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?

troubling		
symptoms	

having		
trouble	

making	
trouble	

troubling	
behaviour	

troubled	
emo5ons	

troubled	
thoughts	

trouble	
func5oning	

ge8ng	into	
trouble	

TROUBLED KIDS  
making sense of
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TROUBLED KIDS  
is the hidden story of

STUCKNESS 

STUCK in immaturity 

emergent	

adaptive	
integrative	

• viability as a separate being 
• full of vitality (not easily bored)  
• sense of agency & responsibility 
• full of interests & curiosity 
• venturing forth energy 
• a relationship with self 
• a strong quest for independence 

• learns from mistakes 

• resilient & resourceful 

• recovers from trauma 

• benefits from adversity 

• learns from consequences 

• adapts to circumstances 

• well-tempered  
• considerate & civilized 
• balanced / perspective 
• appreciates context 
• can solve problems 
• egalitarian values 
• learns from dissonance 
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ENGINE	OF	MATURATION	

emergent	
adaptive	

integrative	

• feeling SATIATED 
when attachment 
hunger is fulfilled 

• feeling SAD
when FUTILITY
is encountered 

• feeling CONFLICTED 
when inner 

dissonance exists

STUCK in immaturity 



Stuck	Kids	-	Gordon	Neufeld	 Hirose	Seminars	-	Edmonton	-	May	10,	2024	

Copyright	2024	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 4	

Why would feelings 
be missing?

Stress Response  

Feelings	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcHoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

both	parents	working	

adopHo
n	

school 

dayca
re

DIVORCE	

faci
ng	D

EAT
H	

RETIREMENT

moving

anoth
er sib

ling 
isolation

failure	

bein
g	LO

ST
	

secrets	

hospitalization

residenHal	school	

disability

losing	face	

wounding 

loss	of	loved	one
	

threats to identity

NEGLECT

ABUSE

loneliness

STRESs	

CHANGE

TR
AU
MA
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Resilience ResponseStress Response  vs	

TIME	(in	hours	ideally)	

Feelings		
that	have	been		
inhibited	bounce		

back	to	enable	opHmal		
funcHoning	and	the		

realizaHon	of	full	potenHal		

Feelings	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

funcHoning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	inhibited	

STUCK in immaturity 

STUCK in the �
stress response 

What causes stress? �
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STRESs

ATTACHMENT	=	SURVIVAL		
and	is	thus	our	preeminent	need		

SEPARATION		
is	thus	the	greatest	threat	

and	therefore	the	essence	of	stress	

FACING	SEPARATION		
=	experience	of	separa5on	

can’t be with ...

not special to ...

not u
nders

tood by .
..

BETRAYED

NOT LIKED BY ...

feeling unloved by ...

replaced 
by ... 

isolation

rejection

no
t w

an
teddiscounted by ...

lack of 

belongi
ng 

can’t c
onnect w

ith
 ...

can’t hold on 

when apart

feeling different

losing face

not important to ... 

not recognized by ...

threats to identity

NEGLECTED

NOT HELD ON TO BY ...

loneliness
not belonging

not mattering to ...

STUCK in immaturity 

STUCK in the �
stress response 

STUCK in �
facing separation
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What happens �
when facing 
separation?

cau6on	 change	

closure	

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM

EMOTIONAL	SOLUTIONS	TO	FACING	SEPARATION	

STUCK in immaturity 

STUCK in the �
stress response 

STUCK in �
facing separation
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STUCK in immaturity 

STUCK in the �
stress response 

STUCK in �
facing separation

sensing
outside 
world

1 

3 
 internal
feedback 
from the 

body

emotional brain 

sensory gating 
system 

2 

emotions 
stir us up 

& move us

prefrontal  
cortex 

4 

FEELINGS 

FEELINGS = the 
mind’s READINGS of 
emotional feedback 
coming back into the 
brain from the body.   

sensing
trouble

1 

 more 
feedback
from the 

body

emotional brain 

sensory gating 
system 

2 

more �
emotion

prefrontal  
cortex 

4 

FEELINGS 

STRESS MODE 

3 
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Sorry ... 
BRAIN IS STRESSED OUT! 

EMOTIONS ARE HARD AT WORK 
RIGHT NOW AND SO INTERNAL 
FEEDBACK MUST WAIT TO BE 
PROCESSED INTO FEELINGS.  

PLEASE COME BACK LATER  
BUT DON’T WAIT TOO LONG. 

