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NEUFELD’S	TRAFFIC	CIRCLE	MODEL	OF	
frustration 

Clinical	&	Developmental	Psychologist	
																																						Vancouver,	Canada 

Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 

a	revolu8onary	approach	to		

aggression,	depression	and	suicide	

THE UNTOLD 
STORY OF 

FRUSTRATION 

Becoming Acquainted  
-	is	one	of	Nature’s	most	
powerful	and	primordial	
instruments	of	CARE		

-	is	rou'nely	VILLIFIED		
for	the	way	it	expresses		
itself	when	its	purposes		

are	thwarted	

-	is	typically	perceived	
as	a	NEGATIVE	and	

unnecessary	emo'on	
and	therefore	not	

always	invited	to	exist		

-	has	a	MIND	of	its	OWN,		
bent	on	effec$ng	change		
when	sensing	disas'sfac'on,		
but	not	at	all	inclined	to	consult	
with	higher	mental	processes	

-	comes	into	existence		
when	things	aren’t	working,	
and	s'cks	around	seeking	
for	resolu'on	of	some	kind	

-	is	BLIND	and	IMPULSIVE	
if	not	felt,	which	can	be	

most	(if	not	all)	of	the	'me	

-	has	many	and	diverse	
OFFSPRING	involving	

cogni'on	&	behaviour,		
which	oOen	tend	to		

camouflage	its	existence	

-	serves	ATTACHMENT	first	
and	foremost	as	aRachment	
is	what	most	needs	to	work	
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AGGRESSIO
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Becoming Acquainted  

cau$on	

ALARM

PURSUIT	

closure	

separa$on-
triggered	

EMOTIONAL	FIXES	FOR	ATTACHMENT	DISTRESS	

change	

FRUSTRATION	

FlIGHT  FIGHT  

Fixes & Fixations  

Attachment’s Emergency First Aid Team

OUR	MOTTO	-	“We	promise	to	get	emo.onal	when	holes	
appear	in	the	fabric	of	your	togetherness”		

	-	
PU
RS
UI
T	-
		-	ALARM	-		

	-	FRUSTRATION	-	
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cau$on	

ALARM

PURSUIT	

closure	

separa$on-
triggered	

EMOTIONAL	FIXES	FOR	ATTACHMENT	DISTRESS	

change	

FRUSTRATION	

COMMON MISTAKE	
Displacing	frustra8on	
to	another	8me	and	
place	by	responses	
that	intensify	either	
ALARM	or	PURSUIT.	

FRUSTRATION
triggered by thwarted

proximity

judgements	regarding	whose	fault	

tantru
ms	

hos8lity	

figh
8n
g	

foul	words	
insults	

self-blame	self-punishment	

jus8f
ying	

reve
nge

	

AGGRESSION	

irritability	

impa8ence	

ANGER      GUILT       SHAME

self-aTack	
hiVng	

sarcasm
	

VIOLENCE	

BEHAVIORAL	
DERIVATIVES	OF	
FRUSTRATION		

COGNITION-
BASED	DERIVATIVES		
OF	FRUSTRATION	
(ie,	secondary	
emo8on)	

PRIMAL	
EMOTION	

	PRIMARY	
CAUSE	OF	

FRUSTRATION	

CHALLENGE	
to	see	through	the	

distrac8ng	deriva8ves	
of	frustra8on	to	the	
emo8on	itself	and		
its	typical	roots	in	
aTachment	distress	

-	experienced	only	by	humans	 -	experienced	by	all	mammals	

-	triggered	by	perceived	injus'ce		 -	evoked	by	something	not	working	

-	triggers	impulses	to	assign	blame	
and	seek	jus'ce	(eg,	get	even,	
exact	revenge,	seek	an	apology)	

-	triggers	impulses	to	effect	change,	
and	if	thwarted	in	this	work	and	
the	fu'lity	not	felt,	in	aRacking	
energy	and	impulses	

-	a	SECONDARY	emo'on	involving	
cogni'on	and	consciousness	

-	a	PRIMAL	emo'on	that	can	exist	
without	thinking	or	feeling		

Anger eclipses and camouflages frustration 
and distracts from its resolution

-	focusing	on	anger	including	
confron'ng	it,	interferes	with	
resolving	underlying	frustra'on		

-	focusing	on	frustra'on,	even	if	
anger	exists,	best	sets	the	stage	
for	healthy	resolu'on			
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frustration 

A STORY 
OF ALTERNATE 

OUTCOMES 

frustration 

A STORY 
OF ALTERNATE 

OUTCOMES 

SELF	

OTHERS	

•	demanding	&	commanding	
•	bossing	and	controlling	
•	exposing	one’s	neediness	
•	advising	and	confron'ng	

•	improving	one’s	self	

•	adjus'ng	&	accommoda'ng	

•	trying	harder	to	make	things	work		

•	orchestra'ng	&	organizing		

•	sacrificing	self	to	make	things	work	

THINGS	
•	planning	and	scheming	

•	controlling	and	manipula'ng		

•	construc'ng	&	problem	solving		
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frustration 

A STORY 
OF ALTERNATE 

OUTCOMES 

for	spontaneous	transforma$on	to	happen,		
fu$lity	has	to	be	truly	FELT,	not	just	known			

