	separa:on	
must	be	correctly	
	FELT	for	cau:on		
to	be	effec:ve		

the	fu:lity	of		
avoiding	alarming	

separa:on	must	be	FELT	
for	adapta:on	to	occur	

facing 
separation 

ALARMING	SEPARATION	WHERE	AVOIDANCE	IS	FUTILE		

•	bed,me,	loss	and	mortality	

To	a7ach	is	to	face	separa:on,	but	we	must	a7ach		
and	so	facing	separa:on	cannot	ever	be	truly	avoided.	

•	the	lack	of	invita,on	to	
exist	in	another’s	presence		•	the	dawning	realiza,on	

of	the	inevitability	of	
loss	and	losing	

•	always	being	wanted,	
chosen	and	preferred	
	by	those	whom	we	want,	
choose	or	prefer	

•	securing	the	contact	and	
closeness	in	an	aRachment	

•	being	liked	by	everyone	
or	avoiding	rejec,on	

•	the	loss	of	affec,on	or	
significance	to	another		

•	separa,on	resul,ng	from	going	
to	school,	moving,	divorce	of	
parents,	parents	working,	
hospitaliza,on,	etc,	etc		

Adapting to Alarming Separation �
that Cannot be Avoided

•	develops	the	
RESILIENCE	to	handle	

a	world	full	of	
separa,on	alarm		•	RESOLVES	alarm,	

providing		some	REST	
and	RELIEF	from		
the	primal	emo,on		 •	enables	RECOVERY		

from	alarming	
events	and	alarming	

aRachments	
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alarming	separa:on	
must	be	correctly	
	FELT	for	cau:on		
to	be	effec:ve		

the	fu:lity	of		
avoiding	alarming	

separa:on	must	be	FELT	
for	adapta:on	to	occur	

inner	conflict	
must	be	FELT	
for	alarm	to	
be	tempered	

ALARM & DESIRE 

ALARM	DESIRE 

to engage in an activity to be away from home

to take part in some fun to be laughed at

to ask one’s question to appear stupid

to stand up for a friend to lose popularity

to have to let go to get attached & involved

to wear what one prefers to be seen as different

to share one’s story to not be interesting

to meet disapprovalto express one’s opinion

to be aloneto be oneself

to pursue a passion to not measure up

The capacity for COURAGE is developed  �
through feeling conflicted

•	the	capacity	for	registering	
more	than	one	feeling	at	a	
,me	begins	to	develop	
between	5	to	7	YEARS	of	age.	
The	more	intense	the	feelings,	
the	longer	it	takes.	

•	the	development	of		
the	prefrontal	cortex	is	
SPONTANEOUS	but	not		
inevitable	–	child	must	first	
be	full	of	feelings	and	then	
court	the	inner	conflict	

•	feelings	of	CARING	&	ALARM	are	the	
primary	source	or	cause	of	inner		
conflict,	dissonance	or	fric,on		

•	the	primary	reason	
for	the	failure	to	

develop	a	working	
prefrontal	cortex	(and	
thus	the	capacity	to	

consider)	is	a	LACK	of	
tender	feelings		

•	the	prefrontal	cortex	takes	
years	to	become	fully	func,onal.	

The	capacity	for	considera,on	
has	a	LENGTHY	

gesta,on	period.		
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TRAITS	DERIVED	FROM	A	WELL-FUNCTIONING	ALARM	SYSTEM		

•	CAUTIOUS	

•	CONCERNED	

•	CAREFUL	

•	CONSCIENTIOUS	

•	RESILIENT	(from	having	RECOVERED	from	alarming	
events	and	having	adapted	to	an	alarm-filled	life)	

•	RESTFUL	(from	finding	RELIEF	&	RESOLUTION	re	alarm)	

•	REFLECTIVE	

•	characterized	
by	a	conflicted	
RELATIONSHIP	
with	alarm		

•	RESOLUTE	–
not	controlled		
by	alarm	

A	func,oning	alarm	system	should	move	us	…	

…	to	CAUTION	if	that	is	possible	

…	to	‘CRY’	if	that	is	fu,le	

…	to	take	COURAGE	if	what	
	alarms	is	in	the	way	

WHEN 
FEELINGS 

ARE 
LACKING 

cau:on	that	does	
exist	is	misplaced		
&	thus	ineffec:ve,		
OR	not	moved	to		
cau:on	at	all	

the	fu:lity		
of	avoiding	the	

alarming	separa:on	
	is	NOT	felt		

inner	conflict		
is	NOT	felt	and	so	
avoidance	impulses	
are	not	tempered	
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LEVEL	1	–	ANXIETY	PROBLEMS	

-	FLIGHT	from	alarming	things	and	situaFons	–	involves	
obsessions	and	compulsions,	which	can	include	phobias	and	
paranoia,	as	well	as	a	preoccupa,on	with	staying	out	of	trouble	

LEVEL	2	–	AGITATION	&	ATTENTION	PROBLEMS		

-	FLIGHT	from	apprehension	and	a%ending	to	what	alarms	-	
results	in	significant	aRen,on	deficits,	not	being	able	to	stay	
out	of	trouble,	not	being	moved	to	cau,on,	recklessness	and	
carelessness	

LEVEL	3	–	ADRENALIN	SEEKING	PROBLEMS		

-	FLIGHT	from	any	sense	of	vulnerability	whatsoever		–	the	
adrenalin	rush	involved	in	doing	alarming	things	when	devoid	of	
a	sense	of	vulnerability	results	in	being	aRracted	to	what	alarms	
and	a	predisposi,on	for	being	a	trouble-maker		

The Continuum of ALARM Problems 

felt	only	as	adrenalin	
and	lacking	other	
vulnerable	feelings	

felt	vaguely	as	
unsafe,	uneasy		
or	apprehensive	

felt	indirectly		
as	agitaFon	or	
restlessness	but	

lacking	apprehension	

ANXIETY 
problems 
(obsessions	

&	compulsions)	

AGITATION, 
ATTENTION, 

& DISCIPLINE  
problems 

ADRENALIN 
SEEKING 
problems 

• •  HIGHLY ALARMED 	•	• •  • • •  •	•	•	•	

alarm	is	
displaced	

alarm	is	
perverted	

alarm	is	
dysfunc:onal	

The Continuum of ALARM Problems 

felt	only	as	adrenalin	
and	lacking	other	
vulnerable	feelings	

felt	vaguely	as	
unsafe,	uneasy		
or	apprehensive	

felt	indirectly		
as	agitaFon	or	
restlessness	but	

lacking	apprehension	

ANXIETY 
problems 
(obsessions	

&	compulsions)	