TROUBLED KIDS  
the hidden story of

STUCK KIDS  

PART	TWO	

PROBLEMS	rooted	in	
	EMOTIONAL	STUCKNESS	
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FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM

FIGHT  FlIGHT  

FIXES and FIXATIONS  

PROBLEMS	ROOTED	IN	EMOTIONAL	STUCKNESS		

WHERE	FEELINGS	ARE	LACKING	

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM

FIGHT  FlIGHT  

FIXATIONS  FIXES  & 

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	



Stuck	Kids	-	Gordon	Neufeld	 Hirose	Seminars	-	Edmonton	-	May	10,	2024	

Copyright	2024	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 11	

A STORY  
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

frustra6on	needs	
to	be	FELT	

to	be	managed	

frustra6on	must	be		
FELT	correctly	for	
change	to	be	
	an	effec6ve	
resolu6on	

the	fu6lity		
encountered		

must	be	FELT	for	
frustra6on	to	end		

and	adapta6on	to	occur		

lack	of	mixed	
FEELINGS	leaves	
aMacking	impulses	

UNtempered	

A STORY  
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

frustra6on	needs	
to	be	FELT	

to	be	managed	

frustra6on	must	be		
FELT	correctly	for	
change	to	be	
	an	effec6ve	
resolu6on	

the	fu6lity		
encountered		

must	be	FELT	for	
frustra6on	to	end		

and	adapta6on	to	occur		

lack	of	mixed	
FEELINGS	leaves	
aMacking	impulses	

UNtempered	

FRUSTRATION
triggered by thwarted

proximity

judgements	regarding	whose	fault	

tant
rum

s	

hos5lity	

fig
h5
ng
	

foul	words	

insul
ts	

self-blame	
self-punishment	

jus
5fy

ing
	

re
ve
ng
e	

AGGRESSION	

irritability	

impa5ence	

ANGER      GUILT       SHAME

self-aTack	

hi8ng	

sarc
asm

	

VIOLENCE	

SYMPTOMS		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

COGNITION-
BASED	DERIVATIVES		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

PRIMAL	
EMOTION	

TRIGGERING	
EXPERIENCE	



Stuck	Kids	-	Gordon	Neufeld	 Hirose	Seminars	-	Edmonton	-	May	10,	2024	

Copyright	2024	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 12	

The Continuum of Aggression Problems 

devoid	of	feelings	
of	alarm,	fu6lity		
&	vulnerability	

not	feeling	the		
fu6lity	of	changing	
the	frustra6ng	
circumstances	

EXISTENCE  
of attacking  

impulses 

ERUPTIONS  
of attacking 

energy 

VIOLATING 
aggression 
problems 

HIGHLY FRUSTRATED •	•	•	•	•	•	• •  • • •  • •  

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM

FIGHT  FlIGHT  

FIXATIONS  FIXES  & 

A STORY  
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

alarm	needs	to	be	
FELT	to	be	managed	

alarm	must	be	
FELT	correctly	for	
cau6on	to	be	
	an	effec6ve	
resolu6on	

the	fu6lity		
encountered		

must	be	FELT	for		
alarm	to	end	and	

adapta6on	to	occur		

lack	of	mixed	
FEELINGS	leaves	

avoidance	impulses	
UNtempered	
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A STORY  
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

alarm	needs	to	be	
FELT	to	be	managed	

alarm	must	be	
FELT	correctly	for	
cau6on	to	be	
	an	effec6ve	
resolu6on	

the	fu6lity		
encountered		

must	be	FELT	for		
alarm	to	end	and	

adapta6on	to	occur		

lack	of	mixed	
FEELINGS	leaves	

avoidance	impulses	
UNtempered	

LEVEL	1	–	ANXIETY	PROBLEMS	

-	avoiding	alarming	things	and	situa6ons	–	results	in	
obsessions	and	compulsions,	including	phobias	and	paranoia,	
as	well	as	a	preoccupaHon	with	staying	out	of	trouble	

LEVEL	2	–	AGITATION	&	ATTENTION	PROBLEMS		

-	avoiding	aMending	to	what	alarms	-	results	in	significant	
aZenHon	deficits,	not	being	able	to	stay	out	of	trouble,	not	
being	moved	to	cauHon,	recklessness	and	carelessness	