•	holding	on	to	good	experiences	

•	altering	'me	or	reality	or	the	past		

•	altering	circumstances		
or	another’s	character		
or	decisions		

•	keeping	bad	things	from	
happening,	including		
loss	and	dying		

•	defying	the	laws	of	nature	

•	geYng	one’s	way	all	the	'me	

•	keeping	siblings	from	being		
born	or	sending	them	back	

•	making	things	work	
that	won’t	

•	avoiding	upset	

•	choosing	one’s	parents	
or	keeping	them	together	

•	altering	the	‘givens’		

The Singular Work of Sadness

drives	the	transforming	process	of	ADAPTATION		

•	RESTORES	hope	and	
perspec've		

•	RELIEF	from	the	
emo'onal	pressure	
of	stuck	&	stale	
frustra'on		

•	emo'onal	REST	from	
fu'le	work,	rendering	
discipline	effec've	and	
enabling	healing	and	leYng	go	

•		RECOVERY	of	the	
capacity	for	fulfillment	
and	happiness	as	well	
as	the	spontaneous	
realiza'on	of	poten'al			

•	develops	RESILIENCE	
as	strength	results	
from	facing	and	feeling	
fu'lity	

•	emo'onal	RESET		
and	RENEWAL	as	
frustra'on	is	RESOLVED	
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Attachment’s Emergency First Aid Team

OUR	MOTTO	-	“We	promise	to	get	emo.onal	when	holes	
appear	in	the	fabric	of	your	togetherness”		

“We	also	promise	to	hang	around	un.l	fu.lity	is	felt”		

frustration 

moved	to		
make	things		

WORK	

or	to		
REST	from		

fu'le	endeavours	
and	be	CHANGED	instead	

The Work & Wisdom of Frustration
•	how	Nature	ensures	our	
ongoing	personal	EVOLUTION,	
developing	us	as	agents	of	
change	and	transforming	us	
when	that	change	is	not	
possible,	thus	con'nually	
moving	us	towards	a	more	
sa'sfying	state	of	being	

•	how	Nature	takes	CARE	of	us,	
regardless	of	the	situa'on	or	
circumstances	we	are	born	to,	
and	regardless	of	what	
happens	along	the	way	

•	could	be	considered	the		
core	work	of	THERAPY,	that	is,		
to	facilitate	the	work	of	frustra'on	

frustration 

A STORY 
OF ALTERNATE 

OUTCOMES 
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sarcasm
& insults	

biting, throwing, 
screaming	

irritability &  
impatience 	

self-deprecation	

foul moods &  
cutting words	

putdowns  
& shaming	

attacking 
gestures 	

fits &  
tantrums 	

vicarious
attacks 	

suicidal  
ideation	

hitting &  
fighting	

self- 
attack	

ignoring, 
shunning,  
ostracizing	

acting mean 
& rude	 hostility	

violent 
fantasies	

ERUPTIONS	OF	
FRUSTRATION-FUELED	
ATTACKING	ENERGY	

ie,	the	face	of	frustra'on	when	thwarted	in	its	purposes		

-	a	messy	construct	that	
interferes	with	insight	as	to	its	
varied		emo'onal	roots		

-	if	frustra'on-fueled,	results	from	
aRacking	impulses	that	have	been	
displaced	to	the	self	

-	most	of	what	is	referred	to	as	
self-harm	(ie,	burning,	cuYng,	
hair-pulling)	is	rooted	in	being	
so	defended	against	the	primal	
emo'on	of	alarm	that	engaging	
in	alarming	behaviour	evokes	
an	adrenalin	rush	without	any	
corresponding	sense	of	
vulnerability.		This	kind	of	self-
harm	can	also	evoke	the	body’s	
defenses	against	pain.		

The	current	construct	of	self-harm	tends	to	eclipse	and	camouflage	
	its	varied	emo8onal	roots	in	alarm,	frustra8on	and	pursuit	

-	self-aRack	can	take	many	forms	–	
self-derision,	self-hatred,	self-
depreca'on,	self-nega'ng,	self-
hiYng,	AND	also	includes	most	
suicidal	idea'on	and	impulses		

-	some	other	mo'va'ons	for	suicide	
are	PURSUIT	(eg,	to	join	a	loved	one,	
increase	one’s	status),	ALARM		(pre-
empt	a	terrifying	scenario),	or	as	a	
DEFENSE	against	an	unbearable	
experience	

A 
T 
T 
A 
C 
K FUTILITY	is	

encountered		
but	NOT	FELT		

	aNacking	
impulses	are	
UNtempered	

frustration 

THE  
ANTECEDENTS 

OF 
AGGRESSION 

highly		
frustrated		

COMMON MISTAKE 	
Imposing	consequences	
to	frustra8on-fueled	
behaviour	that	fuel		
its	antecedents		
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	THE	TRAFFIC	CIRCLE	OF	MODEL	OF	
frustration 

TRAVERSING		

	EXAMINING	THE	ROLES	OF	...	
•	MATURATION	in	influencing	outcomes		
•	ATTACHMENT,	especially	in	the	depression	and	
displacement	of	aRacking	impulses		

