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Addressing the Emotional Roots
of troubling behaviour & troubled experience 

Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 
Developmental & Clinical Psychologist 

Vancouver, Canada 

Addressing the Emotional Roots
of troubling behaviour & troubled experience 

•	emo$ons	are	being	
increasingly	numbed	
through	drugs	

Our Childrens Emotions are in Trouble 

•	emo$onal	problems	are	surfacing	as	
an	epidemic	of	MENTAL	ILLNESS	

•	emo$onal	immaturity	is	
epidemic,	as	manifest		
in	impulsiveness		
and	lack	of	mixed		
feelings	

•	problems	rooted	in	the	
emo$on	of	alarm	

(anxiety,	agita$on,	
adrenalin	seeking,	
cuLng,	burning)		
are	on	the	rise	

•	problems	rooted	in	
the	emo$on	of	frustra$on	

(aggression,	hos$lity,	
	self-aNack,	suicidal	

	impulses,violence)	are	all		
increasing	significantly		

•	depressed	emo$on	is	being	
more	frequently	diagnosed		
in	childhood	(aka	depression)	
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EMOTION IS AT THE HEART OF THE MATTER

•	mental	processes	are	
primarily	deriva$ves	of	

emo$on,	rather	than	the	
other	way	around	

•	emo$on	is	in	charge	of	managing	
the	brain,	including	development,	
priori$es,	aNen$on,	and	memory	

•	almost	all	troubled	thinking	and	
behaviour	(including	diagnoses)	
are	found	to	have	roots	in	the	
anima$ng	brain	

•	psychological	matura$on	is	
emo$onal	in	nature	

•	emo$onal	processes	
precede	and	undergird	
mental	processes	–	in	
evolu$on,	in	development,	
and	in	everyday	func$oning		

•	most	problems	in	learning	and	
aNen$on	are	rooted	in	emo$on	

•	adapta$on	(including	
healing	&	recovery)	is		
an	emo$onal	process	

•	the	stress	response	is	
an	emo$onal	process	

•	emo$ons	need	to	be	resolved	to	
reduce	symptoms	as	well	as	to	
effect	deep	and	las$ng	change	

EMOTION 
NEEDS TO 
MATTER
TO US

EMOTION IS AT THE HEART OF THE MATTER

•	mental	processes	are	
primarily	deriva$ves	of	

emo$on,	rather	than	the	
other	way	around	

•	emo$on	is	in	charge	of	managing	
the	brain,	including	development,	
priori$es,	aNen$on,	and	memory	

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

•	psychological	matura$on	is	
emo$onal	in	nature	

•	emo$onal	processes	
precede	and	undergird	
mental	processes	–	in	
evolu$on,	in	development,	
and	in	everyday	func$oning		

•	most	problems	in	learning	and	
aNen$on	are	rooted	in	emo$on	

•	adapta$on	(including	
healing	&	recovery)	is		
an	emo$onal	process	

•	the	stress	response	is	
an	emo$onal	process	

•	•	emo$ons	need	to	be	resolved	
to	reduce	symptoms	as	well	as	to	

effect	deep	and	las$ng	change	

EMOTION 
NEEDS TO 
MATTER
TO US

EMOTION IS STILL DISCOUNTED & ECLIPSED

MORE	CONCERNED	WITH	MANAGING	EMOTIONS	THAN	UNDERSTANDING	THEM	

MOST	MEDICATIONS	NUMB	EMOTION	

WITH	LITTLE	PROTEST	FRO
M		

SO-CALLED	EXPERTS	

STILL
	CON
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RED

	INFE
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	TO	R
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SE	

THE	ROL
E	OF	EM
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STILL	M
ISREAD

	&	

MISINTE
RPRET

ED	

STILL	ECLIPSED	BY	
THEIR	EFFECTS	ON	
COGNITION	&	
BEHAVIOUR	

WOMEN	&	CHILDREN	

STILL	BLAMED	FOR	BEING	

TOO	EMOTIONAL	

MORE	C
ONCE

RNED
	WITH	

‘CALM
ING	D

OWN’		

THAN
	MAKING

	ROOM
		

TO	BE
	‘STIR

RED	U
P’		