LEVEL	3	–	ADRENALIN	SEEKING	PROBLEMS		

-	avoiding	any	sense	of	vulnerability	–	the	adrenalin	rush	
involved	in	doing	alarming	things	when	devoid	of	a	sense	of	
vulnerability	results	in	being	aZracted	to	what	alarms	and	a	
predisposiHon	for	being	a	trouble-maker		

The Continuum of ALARM Problems 

devoid	of	feelings	
of	alarm,	fu6lity		
&	vulnerability	

feel	unsafe	but		
alarm	not	linked	to	
the	separa6on	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	
dysfunc7onal	
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ALARM triggered 
by facing separation

OBSESSIONS
mistaken	assumpHons	regarding	what’s	wrong	

COMPULSIONS	
worry	 FE

AR
	

tens
ion	

panic
	

self-doubt	

ide
n5

ty	

con
fus

ion
	

restles
s	AGITATION	

NERVOUS	 paran
oia	

unease	

ANXIETY 
ph
ob
ias

	

SYMPTOMS		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

COGNITION-
BASED	DERIVATIVES		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

PRIMAL	
EMOTION	

TRIGGERING	
EXPERIENCE	

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM

FIGHT  FlIGHT  

FIXATIONS  FIXES  & 

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	Depersonaliza5on	&	Fragmenta5on	of	Pursuit	
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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	Depersonaliza5on	&	Fragmenta5on	of	Pursuit	

The	absence	of	Hmely	feelings	results	
in	losing	the	connecHon	between	the	
separaHon	faced	and	the	triggered	
pursuit	that	was	meant	to	fix	this.		

The	result	is	fragmented	and	
depersonalized	‘fixes’	that	are	divorced	
from	their	original	purpose.	These	‘fixes’	
oaen	develop	into	obsessive	‘fixaHons’	
that	can	permeate	our	personaliHes.			

pursuit	needs	to	be	
	FELT	to	be	managed	

fu6lity	needs	to		
be	FELT	to	foster	
adapta6on	and	for	
pursuit	energy	to	

dissipate	

A STORY 
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

pursuit	needs	to	
be	correctly	FELT	
for	closure	to		
be	effec6ve	

lack	of	mixed	
FEELINGS	leaves	
pursuit	impulses	
UNtempered	

SEPARATION	-TRIGGERED	

pursuit	needs	to	be	
	FELT	to	be	managed	

fu6lity	needs	to		
be	FELT	to	foster	
adapta6on	and	for	
pursuit	energy	to	

dissipate	

A STORY 
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

pursuit	needs	to	
be	correctly	FELT	
for	closure	to		
be	effec6ve	

lack	of	mixed	
FEELINGS	leaves	
pursuit	impulses	
UNtempered	

SEPARATION	-TRIGGERED	
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Alter Self      Alter Pursuit       Try Harder
beliefs	regarding	what’s	needed	to	close	the	gap		

Separation-Triggered
PURSUIT

co
nc
ea
l	

mask	PLEASE	 ser
ve	

reveal	

dem
and	regre

ss	

one	or	
many	perfec5onism	

measure	up	

en
ha
nc
e	

FIXES	&	FIXATIONS	

EDIT	

mirro
r	impress	

WIN	

aTract	

THE	HUNT	 THE	CHASE	 THE	FIND	...	 ...	

SYMPTOMS		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

COGNITION-
BASED	DERIVATIVES		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

PRIMAL	
EMOTION	

TRIGGERING	
EXPERIENCE	

Alter Self      Alter Pursuit       Try Harder
beliefs	regarding	what’s	needed	to	close	the	gap		

Separation-Triggered
PURSUIT

co
nc
ea
l	

mask	PLEASE	 ser
ve	

reveal	

dem
and	regre

ss	

one	or	
many	perfec5onism	

measure	up	

en
ha
nc
e	

FIXES	&	FIXATIONS	

EDIT	

mirro
r	impress	

WIN	

aTract	

THE	HUNT	 THE	CHASE	 THE	FIND	...	 ...	