AGITATION, 
ATTENTION, 

& DISCIPLINE  
problems 

ADRENALIN 
SEEKING 
problems 

• •  HIGHLY ALARMED 	•	• •  • • •  •	•	•	•	

alarm	is	
displaced	

alarm	is	
perverted	

alarm	is	
dysfunc:onal	

 A
larmed

 bu
t D

ef
en

ded
 A

gainst i
t  
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ANXIETY 
- based	

AGITATION 
- based 

ADRENALIN 
-based 

A Continuum of Defendedeness 
The	defensive	inhibi,on	of	feelings	is	sufficient	
enough	to	interfere	with	linking	the	feelings	of	alarm	
to	the	separa,on	faced,	but	NOT	enough	to	keep	
from	feeling	nervous.	The	result	is	anxiety.		

The	defensive	inhibi,on	of	feelings	is	significant	
enough	to	keep	from	feeling	nervous	but	NOT	enough	
to	keep	from	feeling	agitated	or	restless.	In	addi,on,	
defensiveness	in	aRen,on	results	in	a	blindness	to	that	
which	truly	alarms.	The	result	is	agitaFon	without	
apprehension	plus	significant	deficits	in	a%enFon.	

The	defensive	inhibi,on	of	feelings	is	severe	enough	
to	keep	from	feeling	nervous,	agitated	or	vulnerable,	
resul,ng	in	feeling	ONLY	the	chemistry	of	alarm.	The	
result	is	being	a%racted	to	what	alarms.		

What is anxiety? 

… one’s subjective experience of an activated ALARM 
system 

… a vague sense of unsafety and unease, 
characterized by apprehension and restlessness

… a response to facing separation where the FEELINGS 
that link the alarm with the separation faced are missing  

… a state of alarm-driven AVOIDANCE characterized by 
a FLIGHT from what our thinking brain has mistakenly 
assumed is the reason for alarm 

ALARM triggered 
by facing separation

OBSESSIONS
mistaken	assump,ons	regarding	

what’s	wrong	

COMPULSIONS	
worry	 FE

AR
	

tensi
on	

panic	

self-doubt	
iden

.ty
	

con
fusi

on	

restless
	AGITATION	

NERVOUS	 paran
oia	

unease	
ANXIETY 
pho

bia
s	

SYMPTOMS		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

COGNITION-
BASED	DERIVATIVES		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

PRIMAL	
EMOTION	

TRIGGERING	
EXPERIENCE	
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• someone or something is out to 
hurt me or to get me 

• something is wrong with my 
health or my functioning or is 
going to make me sick 

• something is out of order or out 
of place 

• something is wrong with my 
body or with how I look 

• some places or situations are 
dangerous or unsafe 

• something has been left undone 

• one is ‘too much’ or ‘not enough’ 

work at avoiding the monsters and 
scary creatures, avoid getting 
conned, uncover people’s plots 

work at keeping things clean, at not 
getting sick, at avoiding germs, at 
avoiding contamination 

work at putting things in order and 
their place 

work at improving one’s appearance 
or at changing one’s shape 

work at avoiding that which makes 
one feel unsafe (ie, phobias) 

work at remembering to complete 
one’s tasks 

work at editing or enhancing, 
diminishing or improving oneself 

IRRATIONAL	OBSESSIONS		
(mistakes	regarding	‘what’s	wrong’)	

RESULTING	COMPULSIONS	
(to	avoid	or	reduce	alarm)	

ACTIONS	&	ACTIVITIES	THAT	PROVIDE	MOMENTARY	RELIEF	
-	can	develop	into	compulsions	or	addicFons	-		

•	triggering	parasympathe.c	
ac.on	(eg,	sucking,	ea,ng,	
chewing,	nail-bi,ng,	
masturba,on	[boys],		
physical	exer,on,		
controlled	breathing)	

•	rhythmic	ac.vity	and	pa\erning	
(rocking,	pacing,	rhythmic	beat,	
drumming,	swinging,	worry	
beads,	flickering	fire,	watching	
waves,	hand	wringing,	etc	)		

•	proximity	fixes	
(stroking,	hugging,	
transi,onal	objects,	
contact	comfort)		

•	drug-taking	–	depressants		
(eg	-	alcohol	for	alarm,	
marijuana	for	agita,on,	
myriad	of	an,-anxiety		
drugs	&	medica,ons)	

•	drug-taking	–	s.mulants	
to	evoke	a	return	swing	of	
the	pendulum	–	caffeine,	

nico,ne,	Ritalin,	etc	

•	emo.onal	playgrounds		
where	alarm	is	de-ac,vated	–	
eg,	music,	drama,	art,	dance,	
movement,	stories,	silliness,	

humour,	games,	cultural	rituals	

ALARM 
NOT FELT 
DIRECTLY  

UNTEMPERED	–	
inner	conflict		
is	NOT	felt		

...	ATTENDING	TO	

WHAT	TRULY	

ALARMS	

CARELESS	and		
RECKLESS	–	NOT	

	moved	to		
cauFon	
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•	overly	
gregarious	
&	talka,ve	

•	can’t	stay	
out	of	
trouble	or	
harm’s	way	

TRAITS	DERIVED	FROM	AN	AGITATION-BASED	ALARM	PROBLEM		

•	aRen,on	
deficits	
where	
alarmed	

•	scaRered	
aRen,on	
where	
alarmed	

•	restless,	tense	or	hyperac,ve	

•	doesn’t	learn	from	mistakes	and	failure		
•	predisposed	to	learning	disabili,es	

•	predisposed	to	agita,on	reduc,on	&/or	expression	(eg,	
drugs,	physical	exer,on,	frene,c	ac,vi,es	or	s,mula,on)		

•	impulsive	
			&	reac,ve	

•	lack	of	
memory	for	
alarming	
events	

•	lacking	
apprehension	

COMMON	

ATTENTION	

PROBLEMS	

immaturity	-based		

a%achment	-	based		 hypersensiFvity	
-based	

ALARM-based		

stuck	in	the	ini,al	either-or	mode	of	
aRen,on	instead	of	progressing		
to	the	advanced	this-and	mode	