•	emo$ons	need	
sufficient	REST	in	
order	to	con$nue		
to	work	effec$vely	

•	emo$ons	need	to		
be	RESOLVED	in	some	
way	or	another	or	they	
will	get	stuck	and	stale	

•	the	emo$onal	system	takes	
many	years	and	conducive	

condi$ons	to	fully	DEVELOP		

•	emo$on	has	WORK	
to	do	-	serving	the	
aNachment	ins$ncts	
primarily	

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

KEY INSIGHTS ABOUT EMOTION 	

•	emo$ons	seek	DISCHARGE	
through	expression	which,	if	
restricted,	can	adversely	affect	
emo$onal	health	and	development	

•	emo$ons	need		
to	be	fully	FELT	to		
op$mize	their	work	
of	adapta$on	&	growth	

•	emo$on	is	ELECTRICAL	
in	nature,	obeying	its		
laws	(vs	like	steam)	

anima%ng	brain	
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emo$ons	came	FIRST	and	
come	FIRST		

came	LAST	and	come	LATER	if	
condi$ons	are	conducive	

emo$on	=	TO	MOVE	 to	feel	=	TO	SENSE	or	TO	TOUCH		

triggered	as	a	automated	FIX	 op$onal	FEEDBACK	to	the	fix	

emo$ons	have	WORK	to	do	 provide	a	WINDOW	to	that	work		

energe$cally	IMPULSIVE		 REFLECTIVE	&	INTERPRETIVE	

POWERFUL	and	ENDURING		 FLEETING	and	FRAGILE		

extend	the	reach	of	INSTINCT	 extend	the	reach	of	EMOTION	

stored	as	ACTION	POTENTIALS	 stored	only	as	MEMORIES	

emo$ons	take	turns	DRIVING	 feelings	MIX	if	able	for	best	results		

emotion  feeling

For OPTIMAL functioning of our animating brain, we need to FEEL ... 

•	SATIATED	when	aGachment	hunger	is	fulfilled	

•	MISSING/empty/lonely	when	apart	from	aGachments	
(feeling	bored	instead)		

•	ALARMED	when	togetherness	is	threatened	

•	SHAME	when	exposed	in	a	negaXve	light	

•	CAUTIOUS	when	sensing	that	something	could	go	wrong	

•	FUTILITY	when	it	is	encountered		

•	CONFLICTED	when	impulses	conflict	(requires	development)	

•	FRUSTRATED	when	thwarted	

•	CARING	where	aGached	

•	HUNGRY	when	needing	food	

•	SHY	where	not	aGached	

•	REJECTED	when	not	invited	

•	ANGRY	when	facing	injusXce	

•	YEARNING	when	hungry	for	closeness	

•	HOPEFUL	when	looking	forward	

•	SORRY	when	bad	things	happen	

•	TIRED	when	needing	rest	

•	HURT	when	wounded	

•	PRESSURE	when	bladder	is	full	

expressing	

naming	

feeling	

mixing	

reflec%ng	

Healthy Emotional Development
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STRESs?	

EMOTIONAL	OPERATIONS	TRIGGERED	BY	FACING	SEPARATION	

cau%on	

ALARM


PURSUIT	

closure	

separa%on-triggered	

change	

FRUSTRATION	

STRESs?	

EMOTIONAL	OPERATIONS	TRIGGERED	BY	FACING	SEPARATION	

cau%on	

ALARM


PURSUIT	

closure	

separa%on-triggered	

change	

FRUSTRATION	

FlIGHT  FIGHT  

A#achment’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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The Stress Response  

		AC
TIVA
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	prim
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(ie,	
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ra$o
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and
	pur

suit
)		

-	a	two-pronged	opera%on	-			
defensively	

emoXonal	feedback	

(	ie,	feelings)	

-	via	the	brain’s	sensory	ga$ng	
sytem	

-	to	situa$onally	address	
threats	to	togetherness	

-	via	the	command	
centre	(amygala)	of	the	
anima$ng	brain	

-	to	reduce	the	brain’s	workload		
as	well	as	the	felt	vulnerability		
that	could	interfere	with	
performing	in	distressing	situa$ons	