SYMPTOMS		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

COGNITION-
BASED	DERIVATIVES		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

PRIMAL	
EMOTION	

TRIGGERING	
EXPERIENCE	

•	hoarding	
•	collecHng	

•	hugs/smiles	

•	acquiring	

•	status	
•	sameness	
•	sex	
•	pornography	

•	applause	

•	praise	
•	marks	

•	clinging	
•	clutching	
•	possessing	

•	achieving	

•	aZenHon	

•	scoring	
•	winning	

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM

FIGHT  FlIGHT  

FIXATIONS  FIXES  & 

symptoms	are	oQen	troubling	
because	they	seem	to	come	

out	of	the	‘blue’	
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STUCK KIDS  

PART	THREE	

PROBLEMS	when	stuck	in	
BASIC	ATTACHMENT	INSTINCTS		

PROBLEMS	rooted	in	BASIC	ATTACHMENT	
INSTINCTS	when	feelings	are	lacking			

•	counterwill	insHnct	

•	alpha	or	displacement	insHnct	

•	shyness	&	tribalizing	insHncts		

CounterWill refers to the instinct to resist or oppose 
the will of others when the attachment instincts are not engaged. 

Other’s WILL

expectations & hope

wants & wishes

preferences & priorities

values & goals 

plans & decisions

intentions & initiative

designs & purposes

judgements & opinions
 COUNTER•WILL

CounterWill serves attachment by 
protecting against ‘outside’ control and influence
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CounterWill	is	triggered	when...	

the pressure experienced  >  the pursuit of proximity	

commands > impulse to comply

obligations > urge to make it work

expectations > desire to please

demands > inclination to defer 

pressure > desire to measure up

forcefulness > desire to be good 

FEELINGS	civilize	the	CounterWill	impulse	

fe
e
li
n
g
	t
h
e
	I
M
P
U
LS
E
	t
o
	r
e
si
st
	o
r	
o
p
p
o
se
	fe

e
lin
g
	C
O
N
FLIC

T
E
D
	a
b
o
u
t	th

e
	im

p
u
lse
	

feeling	the	FUTILITY	of	resis5ng	or	opposing	

-	makes	it	possible	to	
take	up	a	rela7onship	
with	the	impulse		

feeling	emo7ons	&	impulses		
that	would	conflict	–	alarm,	
caring,	impulse	to	be	good		

develops	the	capacity		
to	feel	conflicted	

resolves	impulsivity	
	&	fosters	own	will	

-	so?ens	the	counterwill	impulse	and	fosters	
adapta7on	to	a	world	filled	with	other’s	wills		

oppo
siHon

al		

and	
‘defi

ant’	 reacHve
	rebelli

on	predisposed	to		
anH-social	behaviour	

and	adtudes		

pre-occupaHon	
with	taboo	

pass
ivity

	and
	

proc
rasH

naHo
n	

reacHve	non-
compliance	and		
disobedience	

impulse	to
	

be	‘bad
’	

CounterWill	UNTAMED	by	FEELINGS	

argu
men

taHv
e	

or	b
ellig

eren
t	

allergic	to	coercion	 projecHng	aZempts	to	control	
obsHnate	
&	stubborn	

commonly	mistaken	
for	‘strong	willed’	
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•	counterwill	insHnct	

•	alpha	or	displacement	insHnct	

•	shyness	&	tribalizing	insHncts		

PROBLEMS	rooted	in	BASIC	ATTACHMENT	
INSTINCTS	when	feelings	are	lacking			

Common manifestations of the DISPLACEMENT instinct

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

•	to	command	aZenHon,	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	direcHons,	to	provide	the	meanings	

•	to	trump	interacHon,	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		

-	should	never	be	characterisHc	of	
an	individual,	only	an	aZachment	
DANCE	with	a	‘dependent’	in	need	

-	is	part	of	the	ATTACHMENT	

drive	which	is	Nature’s	answer	to	
SURVIVAL	for	birds	and	mammals	

-	requires	extensive	taming	
and	development	to	turn	the	
raw	displacement	insHncts	

into	an	effecHve	ALPHA	
CARING	RESPONSE	

-	it’s	ulHmate	purpose	is	to	
take	CHARGE	of	the	CARE	
of	one’s	dependents	

-	is	meant	to	create	a	LEAD	
in	the	aAachment	dance,	
inspiring	trust	and	
dependence	in	response	

-	if	characterisHc	of	a	child,	
can	seriously	INTERFERE		

with	development	and	being	
taken	care	of,	including		

being	parented	or	taught		

-	successful	development	
requires	ample	PRACTICE	

in	a	context	rich	with	
FEELING,	yet	preserved	
primarily	for	adulthood	

for	the	purpose	of	taking	
care	of	one’s	offspring	

and	one’s	mate	



Stuck	Kids	-	Gordon	Neufeld	 Hirose	Seminars	-	Edmonton	-	May	10,	2024	

Copyright	2024	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 20	

fe
e
li
n
g
s	
o
f	
C
A
R
IN
G
	&
	R
E
S
P
O
N
S
IB
IL
IT
Y
	

feeling	the	FUTILITY	of	controlling	&	domina5ng	

-	unites	raw	&	primi7ve	
displacement	ins7ncts	
with	their	ul7mate		
care-taking		
PURPOSE	