A\en.on	is	hijacked	by	alarm,	crea.ng	significant	
deficits	and	concentra.on	problems.	A\en.on	is	
sca\ered	because	of	compe.ng	biases	–	to	a\end	
to	what	alarms	and	avoid	looking	at	what	alarms.	

not	properly	aRached	
to,	or	engaged	by,		
those	aRemp,ng	to	
command	aRen,on	

signal	overload	due	
to	dysfunc,onal	
aRen,onal	filters		

about	alarm-based	a7en:on	problems		

•	key	signs	are	‘highly	agitated’	as	IF	highly	alarmed	but	‘without	
apprehension’	as	if	not	at	all	alarmed	

•	aRen,on	system	receives	mixed	messages	from	the	brain:		pay	
a7en:on	to	what	alarms	and	don’t	look	at	what	alarms	

•	the	two	primary	symptoms	are	sca%ered	a%enFon	and	significant	
a%enFonal	deficits	around	alarming	situa,ons	(eg,	can’t	see	trouble	
coming,	can’t	stay	out	of	harm’s	way,	more	gregarious	than	would	
be	appropriate,	somewhat	reckless	and	careless,	poor	memory	for	
alarming	situa,ons)		

•	typically	will	qualify	for	an	a%enFon	deficit	diagnosis	as	the	
syndrome	meets	the	three	criteria:		difficulty	concentra,ng,	
restlessness	or	agita,on,	and	impulsiveness	(only	two	of	the	three	
are	required	for	the	diagnosis)	
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ALARM,	
AGITATION	&	
VULNERABILITY	
NOT	FELT	

UNTEMPERED	–	
inner	conflict	
is	NOT	felt		

...	ALL	
VULNERABLE	
FEELINGS	

a%racted	to,		
&	engaged	by,		
WHAT	ALARMS	

•	can	lack	a	
conscience	

TRAITS	DERIVED	FROM	AN	ADRENALIN-BASED	ALARM	PROBLEM		

•	does	alarming	things	(eg,	risk-taking,	cu`ng,	burning)			

•	TEARLESS	–	lacking	in	sadness	and	devoid	of	grief	

•	seems	rela,vely	unaffected	by	what	should	alarm	

•	unreflec,ve	•	risk-taking	

•	can	become	
a	trouble-
maker	

•	more	able	to	
engage	in	
‘cold’	cau,on	

•	FEARLESS	

•	adversity	hardens	rather	than	soPens		

•	unconflicted	

•	inconsiderate	

•	unfeeling	

OBS
ESSI

ONS
	

compulsions	

ANXIETY	

worry	

unable
	to	stay

	out	

of	harm
’s	way	

SCATTERED	ATTENTION	 concen
traFon

	

problem
s	

lackin
g	cur

iosity
	

can’t	s
tay	ou

t		

of	trou
ble	

AGIT
ATIO

N	

tension	

RESTLESSNESS	

nervous	
over-	

conscien.ous	

ATTRA
CTED	T

O		

WHAT	AL
ARMS	

cuang	&	burning	

hair-pulling	

panic	

un
ea
se
	

phobias	

reckless	&	careless	

FEARLESS	

does	alarming	
things	

facing 
separation 

ADRENALIN-	SEEKING	

.cs	

stu%ering	
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FA
CI
N
G
	M
O
R
E	
SE
PA
R
A
TI
O
N
	

LOSING	THEIR	FEELINGS	

B
ECO

M
IN
G
	M
O
R
E	A

LPH
A
	

•	premature	separa,on	

•	peer	
orienta,on	

•	failure	of	adults	to	
inspire	dependence	

•	not	safe	to		
depend	

•	peer		
orienta,on	

•	loss	of	the	safe	spaces	for	feelings	to	recover	

•	increased	drugs	and	medica,ons		

•	failure	to	develop	
the	capacity	for	
rela,onship	

•	increased	peer	orienta,on	and	digital	preoccupa,on		

WHY	TODAY’S	CHILDREN	ARE	MORE	ALARMED	
and	less	able	to	deal	with	it	

FA
CI
N
G
	M
O
R
E	
SE
PA
R
A
TI
O
N
	

LOSING	THEIR	FEELINGS	

B
ECO

M
IN
G
	M
O
R
E	A

LPH
A
	

ADDRESSING	THE	CAUSES	OF	ALARM		
	 	 	 	 			AS	WELL	AS	ALARM	SYSTEM	DYSFUNCTION	

reduce the 
separation 
they are 
facing

embed in 
cascading 

care

make it safe to feel

USING	RELATIONAL	&	PLAY-BASED	INTERVENTIONS	

Safe	caring	
relaFonships	

EmoFonal	
Playgrounds	

RELATIONAL	
&	PLAY-BASED	
interven.ons	

INDIRECT	and	
NON-INTRUSIVE	

ADULT-FOCUSED		
–	adults	are	the		

ones	RESPONSIBLE	

NATURAL	and	
INTUITIVE	(given	
suppor,ng	insight)	

UNIVERSAL	in	
APPLICATION	

do	NOT	require	
PROGRAMS	for	

execu,on	

	do	NOT	require	
EXPERTS	or		

specialized	training	

	are	NOT	dependent	upon	
medical	DIAGNOSES	or	the	
construct	of	mental	illness	

EVIDENCE-BASED,	
POWERFUL	and	SAFE	
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The	ul,mate	challenge	in	addressing	alarm	problems	
is	to	reduce	the	separaFon	being	faced	and	restore	
the	feelings	of	separa,on	and	alarm,	to	the	point	
where	the	alarm	system	can	more	easily	move	the	
child	…	

…	to	CAUTION	if	that	is	possible	

…	to	‘CRY’	if	that	is	fu,le	

…	to	take	COURAGE	if	what	
	alarms	is	in	the	way	

•	to	ADDRESS	peer	orienta,on	
and	alpha	stuckness	in		
order	to	reverse	their		
impact	on	alarm	

	-	hierarchical	rela:onships	with	caring	adults	as	well	as		
younger	children	in	need	of	their	care	and	protec:on	-					

•	to	create	a	REFUGE	
as	well	as	a	safe	
place	for	feelings		
to	BOUNCE	BACK	

•	to	SHIELD	a	child	
against	the	impact	of	
alarming	interac,on	

Embed in Cascading Care 

•	to	EMPOWER	adults		
to	help	cul,vate	a	child’s	
rela,onship	with	alarm	
and	resolve	it	via	cau,on		
or	sadness	or	courage	