The Stress Response  

•	while	at	the	same		Xme,	INHIBITS	FEELINGS	that	would	interfere	with	the	work	of	the	emo$ons	

•	AC
TIVA

TES
	prim

al	

sep
araX

on	e
moX

ons
	

  animates and armours the heart 

STRESS	RESPONSE	=	MORE		
EMOTION		BUT	LESS	FEELING	

•	gives	the	STRENGTH	and	
TOUGHNESS	needed	to	
func$on	or	perform	in	
stressful	or	wounding		

circumstances		

•	instantly	CHANGES		
one	to	be	able	to	COPE		

with	adversity	&	SURVIVE	
distressing	circumstances		

•	taps	all	available	resources	to	
enable	one	to	PERSEVERE	in	the		
face	of	distress	and	OVERCOME	

stressful	circumstances	

FR
US
TR
AT
ION

	
ALARM	

PURSUI
T	

The Stress Response  

•	while	at	the	same		Xme,	INHIBITS	FEELINGS	that	would	interfere	with	the	work	of	the	emo$ons	

•	AC
TIVA

TES
	prim

al	

sep
araX

on	e
moX

ons
	

  animates and armours the heart 

STRESS	RESPONSE	=	MORE		
EMOTION		BUT	LESS	FEELING	

•	gives	the	STRENGTH	and	
TOUGHNESS	needed	to	
func$on	or	perform	in	
stressful	or	wounding		

circumstances		

•	instantly	CHANGES		
one	to	be	able	to	COPE		

with	adversity	&	SURVIVE	
distressing	circumstances		

•	taps	all	available	resources	to	
enable	one	to	PERSEVERE	in	the		
face	of	distress	and	OVERCOME	

stressful	circumstances	

FR
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PURSUI
T	
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Resilience ResponseStress Response  

Feelings		
that	have	been		

inhibited	BOUNCE		
BACK	to	enable	op$mal		
func$oning	and	the		

full	realiza$on	of	poten$al		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

func$oning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	INHIBITED	

	ATTACHMENT’S	EMERGENCY	
RESPONSE	TEAM	

ac$va$on	of		

(alarm,	frustra$on	&	pursuit)	

Resilience ResponseStress Response  

Feelings		
that	have	been		

inhibited	BOUNCE		
BACK	to	enable	op$mal		
func$oning	and	the		

full	realiza$on	of	poten$al		

FEELINGS	that	would	interfere		
with	performing	or		

func$oning	in	stressful		
circumstances	
	are	INHIBITED	

	ATTACHMENT’S	EMERGENCY	
RESPONSE	TEAM	

ac$va$on	of		

(alarm,	frustra$on	&	pursuit)	

SAFETY 
opera.onally	defined	by	the	

anima.ng	brain	as	the	removal	or	
absence	of	threats	to	togetherness	

facing togetherness 
in the context of 

attachment

the brain in �
the play mode

(active rest mode)

inhibit	
FEELING	

	FEELINGS	
recovered	

spontaneously	
when	 	
from	threats		

to	togetherness	

automaXcally	
trigger	emoXons	of	
alarm,	frustraXon,	
and	pursuit	-	to		
effect	change	

DEACT
IVATES

	

emo%ona
l	

opera%
ons	an

d	

fosters
	inner	

transf
orma%on	

instea
d		

feelings 
of '(li)

facing togetherness �in the context �of attachment

the brain �

in the �

play mode

(active rest)

PLUS 
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A#achment’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”		

as	an	aNribute	

ENCOUNTERS 
WITH 

FUTILITY 

RE
ST
	

RECO
VERY

		

RESILIENCE	

REN
EW

AL	

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	ALA
RM


When	the	fixes		
are	fu$le,		

they	need	to		
be	FELT	as	such.	

