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1. Paint with a broad brush: 
Substantive Overview

2. Today’s gonna move! Breadth > Depth 

3. Want more: Talk to us!

Overview
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Learning Objectives 

1. Utilize practical ways of talking to clients about how 
their brains work and how to improve wellbeing

2. Examine effects of stress + trauma on brain

3. Examine evidence-based strategies for promoting 
resilience and calming anxious brain 

4. Describe why certain treatments work 
(Due to time constraints, we will talk specifically 
about exposure and the brain) 
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Brain as Pattern Detector
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Brain as Pattern Detector
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Brain as Pattern Detector
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Brain as Pattern Detector
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Brain as “Wise Blueprint” 

• Important moment for mental health professionals

• World needs your expertise on: 
• Psychological wellbeing 
• Stress management 
• Emotional intelligence 
• Healthy connection 
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How can leaders best manage the
“trauma” of this moment—and all
the adversity that will follow?

Brain as “Wise Blueprint” 
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Living Wiser, Not Harder.

To live whole human lives, we are aided 
when we live based on the 

wisdom of our brain + biology

Brain as “Wise Blueprint” 
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• Brain + biology provide “Blueprint for Wise Living”

• But often we ignore these biological rules for  
• Meaningful social connection 
• Sufficient exercise 
• Good sleep 
• Proper nutrition 
• Limited amounts of information and 

thinking about our “attentional health.” 

Brain as “Wise Blueprint” 
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What is Trauma: 
A violent violation to the “Law of What Should Have Been” 

Ex: If I think that my neighborhood should be perfectly 
safe—and then I get mugged, trauma shows me I was wrong. 

These violations to the “pattern” threaten the brain, 
tasked with pattern detection

Brain as “Wise Blueprint” 
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What’s happening on Clients’ Attentional Landscape? 

Ø 1 interruption/10 min 

Ø Process 5xs info than in 1980; ~180 newspapers/day

Ø >90% of world’s data created in last 4 years alone

Ø Google processes >40,000 searches every second 
(3.5 billion/day)

Ø YouTube uploads 6,000 hours of video every hour

The “Attentional Health” of Clients
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Substance abuse 

• Maybe say something about Attention 
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Stress, 
Trauma and 
the Bounds 
of the Brain
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Tools for Clinical Change

• Brain is pattern detector
• Clients suffer because they want change and yet continue 

to behave in reactive, stressful, counterproductive ways 

• What’s another tool for you to help increase their insight 
into patterns of behavior? 
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Cortisol & Chronic Stress
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Putting It All Together

mPFCAmygdala Hippocampus
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Putting It All Together: Healthy Brain

Stimuli

Regulate

Danger

Contextualize
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Stimuli

Regulate

Danger

Contextualize

Putting It All Together: Severe Stress

Danger

Dan
ge

r
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Putting It All Together: A Lifetime of Stress

Stimuli

Regulate

Danger

Contextualize

Danger

Dan
ge

r
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Putting It All Together: Sub-Summary

• Amygdala

• Hippocampus

• mPFC
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Learning Objectives 

1. Utilize practical ways of talking to clients about how 
their brains work and how to improve wellbeing

• Brain as Pattern Detector 
• Tale of 2 Brains 
• Amygdala = Boss of Stress System
• Hippocampus = Historian 
• mPFC = Commander in Chief

2. Examine effects of stress + trauma on brain
• What stress does to brain 
• What parts of brain it harms 

Ø Hippocampus 
Ø mPFC
Ø Role of cortisol 

© 2020 NHP. All rights reserved. Proprietary and confidential. For NHP client use only.

45

Chicago Social Work Conference 9/25/2020

Social Work Foundations | Wallace Long 228.424.2956  | Leslie Abrahamson 630.234.0164



9/24/20

16

Stress + the Human Response 
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Is Change Possible?

50

© 2020 NHP. All rights reserved. Proprietary and confidential. For NHP client use only.© 2020 NHP. All rights reserved. Proprietary and confidential. For NHP client use only.

Why Is Change So Hard? 

1. Why is it so hard? 

2. How can we help clients 
increase insight into why it’s 
so tough? 

Great that change is possible, but…
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By definition, change means 
shattering the old pattern—and 

shattering patterns is tough for an 
organ in the business of patterns! 

Why Is Change So Hard? 
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Clinicians’ Role in Transformation 

• Many excellent tools to aid in transformation

• We will focus on: 
1. Safety 
2. Approaching the Avoidance 
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What’s best predictor of therapeutic success? 

Rapport accounts for 85% 
of treatment success
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Being able to feel safe with other people is 
probably the single most important aspect of 
mental health. Safe connections are fundamental 
to a meaningful and satisfying life.

- Bessel van der Kolk
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Therapeutic Safety
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Therapeutic Safety

• Safety is essential because the issues we deal with in treatment 
are fundamentally about threat (i.e., a lack of safety) 

• Trauma
• Abuse 
• Abandonment 
• Inadequacy and shame  
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Exposure + the Brain 

• Exposure is predicated on taking 
whatever it is we AVOID and 
beginning to APPOACH it

• We must sit with difficult emotions 
to change!
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Exposure + the Brain 

• Prolonged Exposure  (PE) *
• Cognitive Processing Therapy (CPT) *
• Exposure with Response Prevention  (ERP) *
• EMDR
• Talk therapy if targets topics of avoidance

Types of Exposure in Treatment 

• Think about exposure broadly 
• All effective clinical tools require APPROACHING

topics we historically AVOIDED. 
• Exactly what a trauma narrative is

Takeaways: 

61

Why Does Exposure Work
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Why Does Exposure Work

• Fear, anxiety, phobia, panic lead us to avoid 

• Avoidance brings temporary relief but ultimately 
maintains pattern

• Taking a “new route” is always unfamiliar and, 
therefore, uncomfortable

• BUT when we safely approach what we have 
avoided the brain can learn new patterns 
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Why Does Exposure Work
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By definition, transformative change 
means shattering the old pattern. 

How to Bring Transformation
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Learning Objectives 

1. Utilize practical ways of talking to clients about how  
brains work and how to improve wellbeing

• Brain as Pattern Detector 
• Tale of 2 Brains 
• Amygdala = Boss of Stress System
• Hippocampus = Historian 
• mPFC = Commander in Chief

2. Examine effects of stress + trauma on brain
• What stress does to brain 
• What parts of brain it harms 

Ø Hippocampus 
Ø mPFC
Ø Role of cortisol 

3. Examine evidence-based strategies for promoting  
resilience and calming the anxious brain. 

• Detailed explanation of exposure and its relationship 
to change

© 2020 NHP. All rights reserved. Proprietary and confidential. For NHP client use only.

66

Chicago Social Work Conference 9/25/2020

Social Work Foundations | Wallace Long 228.424.2956  | Leslie Abrahamson 630.234.0164



9/24/20

23

NeuroHealth Partners
T h a n k  y o u .

Curious how neuroscience can distinguish you as a clinician?  

Individual + Group training for Clinicians: Learn more about 
customized trainings in evidence-based practices like PE or ERP.  

Book on “Wisdom of Wise Leadership” coming in Spring 2021

Want more tools, scripts, and practical strategies? 
Check out Online CE course with many practical tools  

i n f o @ n e u r o h e a l t h p a r t n e r s . c o m

w w w . n e u r o h e a l t h p a r t n e r s . c o m / h e a l t h c a r e

We love hearing from you: 
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