•	taking	care	of	younger	
children	provides	a		

suitable	&	non-alarming	
OUTLET	for	children’s		
own	ALPHA	ins,ncts	

•	to	give	adults	more	
CONTROL	over	the	

wounding	and	alarming	
social	interac,on	
between	children				

from a place �
of trusting 
dependence•	prime	SADNESS		

if	possible,	indirectly	
and	one	step		
removed,	if	needed	

•	lead	into	MIXED	
FEELINGS	if	inner	

conflict	exists	

•	NORMALIZE	alarm,	no	maRer		
how	exo,c	the	symptoms	or	
pathologized	by	diagnosis	

•	teach	the	LANGUAGE	
of	alarm	indirectly	
through	reflec,ve	
mirroring		

•	foster	a	RELATIONSHIP	
with	ALARM,	star,ng	

with	accep,ng	its	
inevitability	

•	MODEL	a	healthy	rela,onship		
with	alarm	including	the	
op,ons	of	cau,on,	‘crying’		
and	courage	

•	serve	as	TRAFFIC	DIRECTOR	
if	you	can,	helping	to	a	
resolu,on	that	is	most	

suitable	to	the	situa,on	

•	COME	ALONGSIDE	alarm,	
using	your	understanding	to	

get	to	their	side	
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•	play	provides	
temporary	REST	
and	RELIEF		
from	alarm	

•	RE-PLAY	of	alarming	
scenarios	can	lead	to	
eventual	resolu.on	

•	play	can	provide	SAFE	DISCHARGE	
for	alarm-fueled	compulsions,	
agita.on	and	adrenalin-seeking	

•	alarm	can	be	MASTERED	in	play		

•	obsessions	and		
compulsions	can	be	

DEFUSED	in	play		

•	playfully	alarming	DEVELOPS	
the	alarm	system	and	BUILDS	
tolerance	of	alarm		

Addressing ALARM through PLAY 

•	play	is	the	perfect	
scenario	for	the	

‘DRAGON	&	
TREASURE’	
experience	

•	SADNESS	is	much	
easier	accessed	in		

the	play	mode	

•	ATTENTION	problems		
are	best	addressed	

through	play	

Play Holds the Most Promise

•	PLAY	is	the	best	CONTEXT	
for	the	aRen,on	system	to	
develop,	repair,	or	find	
‘work-arounds’			

•	aRen,on	is		
DRAWN	rather		
than	driven	in		

play,	allowing	for	
op,mal	func,oning		

•	CURIOSITY	is	the	best	ANTIDOTE	
to	any	aRen,on	problem,		

as	it	can	pull	the	child		
through	in	their	
	area	of	interest		

•	play	facilitates	prefrontal	
cortex	development,	resolving	
impulsiveness	and	MATURING	

the	aRen,on	system		

•	aRachment	and	
alarm	are	at	REST,	
allowing	aRen,on	
some	free	,me		
to	play		

ATTENTION 
PROBLEMS 

immaturity
-based 

hy
pe

r- 
se

ns
iti

vi
ty

 
ba

se
d 

at
ta

ch
m

en
t 

-b
as

ed
 

ALARM 
-based 

•	defensive	filters	are	SUSPENDED	
in	the	play	mode,	stopping	the	
mixed	messages	in	alarm-based	
aRen,on	problems		

FA
CI
N
G
	M
O
R
E	
SE
PA
R
A
TI
O
N
	

LOSING	THEIR	FEELINGS	

B
ECO

M
IN
G
	M
O
R
E	A

LPH
A
	

ADDRESSING	THE	CAUSES	OF	ALARM		
	 	 	 	 			AS	WELL	AS	ALARM	SYSTEM	DYSFUNCTION	

reduce the 
separation 
they are 
facing

embed in 
cascading 

care

make it safe for children to feel

USING	RELATIONAL	&	PLAY-BASED	INTERVENTIONS	
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Youth Mental Health Crisis 

Troubled	&	disordered	a.achments	
and	the	current			

Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 
Developmental & Clinical Psychologist 

Vancouver, Canada 

the Youth Mental Health Crisis 
-	some	facts	and	figures	-		

•	school-aged	children	suffered	an	approximate	40%	increase	in	
depression,	anxiety,	irritability	and	aMenNon	problems	over	the	span	
of	the	pandemic		

•	during	the	pandemic,	adolescent	psych	wards	were	filled,	children’s	
help	lines	were	overwhelmed,	and	self-reports	of	anxiety	and	
depression	were	unprecedented	

•	some	studies	reported	that	up	to	70%	of	children	experienced	harm	
to	their	mental	health	when	isolated	from	their	peers	(in	contrast	to	
about	20%	who	thrived	when	sent	home	from	school)	

•	most	experts	assumed	that	being	socially	isolated	from	peers	must	be	
bad	for	the	mental	health	of	children	and	so	prescribed	more	peer	
interacNon	as	the	anNdote	

•	suicides	and	cuVng	was	increasing	before	the	pandemic	and	
conNnued	to	do	so	through	the	pandemic	

Youth Mental  
Health Crisis 
Youth Mental  
Health Crisis 

making	sense	of	the		
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ARGUMENT	for	MENTAL	HEALTH		
being	ROOTED	in	ATTACHMENT	

•	the	most	consistent	and	widesspread	finding	is	that	those	
embedded	in	a	context	of	caring	aMachments	are	found	to	be	less	
at	risk	for	mental	health	issues	and	problems		

•	togetherness	is	our	preeminent	drive	and	as	such,	has	the	most	
profound	and	widespread	impact	on	emoNonal,	mental	and	
developmental	processes	and	dynamics	

•	togetherness	replaces	survival	as	a	drive	in	evoluNon,	as	survival	
becomes	a	natural	outcome	of	togetherness		

•	the	‘trouble	spots’	in	our	brain	have	evolved	from	emoNon	
extending	the	reach	of	insNnct	-	aMachment	being	our	primary	drive	

THEORY:	

EVIDENCE:	

mental health 

A t t a c h m e n t  

NATURE’S	TEMPLATE	FOR	GIVING	AND	RECEIVING	...	