RE
ST
	

RECO
VERY

		

RESILIENCE	

REN
EW

AL	
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Sadness is Key + Transforma(on

The WISDOM !
   of the !
  Stress Response Chapter	1	

Tracing Trouble!
 to its Roots 

Chapter	Two	

Emo(onal Roots

expressing	

naming	

feeling	

mixing	

reflec%ng	
impulsive	and	
no	rela$onship	
with	impulses	

no	sharing	of	
inner	experience	
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STRESs?	

cau%on	

ALARM


PURSUIT	

closure	

separa%on-triggered	

change	

FRUSTRATION	

EMOTIONAL	OPERATIONS	TRIGGERED	BY	FACING	SEPARATION	

A STORY  
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

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	
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A STORY  
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

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 •	•	•	•	•	•	• •  • • •  • •  

STRESs?	

cau%on	

ALARM


PURSUIT	

closure	

separa%on-triggered	

change	

FRUSTRATION	
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A STORY  
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

A STORY  
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

LEVEL	1	–	ANXIETY	PROBLEMS	
-	avoiding	alarming	things	and	situa%ons	–	results	in	
obsessions	and	compulsions,	including	phobias	and	paranoia,	
as	well	as	a	preoccupa$on	with	staying	out	of	trouble	

LEVEL	2	–	AGITATION	&	ATTENTION	PROBLEMS		
-	avoiding	aOending	to	what	alarms	-	results	in	significant	
aNen$on	deficits,	not	being	able	to	stay	out	of	trouble,	not	
being	moved	to	cau$on,	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	aNracted	to	what	alarms	and	a	
predisposi$on	for	being	a	trouble-maker		
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The Continuum of ALARM Problems 

devoid	of	feelings	
of	alarm,	fu%lity		
&	vulnerability	

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

ANXIETY 
problems 
(obsessions	

&	compulsions)	

AGITATION, 
ATTENTION, 

& DISCIPLINE  
problems 

ADRENALIN 
SEEKING 
problems 

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

alarm	is	
displaced	

alarm	is	
perverted	

alarm	is	
dysfunc.onal	

STRESs?	

cau%on	

ALARM


PURSUIT	

closure	

separa%on-triggered	

change	

FRUSTRATION	

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	DepersonalizaXon	&	FragmentaXon	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	DepersonalizaXon	&	FragmentaXon	of	Pursuit	

The	absence	of	$mely	feelings	results	
in	losing	the	connec$on	between	the	
separa$on	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’	
ocen	develop	into	obsessive	‘fixa$ons’	
that	can	permeate	our	personali$es.			

A STORY 
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

SEPARATION	-TRIGGERED	

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

Separation-Triggered
PURSUIT

con
cea

l	

mask	PLEASE	 serve
	

reveal	

demand	regress
	

one	or	many	perfecXonism	

measure	up	
enh

anc
e	

FIXES	&	FIXATIONS	

EDIT	

mirror	
impress	

WIN	

aGract	

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

SYMPTOMS		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

COGNITION-
BASED	DERIVATIVES		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

PRIMAL	
EMOTION	

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

Separation-Triggered
PURSUIT

con
cea

l	

mask	PLEASE	 serve
	

reveal	

demand	regress
	

one	or	many	perfecXonism	

measure	up	
enh

anc
e	

FIXES	&	FIXATIONS	

EDIT	

mirror	
impress	

WIN	

aGract	

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

SYMPTOMS		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

COGNITION-
BASED	DERIVATIVES		
OF	PRIMAL	EMOTION		

PRIMAL	
EMOTION	

TRIGGERING	
EXPERIENCE	

•	hoarding	
•	collec$ng	

•	hugs/smiles	

•	acquiring	

•	status	
•	sameness	
•	sex	
•	pornography	

•	applause	

•	praise	
•	marks	

•	clinging	
•	clutching	
•	possessing	

•	achieving	

•	aNen$on	

•	scoring	
•	winning	

A STORY 
OF MISSING 
FEELINGS 

SEPARATION	-TRIGGERED	

Common manifestations of the DISPLACEMENT instinct

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

•	to	command	aNen$on,	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	direc$ons,	to	provide	the	meanings	

•	to	trump	interac$on,	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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Ca
rin

g 

Resp
onsi

bility
 

How	FEELINGS	develop	the	Alpha	Caring	Response

“neurons	that	FIRE	together	WIRE	together”			