•	FEELING	in	influencing	outcomes	

•	EMOTIONAL	PLAY	in	influencing	outcomes		

frustration 

THE 
MATURITY 

FACTOR 

A 
T 
T 
A 
C 
K 

frustration 

THE 
IMMATURITY 
FACTOR IN  

AGGRESSION 

lacking	ability	to	
effect	change	

lacking	an	
opera$onal	

prefrontal	cortex	
and	thus	mixed	

feelings	

lacking	cogni$ve	
support	for	fu$lity	

lacking	a	rela$onship		
with	frustra$on	

lacking	a	developed	
capacity	to	hold	on	

when	apart	
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expressing	

naming	

feeling	

mixing	

reflec$ng	

Neufeld’s Five-Step Model
of Emotional Maturation

COMMON MISTAKE 	
Not	retrea8ng	far	enough	
developmentally	in	order	
to	get	at	the	root	of	the	
emo8onal	immaturity		

A 
T 
T 
A 
C 
K 

frustration 

THE  
IMMATURITY 

FACTOR 

lacking	ability	to	
effect	change	

lacking	an	
opera$onal	

prefrontal	cortex	
and	thus	mixed	

feelings	

lacking	cogni$ve	
support	for	fu$lity	

lacking	rela$onship	
with	frustra$on	

Su
pport 

em
otio

nal m
aturatio

n and �

the d
eve

lopment o
f a

tta
chment
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frustration 

THE 
MATURATION 

FACTOR IN  
DEPRESSION 

develops	a	working	
prefrontal	cortex		

unable	to	change	
that	which	counts	

failing	to	access	the	
sadness	that	fu$lity	

should	evoke	

A 
T 
T 
A 
C 
K 

frustration 

DEPRESSION 
AS A  

TRAFFIC 
JAM 

unable	to	change	
that	which	counts	

expression	of	foul	
frustra$on	blocked	
by	mixed	feelings	

failing	to	access	the	
sadness	that	fu$lity	

should	evoke	

frustration 

THE 
ATTACHMENT 

FACTOR 
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A 
T 
T 
A 
C 
K 

frustration 
THWARTED	
PROXIMITY	

where	aNached	

access	to	sadness	is		
foiled	by	lack	of	safe	&	
comfor$ng	aNachment	

aNempts	
	at	togetherness		

are	fu$le	

 THE 
ATTACHMENT 

FACTOR IN 
AGGRESSION 

aNacking	
	impulses	are	
	untempered	

frustration 
THWARTED	
PROXIMITY	

where	aNached	

A 
T 
T 
A 
C 
K 

frustration 
THWARTED	
PROXIMITY	

where	aNached	

 THE 
ATTACHMENT 

FACTOR IN 
DISPLACE-

MENT 

frustration 
THWARTED	
PROXIMITY	

where	aNached	

DISPLACED	to	reduce	
the	threat	to	working	
aTachments	(can	also		
be	displaced	to	SELF,	

fueling	suicidal	
impulses	&	idea8on)	

frustration 
THWARTED	
PROXIMITY	

where	aNached	

 THE 
ATTACHMENT 

FACTOR IN 
DEPRESSION 

frustration 
THWARTED	
PROXIMITY	

where	aNached	

the	brain	defensively		
DEPRESSES	

frustra$on	for	the	
sake	of	aNachment	



Frustra'on	Traffic	Circle	-	Gordon	Neufeld	 Jack	Hirose	Seminars		-	Fall,	2023		

Copyright	2023	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 12	

FRUSTRATION
triggered by thwarted

proximity

judgements	regarding	whose	fault	

tantru
ms	

hos8lity	

figh
8n
g	

foul	words	
insults	

self-blame	
self-punishment	

jus8f
ying	

reve
nge

	

AGGRESSION	

irritability	

impa8ence	

ANGER      GUILT       SHAME

self-aTack	
hiVng	

sarcasm
	

VIOLENCE	

depression	=	fla<ened	affect	

Although inherently biased to express ourselves, �
when this expression threatens attachment �

the human brain is wisely programmed �
to sacrifice emotional expression

for the sake of  togetherness.

The Wisdom of Depression	

This core internal defense results in the brain 
being divided against itself  and comes at�
 a great cost to energy and functioning. 

frustration 

THE  
ANTECEDENTS 

OF 
AGGRESSION 

THE  
ATTACHMENT 

FACTOR 

Reduce 
the s

eparatio
n bein

g fa
ced
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frustration 

THE  
FEELING 

FACTOR 

To	facilitate	the	work	of	frustra.on,	scenarios	must	end	in	one	of	
two	feelings	-	flip	sides	of	the	same	emo.onal	coin	&	derived	from	
the	same	La.n	word	‘sate’	meaning	‘enough’	or	‘turning point’.	

Giving the Brain the Feedback it Needs

Today’s	society	lacks	the	wisdom	to	take	scenarios	to	their	
emo.onal	endpoints	,	believing	instead	in	the‘mind’	as	the	answer.	