Attachments are specifically structured for giving & receiving CARE

...	signals	 ...	care	
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alpha instinctsdependent	insNncts	dependent instincts
SEEKING CARE PROVIDING CARE

PR
O

VI
D

IN
G

 

se
ek

in
g 

• to get one’s bearings 	

• for contact and connection 	

• for safety and comfort	

• for warmth & love	

• for sameness & belonging	

• for significance 	

• for a relational ‘home’ 	

• for an invitation to exist	

• for understanding 	

• for recognition 	

• for a sense of togetherness	

	a	NATURAL	
arrangement	in	
harmony	with		
the	dynamics	of	
aMachment	and	
the	principles	of	
development		

as	opposed	to		
contrived	arrangements	

based	on	social	roles,	
gender	stereotypes,	

prevailing	assumpNons		
of	equality,	

	or	parNcular	dynamics	
between	parents		
and	children	or		

between	partners	of	a	
couple	or		

in	friendship	

We are meant to fit together in hierarchical �
attachment arrangements of CASCADING CARE 

Our objective should be to embed in CASCADING CARE
as	opposed	to	pushing	for	independence	or	promoNng	self-care 

mental health 

A t t a c h m e n t  
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both	parents	working	

adopNo
n	

dayca
re

DIVORCE	

facing
	DEATH

	

RETIREMENT

anoth
er sib

ling 
isolation

failure	

bein
g	LO

ST	

secrets	

bedtim
e 

hospita
liza

tion

residenNal	school	

disability

losing	face	

personal injury 

loss	of	loved	one
	

threats to identity

NEGLECT

ABUSE

loneliness

STRESs	

CHANGE

movingschool 

can’t	be	with	...	

not	spe
cial	to	.

..	

not u
nders

tood by .
..

BETRAYED	
NOT LIKED BY ...

feeling unloved by ...

replaced 
by ... 

isolation

rejec
Non	

no
t	w
an
ted
	

discounted	by	...	

lack of 

belongi
ng 

can’t c
onnect w

ith
 ...

can’t	h
old	on

	

when	
apart	

feeling different

losing	face	

not important to ... 

not	recognized	b
y	...	

threats to identity

NEGLECTED

NOT HELD ON TO BY ...

loneliness

not	b
elong

ing	

not	maMering	to	...	

cau$on	

ALARM


PURSUIT	

closure	

separa$on-triggered	

change	

FRUSTRATION	
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Resilience ResponseStress Response  

TIME	(ideally	the	end	of	the	day	or	end	of	the	week	at	most)	

Feelings		
that	have	been		
inhibited	bounce		

back	to	enable	opNmal		
funcNoning	and	the		

realizaNon	of	full	potenNal		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcNoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

	PRIMAL	SEPARATION	
EMOTIONS	ARE	
ACTIVATED	

the return of feelings 
requires a sense of SAFETY
that is best provided by
SAFE RELATIONSHIPS and 
EMOTIONAL PLAYGROUNDS

Resilience ResponseStress Response  

TIME	(ideally	the	end	of	the	day	or	end	of	the	week	at	most)	

Feelings		
that	have	been		
inhibited	bounce		

back	to	enable	opNmal		
funcNoning	and	the		

realizaNon	of	full	potenNal		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcNoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

	PRIMAL	SEPARATION	
EMOTIONS	ARE	
ACTIVATED	

the return of feelings 
requires a sense of SAFETY
that is best provided by
SAFE RELATIONSHIPS and 
EMOTIONAL PLAYGROUNDS

The
	co
re	
em

oL
on
al	c

on
diL

on
	un

der
lyin

g	m
ent

al	h
eal
th	
pro

ble
ms
	is	

	MORE EMOTIO
N BUT L

ESS FE
ELING 

mental health 

A t t a c h m e n t  
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EMOTION IS AT THE HEART OF THE MATTER

•	mental	processes	are	
primarily	derivaNves	of	

emoNon,	rather	than	the	
other	way	around	

•	emoNon	is	in	charge	of	managing	
the	brain,	including	development,	
prioriNes,	aMenNon,	and	memory	

•	almost	all	troubled	thinking	and	
behaviour	(including	diagnoses)	
are	found	to	have	roots	in	emoNon	

•	emoNonal	processes	
precede	and	undergird	
mental	processes	–	in	
evoluNon,	in	development,	
and	in	everyday	funcNoning		

•	most	problems	in	learning,	
aMenNon,	and	maturaNon		

are	rooted	in	emoNon	

•	adaptaNon	(including	
healing	&	recovery)	is		
an	emoNonal	process	

•	the	stress	response	is		
			emoNonal	in	nature	

•	emoNons	need	to	be	resolved	to	
reduce	symptoms	as	well	as	to	
effect	deep	and	lasNng	change	

EMOTION 
NEEDS TO 
MATTER
TO US

EMOTION 
NEEDS TO 
MATTER
TO US

EMOTION IS AT THE HEART OF THE MATTER

•	mental	processes	are	
primarily	derivaNves	of	

emoNon,	rather	than	the	
other	way	around	

•	emoNon	is	in	charge	of	managing	
the	brain,	including	development,	
prioriNes,	aMenNon,	and	memory	

•	almost	all	troubled	thinking	and	
behaviour	(including	diagnoses)	
are	found	to	have	roots	in	emoNon	

•	emoNonal	processes	
precede	and	undergird	
mental	processes	–	in	
evoluNon,	in	development,	
and	in	everyday	funcNoning		

•	most	problems	in	learning,	
aMenNon,	and	maturaNon		

are	rooted	in	emoNon	

•	adaptaNon	(including	
healing	&	recovery)	is		
an	emoNonal	process	

•	the	stress	response	is	
an	emoNonal	process	

•	emoNons	need	to	be	resolved	to	
reduce	symptoms	as	well	as	to	
effect	deep	and	lasNng	change	

EMOTION IS STILL DISCOUNTED & ECLIPSED

MORE	CONCERNED	WITH	MANAGING	EMOTIONS	THAN	UNDERSTANDING	THEM	

MOST	MEDICATIONS	NUMB	EMOTION	

WITH	LITTLE	PROTEST	FROM
		

SO-CALLED	EXPERTS	

STILL
	CON

SIDE
RED	

INFE
RIOR

	TO	R
EASO

N	

MEDICAL	D
IAGNOSE

S	STILL	

ECLIPSE	T
HE	ROLE

	OF	EMOTION	

STILL	M
ISREAD

	&	

MISINTE
RPRET

ED	

STILL	ECLIPSED	BY	
THEIR	EFFECTS	ON	
COGNITION	&	
BEHAVIOUR	

WOMEN	&	CHILDREN	

STILL	BLAMED	FOR	BEING	

TOO	EMOTIONAL	

MORE	C
ONCER

NED	W
ITH	

‘CALM
ING	D

OWN’		