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

FEELINGS	civilize	&	culXvate	the	ALPHA	insXncts	

fe
el
in
g	t
he
	IM

PU
LS
E	t
o	
di
sp
la
ce
	

feeling	CONFLICTED	about	the	im
pulse	

feeling	the	FUTILITY	of	controlling	&	dominaXng	

-	makes	it	possible	to	
take	up	a	rela.onship	
with	the	impulse		

feeling	emo.ons	&	impulses		
that	would	conflict	–	caring,	
dependence,	responsibility	

develops	the	capacity		
to	feel	conflicted	

resolves	impulsivity	
	and	fosters	the	

caring	alpha		
response	

-	soGens	and	prunes	displacement	ins.ncts	to	where	they	become	
sensi.ve	to	context	and	in	the	service	of	caring	and	community		

bullying	

narcissism	–	where	
everything	is	about	‘me’	

compe$ng	with	‘loved	ones’	for	care	

obsessed	with		
winning,	placing,	status,	

	coming	out	on	top		

ALPHA	UNTAMED	&	UNDEVELOPED		

fan
tas

ies	
of	r

ape
	

impulse	to		‘lord	it	over’	

drive	fo
r	superi

ority	

and	sup
remacy	

exploita$on	of	the	
vulnerable	&	needy	

drive	to	dominate	and	displace	

fuele
d	slav

ery	

colon
iza$o

n,	

&	eth
nic	cl

eans
ing	

unable	to		
depend,	submit		
or	take	direc$on	
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The Continuum of Troubling Alpha Behaviour 

bo
ss
in
es
s		

ea
Xn
g	
	

pr
ob
le
m
s		

BU
LL

YI
N

G
		

na
rc
iss
ism

			

ob
se
ss
ed
		

w
ith
	w
in
ni
ng
		

co
m
pl
ia
nc
e	

pr
ob
le
m
s		

hi
gh
ly
		

de
m
an
di
ng
	

ob
se
ss
ed
		

w
ith
	d
om

in
an
ce
		

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	• • •  • • •  • • •  • • •  

The WISDOM !
   of the !
  Stress Response Chapter	1	

Reading the Signs of 
Emotion in Trouble 

Chapter	Three	

Emo(onal Roots

expressing	

naming	

feeling	

mixing	

reflec%ng	
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more e
motio

n bu
t l

ess feel
ing 

SIGNS	OF	AN	ACUTE	STRESS	RESPONSE	AFTER	A	DISTRESSING	EVENT	

-	avoidance	of	whatever	alarms	

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

-	erup$ons	of	aNacking	energy	

-	self-aNack	and	suicidal	impulses	

-	irritability	and	impa$ence	

-	intrusive	thoughts	&	memories	

-	elevated	startle	response	

-	flashbacks	and	nightmares	

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM


IMPULSIVENESS 

-	typically	referred	to	in	the	‘disorder	approach’	as	a	post-trauma$c	
stress	syndrome	or	disorder	

Blinded	by:	

•	‘empathy’	

•	diagnoses	

•	‘dysregulaXon’	

more e
motio

n bu
t l

ess feel
ing 

-	irra$onal	obsessions	

-	anxiety	reducing	behaviour	
-	irra$onal	avoidance	

-	chronic	agita$on	and	restlessness		
-	aNen$on	deficits	around	alarm	

-	an	aNrac$on	to	what	alarms	
-	inability	to	stay	out	of	trouble	
-	recklessness	and	carelessness	

-	fits	&	tantrums	

-	erup$ons	of	aNacking	energy	
-	self-aNack	and	suicidal	impulses	

-	obsessions	with	change	

-	rudeness	and	meanness	
-	aggression	and	violence	

-	irritability	and	impa$ence	

-	hiLng	and	figh$ng	

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

-	fragmented	fixes	&	fixa$ons	with	pursuit	as	the	theme	–	winning,	placing,	
hun$ng,	chasing,	aNrac$ng,	demanding,	reducing,	seeking,	enhancing,	etc	

-	preoccupa$ons	with	altering	
self	in	pursuit	of	belonging,	
love	or	significance		