Accessing sadness is much easier via frustration

anger guilt

shame

futility 

F
R

U
S

T
R

A
T

IO
N
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A 
T 
T 
A 
C 
K 

frustration 
cannot	manage		

frustra$on		
that	is	not	FELT	

without	FEELINGS,	
aNempts	to	effect	
change	will	be	
uninformed		

the	fu$lity		
encountered		

must	be	FELT	for	
frustra$on	to	end		

and	adapta$on	to	occur		

lack	of	mixed	
FEELINGS	leaves	
aNacking	impulses	

UNtempered	
FEELING 

AND 
AGGRESSION 

frustration 

a	lack	of	feeling	
restricts	release	
through	sadness		

a	lack	of	feeling	
restricts	informed	

aNempts	at	
	change	

a	lack	of	feeling	
restricts	release	
through	symbolic	

expression	
FEELING  

AND 
DEPRESSION 

frustration 

THE  
FEELING 
FACTOR 

Provid
e s

afe 
sanctu

ary 
for f

eel
ings 
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frustration 

THE  
PLAY 

FACTOR 

A 
T 
T 
A 
C 
K 

frustration 

THE PLAY 
FACTOR IN 

AGGRESSION 

lacking	playful	
problem	solving		
and	construc$on	

lacking	
playful	aNacking		
and	destruc$on		

lacking	the	kind	of	
play	that	builds	the	
prefrontal	cortex	

lacking	playful	
access	to	sadness	

frustration 

lack	of	destruc$on	
play	and	playful	
aNacking	restricts	

release	
lack	of	emo$onal	play	
that	accesses	sadness	

restricts	release		

lack	of	construc$on	
play	and	‘making	
things	work’	play	
restricts	release	

 THE PLAY  
FACTOR IN 

DEPRESSION 
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frustration 

THE  
PLAY 

FACTOR 

Incre
ase 

acce
ss 

to em
otio

nal p
laygrounds 

Taking FRUSTRATION out to play 

frustra8on-fuelled		
energy	and	impulses		
to	aTack	or	destroy	

•	destroying	&	demolishing	in	play	

•	hiHng	and	throwing	in	play	

•	kicking	and	screaming	in	play	

•	war	games,	a<acking	games	

•	play	figh.ng	&	mock	aggression	

•	sword	play,	insult	games	

•	playful	sarcasm	and	wit			

•	a<acking	energy	in	stories,	
art,	music,	dance	and	wri.ng		

•	construc.ng	and	craJs	

•	organizing	and	orchestra.ng	

•	developing	models,	sets	and	
scenarios	

frustra8on-fuelled		
energy	and	impulses		
to	make	things	or	to		
make	things	work	

•	designing	and	engineering	

Inviting	FRUSTRATION	to	PLAY	
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invite	into	play	the	underlying	FRUSTRATION		

...	pressing	down	on	irrita'on	or	aggression		

...	trying	hard	not	to	get	frustrated	

...	aRemp'ng	to	keep	posi've	

...	trying	to	calm	down		

...	aRempts	at	self-control	

...	trying	to	make	everything	work	

...	striving	for	success	

...	figh'ng	depression	

...	controlling	one’s	thoughts	

Accessing sadness is usually easier in the play mode

• shifts the locus from�
the HEAD to HEART, �
from thinking to feeling, �
from doing to being

• renders defenses unnecessary, 
thus making it easier to feel

• provides safe release for �
stuck emotion, thus making it 
easier to fall into our tears in 

the wake of intense expression

• can set the stage 
with fantasies that 
reveal the futility

• plays directly to our emotions 
as in melancholy music, 

poetry, or a sad story

• provides something 
to cry about that is 
one step removed 
and thus not too 
much to bear

• can remove the 
impediments to tears 

such as self-
consciousness, shame, 

and social sanctions

• contains the sadness 
to the parameters �

of play, rendering it 
more bearable

•	accept	that	it		
exists	and	needs		

some	space	to	work	
and	to	be	expressed	

•		come	alongside	
frustra$on	&	its	work	

•	make	frustra$on		
the	focus,	not	fault	or	
resul$ng	behaviour		

•	call	it	by	name,	
reframing	as	needed	

... cultivate a healthy relationship with frustration

To create a story of frustration with good outcomes ...

•		support	outcomes	
that	are	incompa$ble	

with	aggression,	
depression	&	suicide		
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STRESS TRAUMA  and resilience

Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 
Developmental & Clinical Psychologist 

Vancouver, Canada 

The WISDOM !
   of the !
  Stress Response Chapter	1	

The hidden and 
surprising WISDOM!

 of the Stress Response 

The Story of Resilience

Chapter	One	

grieving

antecedents
to bouncing �
      back

stress	
Response	

role of 
relationship 

play & 
playfulness

vulnerable 
feelings 

optimal 
functioning

sense of 
safety 

TRAUMA

fight �
or flight

impact 
         of 
experience &                  �
  exposure  

role of 
adaptation 

tears of 
futility 

& sadness 

sense of 
strength 

rest and 
restfulness 

emotional 
defense 

recovery and 
healing nature  

of emotion 

neural
plasticity

vasovagal 
response 

The WISDOM !
   of the !
  Stress Response Chapter	1	

The hidden and 
surprising WISDOM!

 of the Stress Response 

The Story of Resilience

Chapter	One	



Stress	&	Resilience	-	Gordon	Neufeld	 Jack	Hirose	Seminars	-	Fall,	2023	

Copyright	2023	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 2	

STRESS STRESS 

both	parents	working	

adopIo
n	

dayca
re

DIVORCE	

facing
	DEATH

	

RETIREMENT

anoth
er sib

ling 
isolation

failure	

bein
g	LO

ST	

secrets	

bedtim
e 

hospita
liza

tion

residenIal	school	

disability

losing	face	

personal injury 

loss	of	loved	one
	

threats to identity

NEGLECT

ABUSE

loneliness

STRESs	

CHANGE

movingschool 

Adversive Childhood Experiences 

pHysical 
abuse 

Emotional 
abuse sexual 

abuse physical 
neglect 

emotional  
neglect 

Mental 
illness of 
household 

member mother 
treated 

violently 

divorce 

substance 
abuse in 

household 

incarcerated 
relative 

STRESs	
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STRESs	

ATTACHMENT	=	SURVIVAL		
and	is	thus	our	preeminent	drive	

SEPARATION		
is	thus	the	greatest	threat	

FACING	SEPARATION		
=	experience	of	separa9on	

can’t	be	with	...	

not	spe
cial	to	.