THAN	
MAKING

	ROOM
		

TO	BE
	‘STIRR

ED	UP
’		

•	the	emoNonal	system		
begins	in	the	‘EITHER	OR’		

mode	and	is	meant	to	mature		
into	‘THIS	AND’	funcNoning		
where	inner	conflict	is	felt		

•	emoNons	need	sufficient	
REST	in	order	to	do	be	
effecNve	in	their	work	

•	emoNons	need	to	be	
RESOLVED	in	some	way	or	

another	or	they	will	get	stuck	

•	the	emoNonal	system	
needs	to	DEVELOP	for		

opNmal	funcNoning		
but	can	only	do	so	if		

condiNons	are	conducive	

•	each	emoNon	has	
specific	WORK	to	do		
(ie,	emoNons	are		
Nature’s	workforce)	

•	there	is	PURPOSE	to	emoNon	-	
it	is	Nature’s	way	of	moving	us	
and	taking	care	of	us	

KEY INSIGHTS REGARDING EMOTION 	

•	emoNons	seek	RELIEF	through	
expression	but	this	will	be	
thwarted	if	working	aMachments	
are	threatened	

•	emoNons	need	to	be	FELT		
for	opNmal	funcNoning		

and	for	children	to	flourish	
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Resilience ResponseStress Response  

TIME	(ideally	the	end	of	the	day	or	end	of	the	week	at	most)	

Feelings		
that	have	been		
inhibited	bounce		

back	to	enable	opNmal		
funcNoning	and	the		

realizaNon	of	full	potenNal		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcNoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

	PRIMAL	SEPARATION	
EMOTIONS	ARE	
ACTIVATED	

the return of feelings 
requires a sense of SAFETY
that is best provided by
SAFE RELATIONSHIPS and 
EMOTIONAL PLAYGROUNDS

The
	co
re	
em

oL
on
al	c

on
diL

on
	un

der
lyin

g	m
ent

al	h
eal
th	
pro

ble
ms
	is	

	MORE EMOTIO
N BUT L

ESS FE
ELING 

The Continuum of ALARM Problems 

devoid	of	feelings	
of	alarm,	fu$lity		
&	vulnerability	

feel	unsafe	but		
alarm	not	linked	to	
the	separa$on	faced	

driven	by	alarm	
	that	is	not	felt	

ANXIETY 
problems 
(obsessions	

&	compulsions)	

AGITATION, 
ATTENTION, 

& DISCIPLINE  
problems 

ADRENALIN 
SEEKING 
problems 

• •  HIGHLY ALARMED 	•	• •  • • •  •	•	•	•	

alarm	is	
displaced	

alarm	is	
perverted	

alarm	is	
dysfunc;onal	

including	cuUng	&	burning	

The Continuum of Aggression Problems 

devoid	of	feelings	
of	alarm,	fu$lity		
&	vulnerability	

not	feeling	the		
fu$lity	of	changing	
the	frustra$ng	
circumstances	

EXISTENCE  
of attacking  

impulses 

ERUPTIONS  
of attacking 

energy 

VIOLATING 
aggression 
problems 

HIGHLY FRUSTRATED •	•	•	•	•	•	• •  • • •  • •  
including	suicidal	impulses	
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Resilience ResponseStress Response  

TIME	(ideally	the	end	of	the	day	or	end	of	the	week	at	most)	

Feelings		
that	have	been		
inhibited	bounce		

back	to	enable	opNmal		
funcNoning	and	the		

realizaNon	of	full	potenNal		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcNoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

	PRIMAL	SEPARATION	
EMOTIONS	ARE	
ACTIVATED	

the return of feelings 
requires a sense of SAFETY
that is best provided by
SAFE RELATIONSHIPS and 
EMOTIONAL PLAYGROUNDS

CHILD	

ADULT	

- shaming or  
put-downs 

- not feeling 
liked, wanted  
or valued 

- feeling too 
much to 
handle 

- peer or  
sibling 
rejection 

- wounding  
by others 

-  not being  
held on to 

- losses and  
lacks 

•	not	only	serves	as		
a	SHIELD	against	
external	wounding	

but	also	as	a		
SAFE	SANCTUARY		

for		feeling	

•	this	SAFETY	is	not	
	a	funcLon	of	reality	
but	a	funcLonal	
ILLUSION	created	
by	an	a.achment	
characterized	by	

trusLng	dependence	

CHILD	

ADULT	

- shaming or  
put-downs 

- not feeling 
liked, wanted  
or valued 

- feeling too 
much to 
handle 

- peer or  
sibling 
rejection 

- wounding  
by others 

-  not being  
held on to 

- losses and  
lacks 

we	must	HAVE	
their	hearts	before		
we	can	protect		
their	hearts	
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mental health 

A t t a c h m e n t  Wh
at	
is	t
he	
im
pac

t	o
f	D
ISO

RD
ERE

D	A
TTA

CH
ME

NT
		

on
	em

o$
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al	w

ell-
bei
ng
	(an

d	t
hu
s	m

ent
al	h

eal
th)
? 

PEER	ORIENTATION		

ALPHA	COMPLEX		

DEPERSONALIZATION		

PEER ORIENTATION 

Children	taking	their	cues	from	each	other	as	to	how	to	act,	what	
to	do,	how	to	talk,	what	to	wear,	how	to	express	oneself,	what	is	

valued,	what	is	expected,	what	is	right	and	what	is	wrong	

The	compeLng	nature	of	most	peer	a.achments	today	(ie,	can’t	
be	close	to	both	peers	and	adults	simultaneously)	pulls	children	

out	of	orbit	from	around	the	adults	responsible	for	them.	