-	preoccupa$ons	with	concealing	
oneself	in	pursuit	of	belonging,	

love	or	significance	

SIGNS	OF	STUCK	EMOTIONAL	OPERATIONS		

-	anxiety	

FRUSTRATION	

PURSUIT	

ALARM


hoarding	

collec$ng	

going	for	hugs/smiles	

acquirin
g	

seeking	status	

pursu
ing	sa

meness
	

hun$ng
	for	sex	

PORNOGRAPHY	

cha
sing

	ap
pla

use
	

PURSUING	PRAISE	

chasing	marks	

clinging	

clutching	

pos
ses

sin
g	

	achi
eving

	

	seeking	
aNen$on	

	scoring	

WINNING	

Some	common	aGachment-driven	 	where	
the	pursuit	is	divorced	from	its	relaXonal	context:	

FRAGMENTED 
FIXES & 

FIXATIONS 

THE HUNT 

THE CHASE 

THE FIND ATTR
ACTIN

G	

GAMING	

PLEASING		

placing	

chasing	approval	
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fe
lt 

pl
ay

felt rest

felt '(li)

the		
vital	signs		

of	well-being	

Missing Feelings of Well-Being

lack	of	
playfulnes

s	 restlessness	

ungrieved	
	

losses	
flight	from	sadness	

fe
lt 

al
ar

m

felt caring

felt missing

key	
feelings	of	
aGachment	

BORE
DOM

	insaXable	

Missing Feelings of Attachment

lack	of	caring	

AGITAT
ION	

PARANOIA	

ADR
ENA

LIN	
-	

SEE
KIN

G	

ANXIETY	
OR	

OR	

OR	

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

	food	

en
ter
tai
nm

en
t	

	digital	

pursuits	

acXvity	
screen

s	

videoga
mes	sXmulaXon	

delinquency	
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feelings	of	
SENSATIONS	
that	may	be	
inhibited	

sensing		
PAIN	

sensing	
BLADDER/BOWEL	

PRESSURE	

sensing	
COLD	

TOUCH		
&	SMELL	

SIGHT	&	
HEARING	

CUT
TING

	&	

BUR
NIN

G	

WETTING		

&	SOILING	

Impact of the STress Response 
- a loss of -nder feeling -			

insidious	long-term	impact		

no	longer	talks	about	what	distresses	or	hurt	feelings	

no	longer	feels	unsafe	or	alarmed	

no	longer	reads	rejecXon	or	feels	its	sXng	

no	longer	feels	as	needy,	empty,	lonely	or	dependent		

no	longer	is	as	visibly	affected	by	loss	and	lack		

CONFUSING SIGNS OF A WORKING STRESS RESPONSE 

beGer	able	to	funcXon	or	perform	under	duress	

no	longer	given	to	sadness	and	disappointment	

the	loss	of	so-called	‘nega%ve’	feelings	is	typically	misinterpreted	posi%vely	
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The WISDOM !
   of the !
  Stress Response Chapter	1	

RECOVERING 
FEELINGS 

Addressing .
Emo(onal Roots

Chapter	Four	

a	three-pronged	approach	

Addressing the Emotional Roots
of troubling behaviour & troubled experience 

STUCK	in	the	
	stress	response	

FEELINGS ARE 

MISSING 

Development	
ARRESTED	

inhibit	
FEELING	

	FEELINGS	
recovered	

spontaneously	
when	 	
from	threats		

to	togetherness	

automaXcally	
trigger	emoXons	of	
alarm,	frustraXon,	
and	pursuit	-	to		
effect	change	

DEACT
IVATES

	

emo%ona
l	

opera%
ons	an

d	

fosters
	inner	

transf
orma%on	

instea
d		

feelings 
of '(li)

facing togetherness �in the context �of attachment

the brain �

in the �

play mode

(active rest)

PLUS 

REDUCE	

PROVIDE

SAFETY	
SUPPORT	
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REDUCE THREATS to TOGETHERNESS

•	SUPPORT	the	ADULTS	in	the	child’s	life	to	assume	responsibility	for	
providing	proximity	–	generously,	con$nuously	&	securely	

•	REFRAIN	from	separaXon-based	responses	or	reacXons	to	problem	
behaviour,	including	using	what	children	care	about	against	them	

•	reduce	separaXon	experiences	that	can	be	avoided	wherever	
possible;	help	a	child	to	hold	on	when	apart	