..	

not u
nders

tood by .
..

BETRAYED	

NOT LIKED BY ...

feeling unloved by ...

replaced 
by ... 

isolation

rejec
Ion	

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	maVering	to	...	

cau6on	

ALARM

PURSUIT	

closure	

separa6on-triggered	

change	

FRUSTRATION	
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Attachment’s Emergency First Aid Team

OUR	MOTTO	-	“We	promise	to	get	emo.onal	when	holes	
appear	in	the	fabric	of	your	togetherness”		

	-	
PU
RS
UI
T	-
		-	ALARM	-		

	-	FRUSTRATION	-	

ALARM FRUSTRATION	

FlIGHT  FIGHT  

LOCK,	 OLLOW,	FAWN,	 IND,	 ANCY	(family,	friends,	fame,	fortune)	 
devolving	into		

The	stress	response	in	the	‘key’	of	

Fixes & Fixations  

PURSUIT	

separa6on-
triggered	

Parasym
pathe9c		Response		

first	response	

Sy
m
pa
th
e9
c		
Re
sp
on
se
		

EMOTIONAL	

RESPONSE	
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Sy
m
pa
th
e9
c		
Re
sp
on
se
		

EMOTIONAL	

RESPONSE	

if	trapped	or	thwarted,	can	trigger	
a	reverse	swing	of	the	pendulum		

Fai
nt	
or	
Fre

eze
		-		

	Fo
ggy

,	Fa
Ig
ue
d	

Fee
ble
,	Fo

rge
[u
l	

as	a	last	resort	,	the	
parasympatheIc	

system	can	be	
deployed	as		
a	DEFENSIVE	
RESPONSE	
to	stress		

Parasym
pathe9c		Response		

if	trapped	or	thwarted,	can	trigger	
a	reverse	swing	of	the	pendulum		

The Stress Response  

•	while	at	the	same		9me,	INHIBITS	FEELINGS	that	would	interfere	with	performing	or	funcIoning	in	stressful	circumstances	

•	gives	us	the	STRENGTH	and	
TOUGHNESS	needed	to	
funcIon	or	perform	in	
stressful	or	wounding		
circumstances	(also	

	referred	to	as		
HARDINESS)	

•	CHANGES	us	instantly		
so	that	we	can	COPE	with	

adversity	and	SURVIVE	
distressing	circumstances		

•	summons	up	all	our	resources	
so	we	can	PERSEVERE	in	the		

face	of	distress	and	OVERCOME	
stressful	circumstances	

•	ac
9va

tes	p
rima

l	

sepa
ra9o

n	em
o9o

ns	

  armours the heart 

STRESS	RESPONSE	=	MORE		
EMOTION		BUT	LESS	FEELING	

The WISDOM !
   of the !
  Stress Response Chapter	1	

The WISDOM !
  of the !

Stress Response 

The WISDOM !
   of the !
  Stress Response Chapter	1	

The Resilience Response 
as Nature’s Answer to 
the Stress Response 

The Story of Resilience

Chapter	Two	
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The Stress Response  

•	while	at	the	same		9me,	INHIBITS	FEELINGS	that	would	interfere	with	performing	or	funcIoning	in	stressful	circumstances	

•	gives	us	the	STRENGTH	and	
TOUGHNESS	needed	to	
funcIon	or	perform	in	
stressful	or	wounding		
circumstances	(also	

	referred	to	as		
HARDINESS)	

•	CHANGES	us	instantly		
so	that	we	can	COPE	with	

adversity	and	SURVIVE	
distressing	circumstances		

•	summons	up	all	our	resources	
so	we	can	PERSEVERE	in	the		

face	of	distress	and	OVERCOME	
stressful	circumstances	

•	ac
9va

tes	p
rima

l	

sepa
ra9o

n	em
o9o

ns	

  armours the heart 

STRESS	RESPONSE	=	MORE		
EMOTION		BUT	LESS	FEELING	

PROBLEM
: 

 are 
absolutel

y 
to em

otio
nal h

ea
lth

, �

optim
al fu

ncti
oning, a

nd th
e r

ea
liz

atio
n of p

oten
tia

l

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	opImal		
funcIoning	and	the		

realizaIon	of	full	potenIal		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcIoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

SAFETY is required 
for feelings to 
be recovered

	PRIMAL	SEPARATION	
EMOTIONS	ARE	
ACTIVATED	

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	opImal		
funcIoning	and	the		

realizaIon	of	full	potenIal		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcIoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

return of feelings 
requires SAFE 
SANCTUARY 

	PRIMAL	SEPARATION	
EMOTIONS	ARE	
ACTIVATED	

The	issue	is	not	the	
stress	response	but	a	
missing	resilience	

response	that	results	in	
the	stress	response	

working	unIl	
exhausted.		
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Attachment’s Emergency First Aid Team

OUR	MOTTO	-	“We	promise	to	get	emo.onal	when	holes	
appear	in	the	fabric	of	your	togetherness”		