THE	PROBLEMS	WITH	PEER	ORIENTATION		

•	the	more	peers	maMer,	
the	more	separaNon	to	be	
faced,	resulNng	in	escalaNng	
emoLonal	distress	

•	robs	children	of	the	shielding	and	
protecNon	they	need	to	live	in	an	
wounding	world		

•	robs	adults	of	the	power	
they	need	to	parent,	
teach	and	treat	

•	can	result	in	chaoNc	
polarizaNon	&	tribalizaLon	
which	in	turn	can	create	a	
‘lord	of	the	flies’	scenario	

•	breeds	ALPHA	children,	with	
all	the	problems	that	ensue	

•	fuels	a	preoccupaNon	with	
digital	devices	and	social	

media,	which	further	
compete	with	family	

•	is	not	conducive		
to	feeling,	as	the	

vulnerability	is	too	
much	to	bear	

•	does	NOT	serve	survival	as	
children	were	not	meant	to	
take	care	of	each	other	

•	destroys	the	natural	context	for	
raising	&	educaNng	children	
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positive	polarity	 negative	polarity	
shies	away	from	
resists	contact	
alienates	
looks	down	upon	
ignores	&	disregards	
mocks	&	mimics	
disowns	
opposes	&	betrays	
holds	in	contempt	
ridicules	and	derides	
spoils	things	for	
discounts	as	not	ma.ering	
annoys	and	irritates	
eschews	
loathes	
keeps	secrets	from	or		
creates	secrets	about	

seeks	to	be	with	
makes	contact		

endears		
looks	up	to		

a.ends	&	listens	to		
imitates	&	emulates		

possesses		
is	loyal	to		
holds	dear	

a.empts	to	find	favour	
makes	things	work	for	

seeks	to	ma.er	to	
seeks	to	please	

befriends	
loves	

						shares	secrets	with	
or	keeps	the	secrets	of		

The	PEER-ORIENTED	...	

suffer	more	separaLon	...	

elevaLng	the	separaLon-triggered	
emoLons	of	alarm,	frustraLon		

and	pursuit	...	

while	losing	the	very		
feelings	that	would		

lead	to	their		
resoluLon.	

society	is	not	
structured	to		
facilitate	peer	
togetherness	

children	are		
not	meant	to	
take	care	of	
each	other	

increasing		
tribalizaNon		
renders	peer		
interacNon		

unsafe	

IMPACT OF PEER ORIENTATION  

CUT	OFF	from	the	
care	of	parents	and	
other	caring	adults		

highly	DEFENDED	
against	the	uncaring	
ways	of	peers		

NOT	SHIELDED	by	
aMachments	with	

caring	adults		

lacking	SAFE	SPACES	
for	vulnerable	

feelings	to	return		
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INSIDIOUS IMPACT OF PEER ORIENTATION 
fragmented �

tribalization & 
polarization

fragmented and 
depersonalized 
pursuit

insatiable 
attachment pursuit 
via digital devices �
and social media

elevated attachment 
frustration resulting in 

increased aggression 
including suicide

increased 
alarm-based 
problems & 

vulnerability �
to wounding

creates 
contrived 
hierarchies 
that do not 
deliver care

fragmented �
tribalization & 

polarization

fragmented and 
depersonalized 
pursuit

insatiable 
attachment pursuit 
via digital devices �
and social media

elevated attachment 
frustration resulting in 

increased aggression 
including suicide

increased 
alarm-based 
problems & 

vulnerability �
to wounding

creates 
contrived 
hierarchies 
that do not 
deliver care

INSIDIOUS IMPACT OF PEER ORIENTATION 

Three Common ATtachment Disorders 

1.	PEER	ORIENTATION		

2.	ALPHA	COMPLEX				

...	and	how	they	impact	received	care	and	recovered	feelings	

3.	DEPERSONALIZED	ATTACHMENT		
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Common manifestations of the DISPLACEMENT instinct

•	to	take	charge,	to	take	over,	to	take	the	lead	

•	to	command	aMenNon,	to	take	centre	stage		

•	to	talk	louder,	to	talk	over,	to	talk	for	another		

•	to	demand	deference,	to	give	the	orders,	to	take	command	

•	to	give	the	direcNons,	to	provide	the	meanings	

•	to	trump	interacNon,	to	have	the	last	word	

•	to	be	in	the	know	/	to	be	the	most	knowledgeable	

•	to	be	first,	to	be	the	best,	to	be	on	the	top		

Common manifestations of the DISPLACEMENT instinct

•	to	take	charge,	to	take	over,	to	take	the	lead	

•	to	command	aMenNon,	to	take	centre	stage		

•	to	talk	louder,	to	talk	over,	to	talk	for	another		

•	to	demand	deference,	to	give	the	orders,	to	take	command	

•	to	give	the	direcNons,	to	provide	the	meanings	

•	to	trump	interacNon,	to	have	the	last	word	

•	to	be	in	the	know	/	to	be	the	most	knowledgeable	

•	to	be	first,	to	be	the	best,	to	be	on	the	top		
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IMPACT OF AN ALPHA COMPLEX  

-	lack	of	dependence	
renders	them	unable	
to	receive	the	care	
that	may	be	there	
for	them	

their	lack	of	
dependence	
also	renders	
them	unable		
to	experience	
aMachment	as		

a	safe	sanctuary	
for	feeling		

Alpha	children	are	highly	alarmed	and	frustrated,	without	ever	being	
able	to	feel	the	fuNlity	of	not	being	able	to	control	their	world		
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ALPHA	CHILDREN	ARE	MORE	PRONE	TO	...		
ALARM-BASED	PROBLEMS		
-	anxiety,	agitaNon,		
&	adrenalin	seeking	
(cannot	make	
oneself	feel	safe)		

COMPLIANCE		
ISSUES	

-	resistance	&	
opposiNonality	

LEARNING	PROBLEMS	
-	literacy	problems,	
dysfuncNon	due	to	
learning	disabiliNes,	

difficulNes	with	
seeking	assistance	

EATING	ISSUES		
-	anorexia	&	food	
issues	of	all	kinds	

PEER	ISSUES	
-	conflict,	bullying,	
dominance,	and	

supremacy	issues	

ATTENTION	ISSUES	
-	cannot	command	
their	aMenNon	/	
elevated	alarm	
scaMers	aMenNon	/	
must	be	the	centre		
of	aMenNon	