•	prevent	and	reverse	peer	orientaXon		

•	employ	developmental	soluXons	to	holding	on	when	apart	(ie,	
sameness,	belonging,	significance,	warmth	and	affec$on,	rela$onal	
foreverness,	understanding	from	inside	out)	

•	SHIELD	against	external	wounding	by	maNering	most	to	the	child	

being known 

significance 

belonging 
& loyalty 

  SENSES 
sameness 

love 

DEVELOPMENTAL	SOLUTION	TO	THREATS	TO	TOGETHERNESS	

inhibit	
FEELING	

	FEELINGS	
recovered	

spontaneously	
when	 	
from	threats		

to	togetherness	

automaXcally	
trigger	emoXons	of	
alarm,	frustraXon,	
and	pursuit	-	to		
effect	change	

DEACT
IVATES

	

emo%ona
l	

opera%
ons	an

d	

fosters
	inner	

transf
orma%on	

instea
d		

feelings 
of '(li)

facing togetherness �in the context �of attachment

the brain �

in the �

play mode

(active rest)

PLUS 

PROVIDE

SAFETY	
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FEELINGS	

 ... through two SANCTUARIES of SAFETY �
where free from facing threats to togetherness 

TRU
STIN

G	

DEPE
NDE

NCE
		

in	th
e	co

ntex
t	of	

ATTA
CHM

ENT	

How the BRAIN supports the RECOVERY of FEELINGS

The	BRAIN	in	
the	PLAY	
DRIVE	

applying	relaXonal	and	emoXonal	first-aid	

Where	the	helper	
can	be	ANYONE	
but	preferably	
a	caring	adult		
to	whom	the		
child	or	adult	
is	aGached	or		
will	aGach	

-	parent	
-	grandparent	

-	relaXve	
-	teacher	
-	coach	
-	expert	

-	counsellor	
-	therapist	
-	caregiver	

	-	case	worker	
-	volunteer	

PLAY 
RELATIO

NSHIP 

he
lp
er
	

DELIVERING	SAFETY	

CHILD	

ADULT	
D
E
P
E
N
D
E
N
C
E	

T
R
U
S
T
I
N
G	

(eg,	parent,	grandparent,	
teacher,	therapist)	

(or	client)	

- neglect and 
rejection 

- wounding  
by others 

- losses and  
lacks 

- shaming or  
put-downs 

- abuses and 
violations 

- distress and 
adversity 

We	must	HAVE	
their	hearts	before		
we	can	protect		
their	hearts	
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CULTURAL	SOLUTION	TO	THREATS	TO	TOGETHERNESS	

Turning the face from separation to togetherness

whe
n	sa

ying
	

goo
dby

e		
when	saying	
goodnight		

when	needing	to	grieve	when		conflict	arises		

whe
n	ne

edin
g	

conf
ront

aXon
		

over	tro
ubled	

waters	
	

when	facing	

disapproval		when	facing	
mortality		

when	being	corrected	

when	parents	are	divorcing	

when	goi
ng	

away	

when	not	
measuring	up	

when	off		

to	school	

when	leaving	
home	

when	cannot	
be	with	

when		
facing	loss	

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 	
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Through another’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

•  BE their source of  WELL-BEING

applying	relaXonal	and	emoXonal	first-aid	

Where	the	helper	
can	be	ANYONE	
but	preferably	
a	caring	adult		
to	whom	the		
child	or	adult	
is	aGached	or		
will	aGach	

-	parent	
-	grandparent	

-	relaXve	
-	teacher	
-	coach	
-	expert	

-	counsellor	
-	therapist	
-	caregiver	

	-	case	worker	
-	volunteer	

PLAY 
RELATIO

NSHIP 

he
lp
er
	

DELIVERING	SAFETY	

NO
T	
w
or
k	

NO
T	for	real	

expressive		

PLAY	
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PLAY 

•	to	safely	engage		
and	DISTRACT	in	
alarming	situa$ons	

•	to	give	the	brain	a	
chance	to	REST		
and	RECOVER	

•	to	LIGHTEN	the	
emo$onal	load	

•	to	aid	the	RECOVERY		
of	feelings	so	that		
the	stress	response		
does	not	get	stuck	