-	develops	the	capacity	for	
CONSIDERATION	-		necessary		

to	make	caring	effec7ve		

-	so?ens	and	prunes	displacement	ins7ncts	to	where	they	become	
sensi7ve	to	context	and	in	the	service	of	caring	and	community		

fe
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(can	begin	between	
5-7	years	but	only	
	if	condi7ons	are	

conducive)		

How	FEELINGS	tame	the	ALPHA	ins5ncts	
Ca

rin
g 

Resp
onsi

bility
 

from	raw	DISPLACEMENT to	an	Alpha	Caring	Response

“neurons	that	FIRE	together	WIRE	together”			

PLAY	is	the	context	in	which		
this	is	most	likely	to	happen	
naturally	and	spontaneously.		

bullying	

narcissism	–	where	
everything	is	about	‘me’	

compeHng	with	‘loved	ones’	for	care	

obsessed	with		
winning,	placing,	status,	

	coming	out	on	top		

ALPHA UNTAMED  

fan
tasi

es	o
f	ra

pe	

impulse	to		‘lord	it	over’	

drive	for
	superio

rity	

and	supr
emacy	

exploitaHon	of	the	
vulnerable	&	needy	

drive	to	dominate	and	displace	

fuele
d	slav

ery	

colon
izaHo

n,	

&	eth
nic	cl

eansi
ng	

unable	to		
depend,	submit		
or	take	direcHon	
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The Continuum of Troubling Alpha Behaviour 
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devoid	of	feelings	
of	caring	and	
responsibility	

lacking	feelings		
of	dependence		
and	neediness	

HIGHLY MOVED TO DISPLACE •	•	•	 •	•	•	

• • •  common	forms	
of	stuck	alpha	

perverted	forms	
of	stuck	alpha	• • •  • • •  • • •  • • •  

PROBLEMS	rooted	in	BASIC	INSTINCTS		
when	feelings	are	lacking			

•	counterwill	insHncts	

•	alpha	or	displacement	insHncts	

•	shyness	and	tribalizing	insHncts	

proximity	resisted	&	pursued	

-	+	

Pursued	 Proximity	 Resisted	
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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	compe5ng	nature	of	most	peer	aTachments	today	(ie,	can’t	
be	close	to	both	peers	and	adults	simultaneously)	pulls	children	

out	of	orbit	from	around	the	adults	responsible	for	them.	

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 mattering	
annoys and irritates	
eschews	
loathes	
keeps secrets from or  
creates secrets about	

seeks to be with	
makes contact 	

endears 	
looks up to 	

attends & listens to 	
imitates & emulates 	

possesses 	
is loyal to 	

holds dear	
attempts to find favour	
makes things work for	

seeks to matter to	
seeks to please	

befriends	
loves	

      shares secrets with 
or keeps the secrets of 

How	FEELINGS	soben	SHYNESS	and	tame	TRIBALIZATION	

fe
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fe
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	-	aZachments	are	less	

threatened	as	they		
are	felt	more	deeply	

feelings	of	fu5lity	re	tribaliza5on		

-	aZaching	via	ful-
filling	connecHon	
trumps	aZaching	
via	distancing		

-	emerging	desires	conflict,	
thus	tempering	the	
	distancing	insHncts	

-	empathy	confronts			
the	defensive	

distancing		
insHncts	

-	increased	resilience	reduces	the	sense	of	vulnerability	in	being		
exposed	or	outside	of	one’s	tribe	or	village	

-	feeling	the	fuHlity	of	avoiding	strangers	renders	more	adapHve	
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	Some	common	SYNDROMES	of	stuck	kids	

AGGRESSION	problems	including	self-aMack,	violence	
	and	suicidal	impulses			

ALPHA	problems	including	bossiness,	bullying,	ea6ng	
	problems,	and	narcissism		

ALARM	problems	including	anxiety,	obsessions,	
	compulsions,	agita6on,	aMen6on	problems,	
	adrenalin-seeking,	cuWng	&	burning	

ADDICTION	problems	including	to	drugs,	food,	digital	
	connec6on,	pornography,	video	games,	etc	