FRUSTRATION	ISSUES	
-	aggression,	violence	
and	self-aMack	
including	suicide		

ENTITLEMENT		
ISSUES	

-	self-evident	to		
them	that	they	are		

most	important	

The	alpha	problem	has	
been	totally	ECLIPSED	by	
misinterpreNng	alpha	as	
‘independence’,	by	our	

aversion	to	the	construct	of	
‘hierarchy’,	by	our	lack	of	

understanding	of	the	nature	
&	purpose	of	aMachment,	
and	by	the	lack	of	any	
supporNng	language	–		

rendering	the	symptoms		
unexplained	and	resul$ng	
in	a	fu$le	baJle	against	them	

Ca
rin

g 

Resp
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bility
 

How	FEELINGS	develop	the	Alpha	Caring	Response

“neurons	that	FIRE	together	WIRE	together”			

when	devoid	of		
feelings	of	caring		

and	responsibility	as	
well	as	mixed	feelings,		
alpha	can	evolve	into	
alpha	perversions	
including	bullying	

the making of the bully response 

highly 
moved  

to displace 

Lacking feelings 
of caring & 

responsibility 

the BULLY  
response  
to	perceived		
vulnerability,	

neediness,	threat		
or	weakness	

- to assert dominance by exploiting vulnerability -

Renders	today’s	children	increasingly	UNSAFE		
and	highly	ALARMED,	whether	peer-oriented	or	not	
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-	the perfect storm -		
peer	orientaNon	

creates	CONTRIVED		
hierarchies	devoid		
of	care	and	safety	

increasing	numbers	of		
ALPHA	peer-oriented	kids	who	
are	devoid	of	taming	feelings,	
evolve	into	BULLIES	who	make		

life	unsafe	for	EVERYONE			

DEPENDENT		
peer-oriented	children,		

having	lost	their	adult	shields,	
suffer	significant	WOUNDING		
at	the	hands	of	their	peers		

the	lack	of	received	care	
	and	recovered	feelings	results		
in	escalaNng	and	pervasive		
MENTAL	HEALTH	PROBLEMS	

PEER	ORIENTATION,	the	ALPHA	COMPLEX	and	MENTAL	HEALTH	

Three Common ATtachment Disorders 

1.	PEER	ORIENTATION		

2.	ALPHA	COMPLEX				

...	and	how	they	impact	received	care	and	recovered	feelings	

3.	DEPERSONALIZED	ATTACHMENT		

the PURSUIT   of   PROXIMITY   with a   PERSON

ATTRACTING

WINNING

MEASURING UP

DEMANDING

IMPRESSING

HELPING

BEING NICE

BEING CHARMING

SEEKING STATUS

the

the

to be

to be 

to be

to be

to be

to be

to be

ATTENTION

APPROVAL

VALUED

SPECIAL

ESTEEMED

IMPORTANT

LIKED 

LOVED 

RECOGNIZED 

of

of

by

to 

by

to

by

by

by

the DEPERSONALIZATION of attachment

Sarah
Matthew
Genevieve
Rorie
Scott

Ms.Kerr 
Kendall 
Sherry 

Uncle Jack 

The	DepersonalizaLon	&	FragmentaLon	of	Pursuit	
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The	DepersonalizaLon	&	FragmentaLon	of	Pursuit	

Depersonalized	aMachment		
is	not	able	to	deliver	care		

nor	serve	to	recover	feelings		
and	so,	like	peer	orientaNon		

and	an	alpha	complex,		
is		dysfuncNonal	and	disordered.			

Not	only	is	depersonalized		
aMachment	fundamentally	disordered,		

but	it	competes	with	exisNng	and		
potenNal	aMachments	that	could		
actually	deliver	care	as	well	as		

provide	safe	sanctuary	for	feelings	

mental health 

Right Relationships & Emotional Playgrounds 

	-	end-of-
day	rituals	

vs	ROLE-based,	
including	expert-	
based	care	

vs	SELF-care	

-	trus$ng	
dependence	

CASCADING CARE SAFE SANCTUARY 

the Youth Mental Health Crisis 
-	some	facts	and	figures	-		

•	school-aged	children	suffered	an	approximate	40%	increase	in	
depression,	anxiety,	irritability	and	aMenNon	problems	over	the	span	
of	the	pandemic		

•	during	the	pandemic,	adolescent	psych	wards	were	filled,	children’s	
help	lines	were	overwhelmed,	and	self-reports	of	anxiety	and	
depression	were	unprecedented	

•	some	studies	reported	that	up	to	70%	of	children	experienced	harm	
to	their	mental	health	when	isolated	from	their	peers	(in	contrast	to	
about	20%	who	thrived	when	sent	home	from	school)	

•	most	experts	assumed	that	being	socially	isolated	from	peers	must		
be	bad	for	the	mental	health	of	children	and	so	prescribed	more	
peer	interacNon	as	the	anNdote	

•	suicides	and	cuVng	was	increasing	before	the	pandemic	and	
conNnued	to	do	so	through	the	pandemic	
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MISDIRECTING	and	thus	EXHAUSTING	our		
valuable	resources	and	energy	with	regards	to	the		

emoNonal	well-being	of	our	beloved	children	and	youth.	

Allowing	the	popular	construct	of	‘mental	health’,	
thrice	removed	from	a	working	reality		

-	a	euphemised	spin	on	mental	illness	which	is			
itself	an	instrumental	analogy	vs	evidence-based	reality,		
and	an	indirect	‘fruit’	versus	useful	point	of	intervenNon	-		

to	thus	ECLIPSE	its	developmental	ROOTS		
in	ATTACHMENT	and	EMOTION	

-	crusades	against	bullying,		
meanness,	discriminaNon,	violence,	
insensiNvity,	injusNce,	intolerance	
-	prosocial	programs	aimed	at	
children	being	nice	and	kind	

-	discipline	approaches	aimed	at	
teaching	a	lesson,	socializaLon	
approaches	aimed	at	declaring	
huroul	interacNon	unacceptable,	
and	legal	approaches	punishing	
the	violators		

-	skill-based	programs	aMempNng	
to	teach	empathy,	self-control,	
emoNonal	literacy,	graNtude,	etc	

-	mental	health	advocacy	and	
literacy	programs	as	well	as	self-
care	programs	

...	that	can	deliver	CARE	and	
provide	safe	sanctuary	for	FEELING	

...	so	that	emo;on	can	find	REST,	
working	aHachments	can	be	
PROTECTED,	vulnerable	feelings	
can	be	RECOVERED,	and	the	
CARE	that	has	been	delivered	via	
safe	aHachments	to	caring	
adults	can	be	FELT		

RIGHT	RELATIONSHIPS	
WITH	CARING	ADULTS		

PLAYGROUNDS	for	
EMOTION			

vs	Diagnosing syndromes and 
Battling against Symptoms 

Cutivating the Conditions �
for Emotional Well-Being