•	to	provide	for		
SAFE	EXPRESSION		
of	primal	emo$on	

•	to	set	the	stage	to	
access	SADNESS	when	
emo$onally	ready	

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

so it can gently and wisely restore lost feelings

•	to	provide	a	bubble	
of	SAFETY	in	a	

distressing	$mes	

Harness the Power of Play

EmoXons	are	
freer	to	move	
and	so	more	
likely	to	be		
felt	and	
idenXfied	

EmoXons	are		
not	at	work,		
so	the	inhibiXon	
of	feelings	is	
reversed	

Play	is	safe	so	
feelings	won’t	
get	hurt	

EmoXons	are	
easier	to	feel	

when	one	step	
removed	from	

real	life	

Words	or	their	
lack,	do	not		

get	in	the	way	

Feelings	of	
fuXlity	are	much	
easier	to	access	

Feelings are recovered �
when emotions are at play
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inhibit	
FEELING	

	FEELINGS	
recovered	

spontaneously	
when	 	
from	threats		

to	togetherness	

automaXcally	
trigger	emoXons	of	
alarm,	frustraXon,	
and	pursuit	-	to		
effect	change	

DEACT
IVATES

	

emo%ona
l	

opera%
ons	an

d	

fosters
	inner	

transf
orma%on	

instea
d		

feelings 
of '(li)

facing togetherness �in the context �of attachment

the brain �

in the �

play mode

(active rest)

PLUS 

SUPPORT	

ENCOUNTERS 
WITH 

FUTILITY 

RE
ST
	

RECO
VERY

		

RESILIENCE	

REN
EW

AL	

why sadness fails + happen 

The	primary	problem	with	SADNESS	is	the	SUFFERING	

-	feels	vulnerable	as		
it	brings	us	face	to	
face	with	what	we	
cannot	control	

-	no	safe	place	to	cry		

-	no	invita$on	for	
sadness	in	one’s	life	

-	no	respite	from	
togetherness	being	
threatened	

-	no	opportunity	
for	feelings	of	

fu$lity	to	catch	
up	with	one	

-	a	fear	of	where	
sadness	may	lead	to		

- 	perceived	as	a	
weakness	or	shamed	
or	discounted	

-	the	fu$li$es	are	
hidden	or	

unsupported	
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BO
U
N
CE
	B
AC
K		

D
O
W
N	

LET	

SADNESS brings RECOVERY 

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

• drugs

loss	of	parent	

FAC
ING

	DE
AT
H	

RETIREMENT

trauma

loss o
f sibling 

isolation

rejec$on	

unlo
ved

	

loss of job 

hospitalization

differentness

losing	face	

tragedy 
loss	of	child	threats to identity

NEGLECT

ABUSE

loneliness

MORTALITY	

empty n
est 

not
	geL

ng	o
ne’s

	wa
y	

0e nadir 
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ENCOUNTERS 
WITH 

FUTILITY 

Sadness is easier to access when emotions are at play

• finds & releases stuck  
or orphaned sadness, 

making it easier to access 
wordless tears  

•	shics	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,	seLng	the	stage	for	
what	needs	to	happen		

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

feels ‘sweeter’ 

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	aNemp$ng	to	stay	op$mis$c		

...	in	avoiding	nega$ve	thoughts	

...	in	trying	to	stay	in	perspec$ve		

...	in	denying	that	the	glass	is	half	empty	

...	in	trying	to	change	the	Eeyores	into	Tiggers	

...	in	aNemp$ng	not	to	be	upset	

...	in	puLng	limits	on	grief	and	sorrow		

PRESS PAUSE 	
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P		O		T		E		N		T			I			A			L	

sadness

feelings

unr
ele

nXn
g	

STR
ESS

	

threatened	
togetherness	

unbearable	
separaXon	

unce
rtain

ty	

WOUNDING	

tragedy	

distress
ing	

circumstances
	 ALARM

	

loss	&	lack	 chaos	

The Womb of Recovery

Addressing the Emotional Roots
of troubling behaviour & troubled experience 

Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 
Developmental & Clinical Psychologist 

Vancouver, Canada 