“We	also	promise	to	hang	around	un.l	fu.lity	is	felt”		

faint or freeze 

FlIGHT  

FIGHT  

devoloves	into		

FIXES  
FIXATIONS 

fawn or fancy  

What is missing in the stress response? 

flo
ck or 

follow 

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	AL
AR
M

When	
the	fi

xes		

are	f
uIle

,		

they
	nee

d	to	
	

be	FE
LT	as

	such
.	
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The WISDOM & WORK of Sadness

RECOVERY		
REST	

RESILIENCE	

BO
UN

CE
	B
AC
K		

D
O
W
N	

LET	

SADNESS brings RECOVERY �
and turns STRESS into STRENGTH

loss	of	parent	

FAC
ING

	DEA
TH	

RETIREMENT

trauma

loss o
f sibling 

isolation

rejecIon	

unlo
ved

	

loss of job 

hospitalization

differentness

losing	face	

tragedy 
loss	of	child	threats to identity

NEGLECT

ABUSE

loneliness

MORTALITY	

empty n
est 

not	
ged

ng	o
ne’s

	way
	

the nadir 
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HELP THAT IS  HELPFUL!!

• right thinking / being positive

• pursuing happiness

• resisting the ‘let-down’

• keeping or restoring perspective

• acquiring the ‘skills’ 
of resilience

• pursuing calmness 
& tranquility

Strength	of	DEFENSE	 Strength	of	BECOMING	

HARDY	

SURVIVED	

ADAPTIVE	

RESILIENT	

PERSEVERED	

OVERCAME	

-	meant	to	be	situa.onal	-	 -	meant	to	be	characteris.c	-	

can	funcIon	or	perform	
	in	highly	stressful	or	

wounding	circumstances		

transformed	from	inside	
out	by	adversity		

feelings	recover	quickly	
ager	Imes	of	stress		

came	through	distress	
seemingly	‘unscathed’	

heart	was	mended	and	
spirits	were	revived	

doesn’t	need	to	be	
sheltered	from	stress	to	
preserve	growth	potenIal	

persisted	despite	distress			 growth	force	persists	

potenIal	sIll	unfolding	found	needed	strength	

vs	

changed	to	withstand		
or	cope	with	adversive	

or	distressing	condiIons		

Strength	of	DEFENSE	 Strength	of	BECOMING	

HARDY	

SURVIVED	

ADAPTIVE	

RESILIENT	

PERSEVERED	

OVERCAME	

-	meant	to	be	situa.onal	-	 -	meant	to	be	characteris.c	-	

can	funcIon	or	perform	
	in	highly	stressful	or	

wounding	circumstances		

transformed	from	inside	
out	by	adversity		

feelings	recover	quickly	
ager	Imes	of	stress		

came	through	distress	
seemingly	‘unscathed’	

heart	was	mended	and	
spirits	were	revived	

doesn’t	need	to	be	
sheltered	from	stress	to	
preserve	growth	potenIal	

persisted	despite	distress			 growth	force	persists	

potenIal	sIll	unfolding	found	needed	strength	

vs	

changed	to	withstand		
or	cope	with	adversive	

or	distressing	condiIons		

results	from
	a	

	of	feeling	re
su
lts
	fr
om

	a	
	of
	te
nd
er
	fe
eli
ng
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The WISDOM !
   of the !
  Stress Response Chapter	1	

The Truth 
about Trauma 

The Story of Resilience

Chapter	Three	

The	truth	about	trauma		
is	that	is	NOT	in	the	nature	of	an	event,		

no	maVer	how	distressing	the	event	may	be.	

	Trauma	is	not	what	happens	TO	us,		
but	what	fails	to	happen	IN	us		

as	a	response.	

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	opImal		
funcIoning	and	the		

realizaIon	of	full	potenIal		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcIoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

SAFETY is required 
for feelings to 
be recovered

	PRIMAL	SEPARATION	
EMOTIONS	ARE	
ACTIVATED	
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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	opImal		
funcIoning	and	the		

realizaIon	of	full	potenIal		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcIoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

return of feelings 
requires SAFE 
SANCTUARY 

	PRIMAL	SEPARATION	
EMOTIONS	ARE	
ACTIVATED	 When	feelings		

fail	to	bounce	back,		
an	acute	stress	response	

turns	into	TRAUMA	

becomes		

Trauma	=	stuck	stress	response	

TRAUMA 

a	stuck	stress	response	

a	missing	
	resilience	
response	

an	emo6onal	
emergency	response	
that	has	failed	to	
come	to	an	end		

more e
motio

n bu
t l

ess feel
ing 

SIGNS	OF	POST	TRAUMATIC	STRESS	SYNDROME		

-	avoidance	of	whatever	alarms	

-	hyper-arousal	and	hyper-vigilence	
-	unable	to	focus	and	concentrate	

-	erupIons	of	aVacking	energy	

-	self-aVack	and	suicidal	impulses	

-	irritability	and	impaIence	

-	intrusive	thoughts	&	memories	

-	elevated	startle	response	
-	flashbacks	and	nightmares	

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM

IMPULSIVENESS 
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more e
motio

n bu
t l

ess feel
ing 

SIGNS	OF	UNRESOLVED	&	RESIDUAL	PRIMAL	EMOTION	

-	irraIonal	obsessions	

-	anxiety	reducing	behaviour	
-	irraIonal	avoidance	

-	chronic	agitaIon	and	restlessness		
-	aVenIon	deficits	around	alarm	

-	an	aVracIon	to	what	alarms	
-	inability	to	stay	out	of	trouble	
-	recklessness	and	carelessness	