ATTENTION	problems	stemming	from	immaturity,	
	alarm,	peer	orienta6on	and	lack	of	playfulness	

PART	FOUR	

WORKING	WITH	STUCK	KIDS	

-		a	three-pronged	approach	derived		
from	INSIGHTS	regarding	stuckness		

troubling		
symptoms	

having		
trouble	

making	
trouble	

troubling	
behaviour	

troubled	
emo5ons	

troubled	
thoughts	

trouble	
func5oning	

ge8ng	into	
trouble	

STUCK- 
NESS 
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STUCK- 
NESS 

ALPHA	
problems	

ATTENTION	
problems	

COUNTERWILL	
problems	

ALARM	
problems	

FRUSTRATION-FUELED	
problems	

FIXES	&	
FIXATIONS	

BEHAVIOUR	
problems	

ADDICTION	
problems	

IMMATURITY	
problems	

DEPRESSION	
problems	

WORKING		
WITH	STUCK	KIDS	

compensate �
for stuckness

retreat to
relationship

matchmake �
to play

work	AROUND	symptoms	&	deficits	

work	AT	aTachment	 work	TOWARDS	restoring	feeling	

Back away from using conventional 
discipline to treat the problem

•	from	trying	to	teach	a	lesson	

•	from	aZempHng	to	make	accountable	

•	from	using	separaHon	puniHvely	

•	from	applying	sancHons	or	withdrawing	privileges	

•	from	shaming	or	aZempHng	to	alarm	

•	from	lecturing	or	admonishing	
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COMPENSATE for STUCKNESS

•	employ	structure,	rouHne	and	ritual	

•	collect	before	direcHng	

•	script	behaviour	that	would	be	spontaneous	if	
more	mature		

•	point	out	what	works	instead	of	what	doesn’t	

•	culHvate	a	leading	edge	of	success	

RETREAT to RELATIONSHIP

•	to	cul5vate	the	rela5onal	CONTEXT	needed	for	dealing	with	

the	immature,	the	stuck,	and	the	troubled	

•	to	enable	us	to	COMPENSATE	for	the	immaturity,	dysfunc5on	

and	developmental	deficits	that	are	rooted	in	stuckness	

-	reverses	shyness	and	tribalizaHon,	renders	recepHve,	trumps	
counterwill,	reverses	peer	orientaHon	

-	harnesses	the	power	of	aZachment,	evokes	the	desire	to	be	
good	for	us,	enables	us	to	script	appropriate	behaviour		

•	to	REDUCE	the	separa5on	being	faced	–	the	root	cause	of	

almost	all	emo5onal	and	behavioural	problems	
-	deprives	problems	of	their	emoHonal	fuel	and	reduces	the	
load	on	the	emoHonal	brain	

•	to	create	the	sense	of	SAFETY	needed	to	recover	feelings	

a more continuous connection
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AVOID unnecessary separation

• get adults in the child’s life to assume more responsibility for 
providing proximity generously

• refrain, if possible, from all separation-based discipline and 
reactions 

• reduce separation experiences wherever possible; help a child 
to hold on when apart

• try to keep the troubling symptoms from causing more 
separation 

• reverse peer orientation if possible

When	facing	separation,	preserve	
the	connection	by	drawing	
attention	to	the	next	point	of	

contact	or	to	what	stays	the	same.	

Cultivate a deeper connection �
to reduce the separation being faced
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- 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 

CHILD	

ADULT	

We	need	to	HAVE	their	
hearts	to	enable	us	to		

protect	and	soQen		
their	hearts	

Create timely spaces for feelings to bounce back

• AFTER times of stress including separation, school, strained 
interactions, discipline, special performances, wounding, loss, etc 	

• FREE of digital pursuit (social or videogames) and other 
competing activities	

• FREE of problem solving, judgment, correction or teaching	

• through RITUALS involving safe relationships and/or emotional 
playgrounds 	

• ideally BEFORE sleep or the passing of time interferes with the 
ability of the thinking brain to interpret emotional feedback and link 
to the situations that stirred one up 	

to embed in cascading care

to
 e

ng
ag

e 
th

e 
at

ta
ch

m
en

t i
ns

tin
ct

s

anything that could divide

to the emotional play that engages
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Cultivating a SAFE RELATIONSHIP:
•  COLLECT the child or student at the beginning of each day and 

at least a few times throughout the day, where there is no 
apparent reason to engage other than to affirm the relationship 