-	fits	&	tantrums	

-	erupIons	of	aVacking	energy	
-	self-aVack	and	suicidal	impulses	

-	obsessions	with	change	

-	rudeness	and	meanness	
-	aggression	and	violence	

-	irritability	and	impaIence	

-	hidng	and	fighIng	

-	clutching,	clinging,	possessing,	hoarding,	acquiring,	impressing,	pleasing,	etc	

-	fragmented	fixes	&	fixaIons	with	pursuit	as	the	theme	–	winning,	placing,	
hunIng,	chasing,	aVracIng,	demanding,	reducing,	seeking,	enhancing,	etc	
-	preoccupaIons	with	altering	
self	in	pursuit	of	belonging,	
love	or	significance		

-	preoccupaIons	with	concealing	
oneself	in	pursuit	of	belonging,	

love	or	significance	

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM

-	ANXIETY	

Signs of a Stuck Stress Response

Missing	the	VITAL	SIGNS	of	well-being	

	RED	FLAGS	for	lost	feeling	

UNRESOLVED	alarm,	frustraIon	&	pursuit	

vital	signs		
of	well-being	pl

ay
ful

ne
ss restfulness

‘feelingfulness’

-	rest	is	the	state	
from	which	all	

growth	and		
recovery		
happens	

-	the	play	mode	is	about	
opImizing	and	so	is		
only	acIvated	when		
the	preeminent		
aVachment	drive		
is	at	rest		

	Feelings	are	‘feedback’	which,	despite	their	role	in	the	
unfolding	of	potenIal,	are	somewhat	luxurious	&	‘advanced’.		
Given	how	readily	they	are	sacrificed	by	a	distressed	brain,	
they	are	a	key	indicator	of	emoIonal	health	&	well-being.	

Missing	the	‘Vital	Signs’	of	Well-Being	
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feelings	of	FUTILITY		
(sadness,	disappointment,		
grief,	melancholy,	sorrow)	

feelings	of	MISSING		
(longing,	loss,	empIness,	
loneliness,	lack	of	invitaIon)	

feelings	of	ALARM		
(unsafe,	nervous,	apprehensive,	
cauIous,	concerned,	careful)		

feeling	RESPONSIBLE		
(sorry,	remorseful,	guilty	about,	
bad	about,	responsible	for)	

feelings	of	(fulfilled)	DEPENDENCE		
(needy,	vulnerable,	cared	for,	
saIated	by,	trusIng	in)		

feelings	of	CARING	
(caring	for,	caring	about,		
love,	compassion)	

Feelings more likely to be defensively inhibited 

feeling	CONFLICTED	As	a	result	...		

RED	FLAGS	for	LOST	FEELING	

NO	RECOVERY	of	lost	feelings	over	Ime	

a		proneness	to	BOREDOM	

	FUTILITY	is	not	felt	(the	‘canary’	of	emoIonal	distress)			

When	the	‘holes’	in	togetherness		
are	NOT	sufficiently	FELT,		

it	is	experienced	as	BOREDOM. 

What	BOREDOM is	about 
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Boredom-a	natural	barometer	for	deficits	of	feeling	
-	can’t	feel	the	true	nature	or	shape	of	the	hole	that	exists	within	-			

	food	

ent
ert
ain

me
nt	

	digital	

pursuits	

ac9vity	
screen

s	

videogam
es	s9mula9on	

delinquency	

no	longer	talks	about	what	distresses	or	hurt	feelings	

no	longer	feels	unsafe	or	alarmed	

no	longer	reads	rejec9on	or	feels	its	s9ng	

no	longer	feels	as	needy,	empty,	lonely	or	dependent		

no	longer	is	as	visibly	affected	by	loss	and	lack		

EARLY SIGNS OF A STUCK STRESS RESPONSE 

be^er	able	to	func9on	or	perform	under	duress	

no	longer	given	to	sadness	and	disappointment	

RED	FLAGS	for	LOST	FEELING	

NO	RECOVERY	of	lost	feelings	over	Ime	

a		proneness	to	BOREDOM	

	FUTILITY	is	not	felt	(the	‘canary’	of	emoIonal	distress)			

ADDITIONAL	RED	FLAGS	

	a	diminished	sensorium	(especially	pain	&	bladder	
pressure	for	youngsters	and	even	youth)	

	a	urgent	and	persistent	flight	from	feeling	

	flaVened	affect	(per	‘classical’	definiIon	of	depression)		
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The WISDOM !
   of the !
  Stress Response Chapter	1	

How to Resuscitate  
the Resilience 

Response 

The Story of Resilience

Chapter	Four	

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	opImal		
funcIoning	and	the		

realizaIon	of	full	potenIal		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcIoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

Provide SAFE 
SANCTUARY �
for FEELING 

Triggers	Primal	
Separa9on	Emo9ons	

SAFETY
It	is	NOT	the	existence	of	SAFETY	that	is	required	for	
feelings	to	return	but	rather	the	experience	of	safety	
that	is	conducive	to	feeling.	

•	SAFE	RELATIONSHIP	-	when	CLOSE	to	a	person	
ATTACHED	to	in	a	trusIng	DEPENDENT	mode		

•	when	in	the	PLAY	MODE	and	in	par9cular	
when	emo9ons	are	at	play	

TWO	SAFE	SANCTUARIES	for	FEELING	
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he
lp
er
	

PLAY 

Resuscitating the Resilience Response
	-	applying	rela9onal	and	emo9onal	first-aid	-		

RELATIO
NSHIP 

-	helping	the	troubled	OR	helping	in	troubled	9mes	-	
helping the traumatized to get unstuck

Where	the	helper	
can	be	ANYONE	
but	preferably	
a	caring	adult		
to	whom	the		
child	or	adult	
is	a^ached	or		
will	a^ach	

-	parent	
-	grandparent	

-	rela9ve	
-	teacher	
-	coach	
-	expert	

-	counsellor	
-	therapist	
-	caregiver	

	-	case	worker	
-	volunteer	

RELATIONSHIP 

•	convey	a	strong	
caring	ALPHA	
PRESENCE	

•	support	EXISTING	
ATTACHMENTS	
with	caring	adults		

•	COLLECT	to	engage		
and	invite	dependence	

•	NURTURE	(including	
food)	in	the	context	

of	connecIon	

•	BRIDGE	separaIons	
with	other	forms	of	

connecIon		

•	BRIDGE	troubling	
symptoms	with	
connecIon					

•	COME	ALONGSIDE	
emoIonal	experience		

•	matchmake	to	embed	in	
CASCADING	CARE	and	
shielding	aVachments	

Relational First Aid & Treatment

•	ritualize	some	SAFE	
SPACES	for	feelings	
to	bounce	back	

Through the other’s attachment to us, we can BE �
their ANSWER even when there are no answers: 

The answer is in BEING -  not in DOING or SAYING or KNOWING 
the right things – when empowered by the other’s attachment to us. 

•  BE their HOME 

•  BE their sanctuary of SAFETY 

•  BE their place of REST

•  BE their REASON for holding on 

•  BE their SHIELD in a wounding world



Stress	&	Resilience	-	Gordon	Neufeld	 Jack	Hirose	Seminars	-	Fall,	2023	

Copyright	2023	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 17	

PLAY 

Employing PLAY as emotional first aid ...

as well as for ongoing recovery & healing
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PLAY 

•	to	safely	engage	and	DISTRACT	
in	alarming	situaIons	

•	to	give	the	brain	a	
chance	to	REST		
and	RECOVER	

•	to	LIGHTEN	the	
emoIonal	load	

•	to	aid	the	RECOVERY		
of	feelings	so	that		

the	stress	response		
does	not	get	stuck	

•	to	provide	for	SAFE	
EXPRESSION	of	primal	
emoIon	

•	to	set	the	stage	to	
access	healing	SADNESS	
when	emoIonally	ready	

When drawing the child into play, we are �
transferring the child into the arms of NATURE �

so it can gently and wisely take care of the child  

Harness the Healing Power of Play

Emotional playgrounds  
help in the recovery of feelings 

Emo9ons	are	
freer	to	move	
and	so	more	
likely	to	be		
felt	and	
iden9fied	

Emo9ons	are		
not	at	work,		
so	the	inhibi9on	
of	feelings	is	
reversed	

Play	is	safe	so	
feelings	won’t	
get	hurt	

Emo9ons	are	
easier	to	feel	

when	one	step	
removed	from	

real	life	

Words	or	their	
lack,	do	not		

get	in	the	way	

Feelings	of		
fu9lity	are	much	
easier	to	access	

PLAY 

•	engage	in	play	by	giving	play	
signals,	like	a	bit	of	silliness,	
singing,	wearing	a	playful	cape	

•	playfully	engage	in	
games,	puzzles,	stories,	
music,	movement,	drama,	
theatre,	etc				

•	take	turns	telling	made-up		
stories,	so	their	emoIons	can	drive	
something	other	than	nightmares				

•	sing	or	hum	lullaby-	
type	songs	if	possible,	to	
harness	their	emoIonal	
and	connecIve	power		

•	provide	materials	to	draw,	
paint,	construct,	make	crags,	
make	music,	priming	the	
acIvity	where	necessary	

•	engage	in	playful	connecIon,	
providing	brief	experiences	of	

contact	and	togetherness		
that	are	able	to	disarm	

•	engage	in	the	cultural	play,	ie,	the	dances,	
music,	art	of	their	culture	of	origin	

Suggestions for Harnessing Play
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into	the	SADNESS	whose	task	it	is	to	facilitate	
needed	endings,	strengthen	as	required,	and	
deliver	us	back	to	what	happiness	exists	

...	in	our	pursuit	of	happiness	

...	in	trying	to	cheer	each	other	up			

...	in	aVempIng	to	stay	opImisIc		

...	in	avoiding	negaIve	thoughts	

...	in	trying	to	stay	in	perspecIve		

...	in	denying	that	the	glass	is	half	empty	

...	in	trying	to	change	the	Eeyores	into	Tiggers	

...	in	aVempIng	not	to	be	upset	

...	in	pudng	limits	on	grief	and	sorrow		

PRESS PAUSE 	
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threatened	
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tragedy	
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loss	&	lack	 chaos	

recover the resilience response
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Resuscitating the �
Resilience Response
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