• use the engaging power of PLAY if necessary to jump-start a 
relationship (especially if there is reticence to attach) 

• position oneself as an ANSWER by orienting the child or 
student and providing a ‘touch of proximity’ to hold on to 

• find some way of conveying the INVITATION to exist in one’s 
presence – very few will turn this invitation down 

• take care to BRIDGE anything that would threaten the union or 
togetherness of the relationship 

Matchmake to Play
•	engage	in	play	to	PRIME	the	relaHonships	they	need	

•	take	emoHons	to	play	to	REDUCE	breakthrough	expression	that	is	
harming	the	relaHonships	they	need	or	gedng	them	into	trouble	

•	use	play	to	provide	them	some	safety	and	RELIEF	from	distressing	
situaHons		

•	employ	play	to	ENGAGE	in	learning		

•	use	play	to	reduce	and	COMPENSATE	for	aZenHon	problems		

•	take	emoHons	to	play	to	RECOVER	lost	feelings			

N
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T
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	 N
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expressive		

PLAY	
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WHERE emotions like to PLAY

about EMOTIONAL PLAYGROUNDS
•	any	acHvity	–	social	or	solitary	–	in	which	emoHons	are	at	play	or	
can	be	played	out	safely,	without	repercussion	for	relaHonships	

•	where	play	is	freely	entered	and	thus	does	not	evoke	any	
resistance	or	counterwill.	One	can	never	be	forced	to	play.	

•	where	one	is	free	of	the	concept	of	performance	or	working	
towards	an	outcome	

•	where	play	is	expressive	instead	of	sHmulaHng	in	nature.	Most	
screen	play	is	emoHonally	evocaHve,	not	emoHonally	expressive.		

•	emoHonal	playgrounds	can	be	anything	in	the	imaginaHon	or	in	
real	life	where	emoHons	are	at	play	and	so	can	be	felt	

Play lessens the emotional load �
and enables feelings to recover

Emo5ons	are	
freer	to	move	
and	so	more	

likely	to	be	felt	
and	iden5fied	

Emo5ons	are		
not	at	work,		
so	the	inhibi5on	
of	feelings	is	
reversed	

Play	is	safe	
so	feelings	
won’t	get	
hurt	

Emo5ons	are	
easier	to	feel	

when	one	step	
removed	from	

real	life	



Stuck	Kids	-	Gordon	Neufeld	 Hirose	Seminars	-	Edmonton	-	May	10,	2024	

Copyright	2024	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 30	

Sadness is easier to access when emotions are at play

• finds & releases stuck  
or orphaned sadness, 

making it easier to access 
wordless tears  

•	shias	the	locus	
from	the	‘head’	
to	the	‘heart’		

•	gives	us	something	to	‘cry’	
about	that	is	one	step	
removed	and	thus	not		

too	much	to	bear	

•	removes	the	impediments	
to	‘tears’,	including	shame	
and	self-consciousness		

•	the	engagement	of	play	is	usually	
greater	than	the	aversion	to	
sadness,	sedng	the	stage	for	
what	needs	to	happen		

• suffering is contained 
and so much easier 
to bear in the play 
mode, and sadness  

feels ‘sweeter’ 

Summary & Review:
•		underlying	a	diverse	manifestaHon	of	troubling	symptoms	is	a	
condiHon	of	emoHonal	and	developmental	STUCKNESS		

•		underlying	stuckness	is	a	LOSS	OF	FEELING	that	is	criHcal	for	opHmal	
funcHoning,	for	healthy	development,	for	adaptaHon,	and	for	
rendering	fully	human	and	humane			

•		underlying	the	loss	of	feeling	is	the	experience	of	FACING	
SEPARATION	that	has	been	too	much	to	bear	

•		to	prevent	things	from	gedng	worse,	we	must	first	COMPENSATE	

for	the	symptoms	and	problems	that	are	rooted	in	stuckness		

•		our	best	bet	for	the	RECOVERY	OF	FEELINGS	is	to	culHvate	safe	
relaHonships	and	engage	in	emoHonal	playgrounds	

•		we	must	RETREAT	to	RELATIONSHIP	to	reduce	the	separaHon	faced	
and	the	resulHng	emoHonal	load,	and	to	create	a	context	for				

STUCK  KIDS  
working with

Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 
Developmental & Clinical Psychologist 

Vancouver, Canada 


